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Cy Twombly Vengeance of Achilles 1962. 
Oil, chalk and pencil on canvas, 3 × 1.7 m. 
Courtesy: Kunsthaus Zurich; © 2014 
Cy Twombly Foundation
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Naeem Mohaiemen

Tareque Masud 
Adam Surat (1989)

‘People who live in skyscrapers see everything 
from far above.’ From the opening interviews 
in Tareque Masud’s documentary Adam Surat 
(1989), the narration inverts the on-screen 
image. The film’s subject, SM Sultan — 
a consummate outsider artist who had 
retreated from the bustle of 1970s Dhaka to live 
in an abandoned building in distant Narail 
— agreed to be interviewed on one condition: 
that the subject of the film had to be the 
Bangladeshi peasant, left behind in the post-
liberation rush towards urban living and 
industrialization. A beautiful green field is 
overlaid with Sultan critiquing television pundits 
who tell farmers to ‘learn’ new agricultural 
practices; he also tells a story of inventing local 
pigments to free artists from the tyranny of 
imported paint supplies. In a climactic scene, 
the villagers who were Sultan’s lifelong compan-
ions (along with his collection of cats, dogs, 
mongooses and monkeys) go into an ecstatic 
frenzy — the Baul musician’s wandering mystic 
code, along with the liberating presence of local 
ganja, is there for the decoding. When the 
Dhaka culture Brahmins finally granted Sultan 
a solo show late in life, the museum guard 
refused to allow him in, mistaking him for 
a beggar. For the painter who exploded the 
rarefied national narrative with his iconic 
paintings of the Bengal peasant, this rejection 
confirmed that he had been right all along to 
escape this imitative urban modernity.

Naeem Mohaiemen works in Dhaka, Bangladesh, 
and New York, USA. His solo show, ‘Prisoners of 
Shothik Itihash (Correct History)’, at Kunsthalle 
Basel, Switzerland, closed in August. He is a 2014 
Guggenheim Fellow.


