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POTPOURRI

InternatIonal Yoga FestIval 
India’s rich heritage of yoga draws more than 
400 people from over 30 countries to the 
International Yoga Festival, one of the largest 
yoga gatherings in the world. The festival 
offers sessions by world-class yoga teachers, 
evening discussions with some of India’s 
leading spiritual leaders and events such as 
vegetarian cooking classes and the Yoga Aid 
Challenge Charity Fundraiser.

When: March 1-7
Where: Parmarth Niketan Ashram, 
Rishikesh, Uttarakhand

World lIvIng herItage FestIval
The Mewar royal family takes the onus 
of promoting the cultural diversity of the 
Mewar region through the World Living 
Heritage Festival. It consists of arts and crafts 
workshops, photo exhibitions, food festivals, 
musical concerts and technical conferences 
to discuss issues related to the preservation of 
the region’s living heritage.

When: March 13-16 
Where: City Palace, Udaipur, Rajasthan

attuvela MahotsavaM
Many of Kerala’s temple festivals focus on 
elephants but the Attuvela Mahotsavam, a 
delightful water carnival, provides refreshing 
novelty. A procession of warmly illuminated 
and colourfully decorated canoes carry huge 
temple replicas through the water towards the 
temple on this day. Accompanied by temple 
percussion music, it is a sight to behold.

When: April 1 
Where: Elankavu Sree Bhagavathy Temple, 
Vadayar, Kottayam district, Kerala

ChInakkathoor PooraM
This festival is held at the Sree Chinakkathoor 
Bhagavathy Temple and features a pageant 
of 33 decorated elephants. The procession 
is held in the evening and is accompanied 
by drumming and traditional music. You can 
witness shadow puppet performances every 
evening in the temple premises during the 17 
days leading up to the Chinakkathoor Pooram.

When: March 14 
Where: Sree Chinakkathoor Bhagavathy 
Temple, Palappuram, Palakkad district of Kerala

aolIng FestIval 
The deadly headhunters of Nagaland, the 
fascinating Konyak tribe, now lives peacefully 
and spends most of their time in the fields. 
Once the sowing of seeds is completed each 
year, the tribe celebrates their most important 
festival - the Aoling Festival - which marks the 
beginning of the spring and the new year.

When: April 1-6  
Where: Mon district, Nagaland

BaIsakhI
The festival of Baisakhi celebrates harvest and 
the new year in the state of Punjab in India. 
Lots of feasting, bhangra dancing, folk music 
and fairs mark this day throughout Punjab and 
other parts of India. The Golden Temple in 
Amritsar, Punjab, organises major celebrations 
with a carnival-like atmosphere, accompanied 
by a street procession.

When: April 13-14 
Where: Throughout the state of Punjab, 
particularly Amritsar

Upcoming events across india



India, as a spiritual destination, has remained enigmatic for eons. Intrigued to know 
more about the histories and mysteries of Indian spiritualism, lakhs of people from across 
the globe choose to travel to India. It is the land where rivers are regarded as goddesses. 
The seven rivers, considered most sacred and the lifeline for millions of people in India 
are Ganga, Yamuna, Saraswati, Godavari, Narmada, Indus and Kaveri. We explore the  
spiritual connect of these rivers and trace their flow.

As we move on, we look at the peace destinations of India. These are sure to usher in 
a sense of tranquility as you read about them. Travel with us and feel the calmness of 
the lakes and monasteries of Ladakh, the stunning tea estates of Valparai, the meditative 
banks of Ganga in Haridwar, the abundant natural beauty of Gujarat and Santiniketan, 
the poetic land of Rabindranath Tagore. We travel all the way to Northeast India to find 
out more about the artistic tattoo tradition of the headhunters of Nagaland. 

March heralds the arrival of spring and the festival of colours, Holi. In this issue, we 
have top Indian artists – Niladri Paul, Naresh Kapuria, Seema Kohli, Ved Nayar and 
Sudip Roy – sharing their unique rendition of this festival. Besides, we take an in-depth 
look at Good Friday, Easter and Lent which hold a lot of importance for Christians 
across India. 

We focus on our infrastructural growth as we present a visual panorama 
highlighting the modern strides of Mumbai including the new Terminal 2, Monorail 
and Bandra-Worli Sea Link. Paying homage to one of the most admirable statesmen in 
the world, Dr Nelson Mandela, who led South Africa out of decades of apartheid, we 
look at how he was inspired by Mahatma Gandhi’s beliefs and carried them forward.  

