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Interview: Shom Das Gupta
‘So that I may sing your songs:’ A tour of Bangladesh through Jarigan

AN INTERVIEW WITH MARY FRANCES DUNHAM: MARY FRANCES DUNHAM, A
JARIGAN SPECIALIST

Jarigan specialist, Mary Frances Dunham

This is a tale of another time; a time when familiar characters appear different in the light of those days.
Some of the characters are probably not quite known lc{ ?1" &n[\)t those, of our coun mc? who have been
introduced by an American scholar, already over 70, ! d een done with a lot of tender

This scholar, who divided her time between China and New York, is none other than Mary Frances
Dunham. This is in fact an interview, though the subject of this interview, this shy, modest, polite and
gentle lady, has mainly talked about others. That an autobiography is, in reality, the influence of others
upon oneself, and an interaction with people, can be learnt from this interview with Mary.

Who were the types of people whom Mary came across? Through this interview we will discover that
they were Ravi Shanker, Jasimuddin, Satyajit Ray, Mustafa Zaman Abbassi (son of Abbasuddin,) Prof.
Shahidullah, Prof. Lutfur Rahman (Chairman of the Bangla Dept. of Dhaka University,) Prof. Jamil
Ahmed (Dramatics teacher of Dhaka University,) the late author, philosopher and activist, Ahmad Sofa,

the Spanish Prof. of Music from Columbia, Prof. Israil Cartz, specialist of § and Pali, Ted
Regardi, late Prof of Bangla, Coward Dumac. Ralph Marta Nicholas (Prof. of Music, at Chicago Univ,
who has done excellent research on i and ghazal,) and many more outstanding characters.

Achicvers somehow, find other achievers, and when two of them meet, they create a heavenly light!
From the interview we discover how Mary became familiar with (the above-mentioned) famous people,
and how she brought forth such unexpected creative work being in their company and vicinity.

I first met Mary in 1995 at a conference on Bengal Studies, in George University. I mentioned this
conference when I interviewed Clifion Steele at a meeting of poets (Shahzadia, 2006.) I was already in
my scat even before the event began. I saw that Mary was writing on the blackboard, the categorical
divisions of Bangla folk music (such as Jari, Shari, Bhatiali ctc.) in her wonderful, Bangla script
(formed in pearl-like shapes,) in preparation for the speech she was to make during that session.

The next time I met her was when I was in Dallas in 1999. Some culturally inclined volunteers who had
formed the Academy of Bangla Arts and Culture, organized a conference on International Bangla
Literature and Culture. They invited her, but Mary could not attend the conference as she had planned
to visit China to be with her daughter. Soon afier this, in 2000, we arranged a lecture programme for
her. Along with her slide show, our enthusiastic volunteers, had arranged a concert on Jarigan. The
responsibility of making the arrangements was taken by Anisuzzaman, Manik and other co-workers.

After this, I hardly ever met Mary as she was cither in New York, or with her daughter Katherine, in
China, where she went to fulfill her responsibilities as a grand mother. (Her daughter had been born in
Bangladesh and, when she started school in the USA, she had a notice hung from her neck which said
that, though she couldn’t speak much English, she could speak Bangla!) When Mary visited America
she would live with an illiterate family whom she had helped to go to the USA. Later, we will hear the
story of Ruplal, the person she helped. Whenever she came here (to the US.) we would telephone and
talk to her at Ruplal’s home. At that time she was busy collecting Spanish music, but if we called with
querics, she would always respond with carefully thought-out answers, no matter how busy she was

with her own work.

While | was preparing to write this article I sent her the manuscript several times to get her opinion and
comments on how the interview sounded. I have to say that she approved of its content (as she herself
was the source.) However she disapproved of the adjectives we used to describe her (which objection

we can ignore!)
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2. The Works of Mary Frances Dunham:

Mary Frances Dunham was born on March 26", 1932. In 1954 she graduated in Romance Language
and Literature from Harvard (University.) Some years later, in 1959 she did a diploma course on Music
Composition from the Fontainbleau School of Musicin France. She also obtained a Certificate from the
Barisal School of Music, after her training in Indian Classical music in 1965. (This fact is important and
has a bearing on this interview.) She lived many years with her (recently departed,) husband, Daniel,
who was an architect. Dan (short for Daniel,) had seen the fall of East Pakistan and formation of
Bangladesh, and she was there with him. When she returned to the USA she did another Masters, this in
Indian Education. She had wished to do a PhD. and, seeing her devotion to her work, everyonc had
encouraged her. But Mary let them know that she would be joining Dan for his work in different
countrics. Also she had to look after her daughter till she grew up. She had always done a lot of
practical research, whenever she found the time and whenever she felt it to be possible. This is why she
felt her education to be complete, and she didn’t feel the need for a PhD.

The most notable work of Mary Dunham was her book on Jarigan, which was
published by University Press Ltd. (Dhaka,) in 1997. This book. in English, is on Muslim Epic Songs of
Bangladesh, and has 370 pages of very important information and documentation. It contains the text of
the original songs, translation, notes, directions and musical notation, plus a cassette; all of it
invaluable. Her prolonged tour in Bangladesh was an enriching experience for her, and gives a clear
picture of Bangla society. At the same time, she brought to (the forefront,) a special group of
people representing folk culture. She incorporated into her book the history of the practice of their art,
the contribution of religion, discussion of culture, musical analysis, human philosophy and many
similar ideas. She never used guesswork or imagination to fill in the blanks whenever she found it
difficult to get authentic information. Though it was not her job to do research she believed that the
beauty of a text lay in its authenticity.

Beside this book, she did other research. Among her more notable works was ‘The Meaning of Dhua-
which was presented in 1996 at the Bengal Studies Conference the Association for
Asian Studies. In 1998, the papers presented were on “How songs of Moaning have become sources of
entertainment,” and, “How to give a proper definition of Jarigan,” and a lot of other research on this
topic.

Mary had done some memorable work on Logol VAIR.} Bdenet in 1979. They made use of the Western
mecthod of the notation of music in a recording for teaching Indian Music. You will come to know of
that experience in this interview.

In collaboration with Prof. Chelchowsky of the Department of Dramatics, Barnard College, Mary’s
pictorial lectures became very popular in 2000. Her lectures on how the Persian and Arabian world
entered into Bangla (at the Academy of Bangla and Culture, in Dallas,) are still bright in the memory of
the audience. In 1976 she gave lectures on the method of classical music on Northern India, at The Asia
Society in New York. At Columbia University, she lectured on Music and Dance of Bangla.

Beside English and bangle, she knew four other languages — French, Ancient Greek, Latin and Sanskrit.
It is a great privilege to be a multi-linguist, as they can climb over the walls of cultures and view the

of many other cultures! We can find many examples of globalization in the field of
business, but we rarely find examples of people, who, knowing ancient languages, or knowing their

grand ancestors. can go to their cultural roots, or sources. At the beginning of this vear I had
to visit Sweden, Germany. Farance and England thrice. I noticed that pcople of many nations had gone
there to live but there was hardly any INter- /intermingling of cultures. Therefore, one can

casily become aware of the distance between the culture of the USA and Bangla. All of Europe can fit
into India twice! My readers, the term ‘Cultural Distance,” is very delicate and I am saying this very
cautiously, so you don’t get puzzled and think of it as a call-centre, or a BPO

Which were the countrics Mary had lived in? She spent 20 years in Bangladesh, 5 years in France, a
year in England, and a few months in ecach of these countries: India, Nepal, Sri Lanka, MRuiitania,)
China. Her lifc and work, were both full of variety and we now have an opportunity to know more
about her life through this special electronic interview.
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