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insight, while narrating them sensitively—a 
feature which fi nds its way into much of his 
artwork. He tells us how his grandfather, Em-
dad Ali, was the fi rst person to leverage educa-
tion to leave his village in Patuakhali (now in 
southern Bangladesh) to fi nish studies in Kolk-
ata. Ali joined the Imperial Civil Service, and 
later, after Partition in 1947, became Deputy 
Magistrate in East Pakistan. This re-telling re-
minds us of Mohaiemen’s penchant for looking 
at major geopolitical events through the human 
lens. In this case he recalls how this trajectory 
affected his own childhood: “The experience of 
English language education as a path to up-
ward mobility became really formative to my 
family, and also why I grew up surrounded by 
English books.”  

HIT REWIND 
Mohaiemen was largely raised on a diet of Satya-
jit Ray stories such as the Professor Shonku se-
ries of fantastical experiments and alien worlds. 
He explains that his family, which was incarcer-
ated in Pakistan after the war, and fi nally re-
patriated to Bangladesh in 1973, then worked 
in Libya until 1979. Here, Mohaiemen would 
repeatedly read the few Ray mystery novels he 
had with him, starring Detective Feluda, and 
reconstruct scenes from them using Playmobil 

fi gures. Some of these childhood memories crop 
up as clues in his later works (for example, the 
Martian language from Professor Shonku ap-
pears in the newspaper project Dainik Kalponik 
(2014)), but also point to his imaginative story-
telling, at times inclusive of absurd elements, 
pop-culture and fi ctional touches. Similarly, he 
traces his love of photography to his youth, from 
reading Popular Photography and American 
Photographer magazines, to his father’s initial 
obsession with the medium before becoming a 
doctor and joining the army. His father’s camera 
reels, found when their Dhaka home was being 
vacated, are also referenced in his fi lm, Rankin 
Street, 1953 (2013).  

In the fi lm, Mohaiemen narrates that this was 
his father’s fi rst and only box of negatives; eve-
rything from 1954-1971 was lost during the war. 
When asked if the artist’s focus on moments 
from the past intersects with an exploration or 
grounding of himself, he says that his work is a 
way of “rooting oneself again” after being part 
of a family which experienced “restless dislo-
cation from location and class position”. Even 
through the 1990s, which brought the collapse 
of the military regime and neo-liberalisation to 
Bangladesh, Mohaiemen shares that his fam-
ily’s “sense of self was continually shattered” 
—a phenomenon experienced by much of the 

Tripoli Cancelled  is based 
on the experiences of 

Mohaiemen’s father when 
he was trapped without a 

passport in Athens’ Ellinikon 
airport for nine days in 1977 
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