In this edition, we highlight the visit of the Secretary General of Arab League 
in December last year and how it was crucial for India-Middle East relations. The 
invitation extended to India to participate in Geneva II in Syria recently was an 
acknowledgment of the same. We also bring to light why the recent visit by the 
German President Mr Joachim Gauck to India is being looked forward 
as a step to boost political, strategic and economic ties between the 
two countries. 

In our effort to bring you more about India, we have touched upon 
various other spheres including new innovations in traditional 
chikankari, India’s role in World War I, Mahatma Gandhi’s famous 
Dandi March and how new media is making its presence felt in the 
Indian art world. 

Syed Akbaruddin

Foreword
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holy waters
The divine

words    Bill Aitken

Indian rivers are not just part of epics, religious texts 
and myths but also guardians of her cultural wealth

  6     M a r c h - a p r i l  2 0 1 4

ExplorE



Varanasi, the spiritual capital of India, is situated on the banks of river ganga
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From the beginning of recorded history, 
India has honoured her rivers, both for 
their beauty and their blessings. Seven 
of these rivers were singled out for 
recognition as goddesses, not for their 

hydrological profile but for the sacred and cultural 
associations surrounding them. 

Ganga: Symbol of purity

First in the list is the goddess Ganga (the Ganges 
river). Her source at the ice cave of Gaumukh (cow’s 
mouth) in the Uttarakhand Himalayas must be the 
most inspiring on our planet for sheer aesthetic  
grandeur. Not even the mythology surrounding the 
river can match the sublime impact of its physical 

birth. Starting from the pilgrim site of Gangotri, 
she flows as river Bhagirathi. It is only on her  
meeting with Alakananda river at Devprayag that 
the name Ganga is given. Then, downstream at 
Haridwar, the Ganga emerges into the plains where 
her course to the sea is marked by the confluence at 
Prayag in Allahabad in Uttar Pradesh. Here Ganga 
is joined by Yamuna and symbolically by the third 
goddess, Saraswati. Varanasi is likewise graced by 
the waters of Ganga Maharani. Of Ganga’s flowing 
locks that comprise the river’s delta, the Hooghly 
passing through Kolkata in West Bengal, has the 
privilege of hosting the final place of pilgrimage at 
the small island of Ganga Sagar where the goddess, 
after 2,525 km, merges with the Bay of Bengal.

ganga originates in the western Himalayas in Uttarakhand, India
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Yamuna: Bountiful beauty 

The source of the second goddess Yamuna, the 
younger sister of the Ganga, is marked by scald-
ing hot springs at Yamnotri. She rises from the 
snows of the Bander Poonch massif near Uttara-
khand’s border with the state of Himachal Pradesh. 
While passing near Mussoorie in Uttarakhand, the 
winding course of the river has an Ashokan edict 
on its banks extolling the virtues of non-violence. 
The goddess exits the Himalayas at Paonta Sahib, 
a Sikh pilgrimage hallowed by the residence of 
the Sikh Guru Gobind Singh. Its waters help give 

the state of Haryana in India its name signifying  
dazzling greenery. Once it nears New Delhi, the 
capital of India, the goddess is assailed by urban  
challenges. Downstream of the capital, the river flows 
past the ghats at Mathura in Uttar Pradesh where the  
votaries of Radha and Krishna gather. It curls round 
the dreamy profile of the Taj Mahal at Agra in  
Uttar Pradesh, then winds her way through eroded  
terrain where the Chambal joins her. Finally, before 
the auspicious meeting of the rivers at Prayag, 1,370 
km from her source, the Yamuna is refreshed by the 
blue waters of the Betwa.

yamuna meanders through Agra, passing many Mughal sites including the Taj Mahal
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Godavari

Narmada

picturesque marble rock formations on the banks of narmada
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Godavari: Promise of prosperity 

Godavari, Ganga’s elder sister, is a non-
Himalayan river. Her flow is seasonal. She 
drains the lesser ranges of Deccan Plateau 
which receives little precipitation outside 
the monsoon. Her source is atop the black 
mesa formations of the north Sahyadri 
range. At the foot of these mountains is 
the sacred Trimbakeshwar Temple near 
the town of Nasik in the state of Maha-
rashtra. The river flows for 1,465 km 
across almost the width of the peninsula 
from Nasik in the Western 
Ghats to cut through the 
Eastern Ghats leading to 
Yanam which was a former 
colonial outpost of Puduch-
erry in Andhra Pradesh. The 
small town of Paithan in  
Maharashtra lay on an ancient 
trade route and is famous 
for heavy silk saris. Shirdi is  
another small town near the 
Godavari that has become a  
place of pilgrimage. Downstream is the 
well-maintained gurudwara at Nander 
where Sikh Guru Gobind Singh breathed 
his last. The southeast flow of the river 
after it leaves Maharashtra for the state 
of Andhra Pradesh is supplemented by 
river  Manjra from the south and Pran-
hita and Indrawati from the tribal districts 
lying to the north. The goddess takes a 
sharp turn at the Bhadrachalam Tem-
ple  in Andhra Pradesh before cleaving a  
passage through the Eastern Ghats. 
She then descends in a broad southerly 
flow to the agricultural town of Rajah-
mundry in the state of Andhra Pradesh 
which marks the entrance to the fertile 
delta. Here the Draksharama Temple 

commanding the Gautam Godavari  
delivers final blessings before the goddess 
flows via Yanam into the Bay of Bengal.

Narmada: Auspicious beauty 

Narmada, daughter of Lord Shiva, is to 
many the most beautiful. Her source is at 
Amarkantak amidst the leafy Maikala Hills 
of eastern Madhya Pradesh. It then passes 
through tribal territory thick with bam-
boo and rich in iron ore. At the medieval  
fort of Mandla in Madhya Pradesh, the  

river broadens out. The 
erstwhile ruling dynasty 
of the area boasts of being 
the last to hold out against 
the Mughal advances. Near  
Jabalpur in Madhya Pradesh 
are the Dhuandar waterfalls 
in the fabled marble gorge. 
The many hues of marble 
are said to be auspicious 
for carving temple images. 
Large smooth basaltic lin-

gams are also found in Narmada’s bed. 
Jabalpur lays claim to inventing snooker; 
it is said to have first been played here 
in colonial times. Omkareshwar is a  
scenic island with an ancient Jyotirlinga 
Temple and in contrast, this pilgrim site 
is followed downstream by the princely  
bathing ghats at Maheshwar. These 
were built by the widowed Holkar queen  
Ahalya Bai of the Maratha-ruled Malwa 
kingdom who bravely stood up for her 
family faith in the face of bigotry. Lower 
in its course, the river is dammed to form 
the Sardar Sarovar, a gravity dam near 
Navagam in Gujarat. Finally, at the estu-
ary town of Bharuch in Gujarat, it flows 
into the Arabian Sea.

The source of 
the fourth river 

goddess, the 
Narmada, is at  
Amarkantak, 

amidst the leafy 
Maikala hills of 
eastern Madhya 

Pradesh
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Saraswati: Alive in folklore

The holy river Saraswati is the Hindu goddess of 
learning. Beautiful to look upon, Saraswati holds 
the ancient stringed veena and is seated upon a 
swan. In ancient scriptures, Saraswati was a broad 
river that used to water what is now the Rajasthan 
desert. It was discovered under the 
sand in the 1930s from the remains of 
the Harappan civilisation. According 
to satellite imagery, the course of the 
dried-up river can still be discerned 
and in Hindu folklore, the Saraswati 
remains very much alive. Recently, at 
Ad Badri in the Shivalik foothills of 
Haryana, the source of a small river, 
known as the Sarsutti, has been devel-
oped as a pilgrim centre. Both Kuruk-
shetra in Haryana and Pushkar in Rajasthan have 
lakes associated with this lost sacred river and host 
huge gatherings of pilgrims on auspicious bathing 
days. It is assumed that the Saraswati flowed into 
the Rann of Kutch in Gujarat and then into the 
Arabian Sea.

 Indus: High and mighty

The Indus gave its name to India – foreigners  
referred to it as the land that lies “beyond the  
Indus.” Also known as the Lion River, the Indus 
(or Sindhu) is the largest in the subcontinent, flow-
ing for 3,200 km from undistinguished springs in  

Tibet, north of Mt Kailash. The flow 
of the river is determined by season – 
it diminishes in winter while flooding 
its banks between July and September. 
This mighty river delimits the west-
ern end of the Great Himalayan range 
and the towering height of the Naga 
Parbat massif at the river’s sharp turn 
to outflank the mountain astounds all 
who behold it. From Tibet border, it 
flows northeast through Leh past the 

town’s huge and fascinating mud fort. At Nyemo, 
the Zanskar River joins the Indus at perhaps the 
most sublime confluence in the Himalayas. The 
river is worshipped by fishermen downstream in 
the Pakistan province of Sind where the shallow 
and sluggish Indus reaches the Arabian Sea.

According to 
satellite  

imagery, the 
course of the 

dried-up  
Saraswati river  

can still be 
discerned

Indus

Saraswati

Indus is the largest river in the Indian subcontinent
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Kaveri: Guardian of cultural wealth

Goddess Kaveri may be the shortest in length 
(765 km) but is the guardian of the most scintillat-
ing array of India’s cultural wealth. Known as the 
‘Ganga of the South’, the goddess is de-
picted standing wearing a red silk sari 

and holding a copper water pot from 
which she pours her blessings. Kaveri 
(or Cauvery) rises in the hills of Coorg 
in the Karnataka section of the West-
ern Ghats above the temple at Bhaga-
mandalam. The source is known as 
Talakaveri and a small tank has been 
built to receive the overflow from the 
sacred spring. From the wooded hills 
of Coorg, the river flows to the confines of Mysore, 
then past Srirangapatnam in Karnataka where Tipu 
Sultan had his palace. On the banks of Kaveri at  
Talakad near Mysore in Karnataka stands a strange 

spectacle of medieval temples silted up by the sand 
and wind. The goddess in her regal mood is seen 
at the spectacular Shivanasamundra Waterfalls and 
then again at the dramatic cataracts of Hogenakkal 

near the border of Tamil Nadu. As she 
approaches the delta region, the god-
dess unleashes a display of artistic, 
architectural and musical wonders. 
Trichy’s  fort, the devotional rendering 
of Tyagaraj’s songs at Thiruvaiyaru in 
Thanjavur district in Tamil Nadu, Sri-
ramgam’s extensive godly enclosure, 
the exquisitely poised bronze images of 
Cholan figures and Thanjavur’s tower-
ing temples and are a few of the living 

treasures of the delta region. The recognised chan-
nel of the Kaveri debouches into the Bay of Bengal 
near the coast at Poompahar in Tamil Nadu known 
to Roman traders as Kaveri Emporium.

Approaching 
the delta region, 

the Kaveri  
unleashes  
displays of  

architectural 
and artistic 

wonders

Bill Aitken is a Scottish-born Indian travel writer. He is the author of a number of books about India. 

Kaveri serves as the main drinking water source to many cities, towns and villages in India
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broaden bilateral 
cooperation

India and Germany agree to

The recently-concluded visit of German President Mr Joachim Gauck 
to India is being witnessed as a step forward towards boosting the 
political, strategic and economic ties between the two countries

words     Vinit Wahi 
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For close to a decade-and-a-half, India 
and Germany have been drawing closer 
to each other. With the commencement 
of Inter-Governmental Consultations 

in 2011, the two nations have made significant 
progress in various areas of bilateral cooperation 
through high-level exchanges at the top level. Apart 
from strengthening strategic cultural, commercial 
and economic ties, they have increased  
interaction in different sectors such as 
science and technology, defence and 
commerce apart from people-to-
people relations. 

The recent visit of German 
President Mr Joachim Gauck 
to India is another significant 
step towards boosting the two 
countries’ close political, strategic 
and economic ties. His statement that 
“a comprehensive agreement on free trade 
and investment would be a great opportunity for 
India as well as Europeans” is a pointer in this 
direction. Mr Gauck, who has been described by 
Chancellor Angela Merkel as a “true teacher of 
democracy” and a “tireless advocate of freedom, 
democracy and justice”, had led a high-level 

delegation to India from February 4-9, 2014, 
during the course of which he discussed several 
issues of strategic and bilateral importance with 
the Indian leadership. During this visit, the two 
countries signed two umbrella agreements for 
financial and technical cooperation under the 
Indo-German bilateral development cooperation 
framework. The Indian Finance Minister Shri  

P Chidambaram and German Federal Minister  
for Economic Cooperation and 

Development Mr Gerd Mueller,  
inked these pacts in their meetings. 

Their first agreement was on 
financial co-operation pertaining 
to the concessional loans from 
the German government for nine 

projects including the Madhya 
Pradesh urban sanitation and 

environment programme, Himalayan  
hydropower programme, green energy 

corridors, affordable housing programme, and 
Himachal Pradesh forest ecosystems climate  
proofing project. The second agreement was for 
technical cooperation pertaining to 13 projects  
in energy, environment and sustainable economic 
development sectors which are priority sectors 



Delhi and  
Berlin have 

strengthened 
their strategic, 

cultural,  
commercial  

and economic 
ties as well as 

interactions in 
other sectors 
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under the bilateral development cooperation 
between the two countries.

The two sides also appreciated the constructive 
engagement between them under the 
Development Cooperation Frame-
work that has been in place for the last 
five decades. The German government 
has committed funds amounting to 
€1.09 billion, the highest ever till date 
since 1958. A consortium comprising 
SOLEA AG (Platting, Germany) and 
PINPOINT VENTURES HOLDING, 
Nebraska, US, signed a power 
purchase agreement for a 5MW solar 
photovoltaic project with Bangalore 
Electricity Supply Company during 
Mr Gauck’s visit to Bengaluru.

Prior to Mr Gauck’s visit, the German Embassy 
announced that it would open six more visa 
application centres over the next two months. At 
present, travellers apply for the Schengen visa at 
the German missions in New Delhi, Chandigarh, 

Jalandhar, Jaipur, Gurgaon, Chennai, Hyderabad, 
Puducherry, Bengaluru and Mumbai. The new 
centres will come up at Goa, Pune, Ahmedabad, 

Kochi, Trivandrum and Kolkata.
The fact that the German President 

attaches great importance to India, 
the world’s biggest democracy, was 
clear from the views he expressed in 
a recent interview. Mr Gauck said, “I 
decided to quote India’s Father of the 
Nation in my first speech as Federal 
President to the German Bundestag. 
Gandhi showed the world that it is 
possible not to give in to our fears but 
to choose courage.”

However, in the context of Indo-EU 
free trade agreement still not seeing 

the light of the day, his views that it is not just about 
a reciprocal opening of our markets but also about 
forging closer links between our societies as a whole, 
hold great hope as he went on to say that although 
the European Union and India have already made 

Indian Prime Minister Dr Manmohan Singh with President of the Federal Republic of Germany Mr Joachim Gauck, Mrs Daniela Schadt and India’s 
President Shri Pranab Mukherjee at the ceremonial reception at Rashtrapati Bhavan in New Delhi on February 5, 2014
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considerable progress, a few key but ultimately 
surmountable hurdles have, unfortunately, not 
been resolved. “We hope the negotiations will be 
swiftly resumed once a new Indian government 
has been formed,” he said.

In Bengaluru, Mr Gauck had attended a  
conference on Germany’s dual system of 
practice-based vocational training but said the 
German system cannot be exported wholesale 
and that the Indian companies and government 
agencies must consider how they can make 
it their own. And it goes without saying that  
Germany is willing to cooperate with India on 
this, he said.

Germany shares India’s concern about a 
possible security vacuum in Afghanistan 
and welcomes India’s engagement there. In 
the last inter-governmental consultations, 
the countries agreed to continue working  
together in and with Afghanistan. As the 
German president put it, “Our common 
goal remains to support peace and re-
construction in Afghanistan. Germany will  
remain engaged in Afghanistan even after 2014.” 

Germany is India’s fifth-biggest trading 
partner in the world. Over the years, Indo-
German bilateral trade registered an increase 
of 18.4 per cent and reached €18.37 billion in 
2011. However, the global economic slowdown 
impacted the two-way trade in 2012 which 
declined by 5.5 per cent to €17.4 billion. 

Today, Germany is the eighth-largest foreign 
direct investor in India and the country’s largest 
trading partner in the European Union. It is 
also India’s second largest technology partner. 
At present, India ranks 28th among trading 
partners for Germany worldwide, accounting 
for 0.7 per cent of total German trade and 
ranks fifth among Asian exporters to Germany. 
According to a study by Hamburg Technical 
University estimates, Indian corporate entities 
have invested over US $6.1 billion in Germany 
whereas there are over 1,600 Indo-German 
collaborations and over 600 Indo-German 
joint ventures in operation presently. 

India was the first country to end the state of 
war with post-war Germany in 1951 and 

Prime Minister Dr Manmohan Singh of India meeting the President of 
the Federal Republic of Germany Mr Joachim Gauck in New Delhi on 
February 5, 2014
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among the first countries to grant recognition to 
the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG). The 
relationship, based on common values of 
democracy and rule of law, has gained significantly 
in strength in the 1990s following India’s  
economic liberalisation and the end of the Cold 
War. In addition, the two countries 
have several institutionalised 
arrangements in order to discuss 
bilateral and global issues of interest 
including Strategic Dialogue, Foreign 
Office Consultations, Joint Commi-
ssion on Industrial and Economic 
Cooperation, Defence Committee 
Dialogue as well as the Joint Working 
Group on Counter-Terrorism.

On the cultural front, German 
scholarly tradition has played a stellar 
role in introducing Indian art, culture, literature 
and philosophy to the wider world. The Tagore 
Centre, set up by ICCR in Berlin in 1994, regularly 
organises programmes to showcase Indian 
heritage and the diversity of its culture through a 
broad spectrum of dance, music, literary events, 
films, talks, seminars and exhibition events. 

To mark the 60th anniversary of the 
establishment of the diplomatic relations between 

India and Germany, the two governments 
celebrated festivals with various cultural, 
economic and commercial events. 

Therefore, the visit of the German president 
was deemed important from the point of view of 
India and Germany’s growing involvement on the 

world stage, a partnership that goes 
beyond the change of governments in 
either country. An agenda common 
to Germany was the convergence 
with India on supporting each other 
for permanent seats in an expanded 
UN Security Council. On the  
political side, German President 
Mr Gauck spoke of a greater role 
for Germany in world affairs in 
his address at the Munich Security 
Conference. While the G4 is the more 

visible side of Indo-German partnership, the two 
are trying to work together in Afghanistan and at 
the UN. 

That the German President stated: “I deliberately 
chose India as the destination of my first long trip 
to Asia. A democracy should be the first target of 
a presidential visit,” during his recent India visit, 
validates the fact that the ties between India and 
Germany will only get stronger with time.

German  
scholarly  

tradition has 
played a stellar 

role in  
introducing 

Indian art to the 
wider world

Union Finance Minister Shri P Chidambaram of India and the Federal Minister for Economic Cooperation and Development, Germany, 
Dr Gerd Mueller signing the Umbrella Agreements in New Delhi on February 5, 2014



It is easy to find a slice of calm in India. 
We bring you a few destinations for a 
perfect mind-body-soul vacation

words    Kalyani Prasher

Discoverpeace
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A breathtaking view of Pangong Lake in Leh, India
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Chemrey Monastery, 40 km from Leh in Ladakh, India, has a one-storey high statue of Padmasambhava, also known as the Second Buddha

  2 0     M a r c h - a p r i l  2 0 1 4

travel



There is something about a mon-
astery that exudes tranquility and 
a certain calm. If you like visiting 
monasteries then there can’t be a 
better setting than Leh. Stunning, 
stark vistas surround you as you  
approach your destination, making 
for unforgettable sights. Everywhere 
you look is a photo-op, 
be it the rock faces or 
the shimmering lakes. 
Take your pick from 
the monasteries near 
Leh such as Phyang, 
Lamayuru, Chemrey, 
Shey and Spituk but  
if you are short on 
time, make it a point to 
visit Alchi and Hemis.  
Alchi Monastery, 70 
km from Leh, is on the banks of 
river Indus. When you drive away 
from Leh, you are greeted by the 
pleasant surprise of green land-
scapes. The change from desert land 
to greenery is due to fertile flood 
plains and makes for a stunning 
contrast. Alchi Gompa is one of the 
most important Buddhist centres in 

the world. Around 45 km from Leh 
is Hemis Monastery, the site for the 
annual Hemis Festival.

When done with spirituality, try 
and find peace by travelling through 
the stunning surroundings along 
world’s highest motorable road that 
takes you to Khardung La in La-

dakh region. For added 
thrill, hire a bike and 
drive all around. 

There is something 
quite comforting about 
being by a lakeside 
and the still waters in 
Ladakh have special 
shades of blue that 
wow you. Two popular 
spots are Tso Moriri, 
220 km and Tso Kar, 

150 km south of Leh respectively. 
The more adventurous ones can 
sign up for Chadar Trek when the 
Indus freezes and spreads out like a 
white sheet. Be it travelling across 
mountains, driving by stunning vis-
tas or simply sipping local salted tea 
at a roadside stall, a trip to Ladakh is 
always memorable.

Alchi  
Monastery is 

one of the most 
important  
Buddhist  
centres in  
the world

Ladakh, Jammu & Kashmir

GettinG there
You can fly to Leh from Delhi, 
the capital of India. Else drive 

down – the most popular 
motorable route is from Delhi 

via Manali, over 1,000 km 
long. Make sure you factor 

in two-three days of rest and 
acclimatisation before you 

begin exploring.

tip
Plan your trip around the 

annual Ladakh Festival for a 
glimpse of local culture. This 

year, it will be celebrated from 
September 20-26.
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Located near Pollachi, high 
up in the hills, Valparai in 
Coimbatore, Tamil Nadu is 
dotted with tea estates that 
lend its landscape an evenness 
that is pleasing to the eye. It is 
a thrilling uphill ride with 40 
hairpin bends with 
the lush vistas of  
Annamalai hills 
keeping you com-
pany. At Valparai, 
tea bushes line 
the hills in perfect 
symmetry and ev-
erywhere you see 
are shades of green 
that relieve your 
tiredness.

Peace comes easy here as 
there is hardly anyone around. 
You can visit tea estates, drive 
through the tea bushes or just 
enjoy the fresh breeze and  
greenery. Don’t forget to buy 
local organic tea, both the green 
and black varieties. If you are 

interested in sightseeing, there 
are a number of viewpoints  
including a tiger sanctuary, a 
few dams and temples. You can 
hire a cycle and bike along the 
hilly terrain or go for long walks 
in the serene landscape here. 

Quietness descends 
in the evenings as 
mist comes floating 
in from the hills, 
covering the green 
with a thick blan-
ket of white. Eat 
vadas and savour 
chai from local tea 
stalls and immerse 
yourself in its life to 
escape reality for a 

few blissful days. 
The town of Pollachi is  

famous for jaggery and cattle. 
Along the road from Valparai 
to Pollachi, you find “only filter 
coffee” stalls where a cup of  
strong, refreshing filter coffee is 
a must-have. 

Tea bushes  
line the hills  

in perfect 
symmetry and 

everywhere  
you see are 
shades of  

green

Valparai, Tamil Nadu

GettinG there
Fly, or take a train, to 
Coimbatore. From here, 
a two-hour drive by road 
brings you to Valparai. 

tip
Parambikulam Tiger 
Reserve is at a short 
distance from here and 
you can spend hours 
exploring the wild- 
life park.
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Tea estates add to the verdant beauty of Valparai in Tamil Nadu, India
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Spectacular Ganga aarti at the Har Ki Pauri in Haridwar, India
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Haridwar is the hub of seekers 
of harmony and peace. The sa-
cred Ganga flows through this 
city, giving the air a sense of 
calm which you will feel as soon 
as you reach here. This holy  
city is just a stone’s throwaway  
from Rishikesh. 

You can meditate on the 
banks of the Ganga and be one 
with yourself for 
complete rejuvena-
tion of both mind 
and body. You will 
surely get recharged  
by the atmosphere 
in this city as most 
of your fellow 
travellers are often 
spiritually-inclined. 

And as evening 
descends here, head 
to Har Ki Pauri, the famous ghat 
where the city comes alive with 
the spectacular sight of Ganga 
aarti. Thousands of diyas light 
up the night as prayers and 
chants energise the city’s slow 
pace. If spiritually inclined, 
make sure you visit Kankhal 

Ghat, Chandi Devi  Temple, 
Mansa Devi Temple and Maya 
Devi Temple (also known as  
the Panchpuri). 

Several temples and ashrams 
in and around the city are  
known epicentres of medi-
tation, ayurveda and spiri-
tual well-being. Gurukuls here  
continue to foster the guru-

shishya (teacher-
disciple) tradition. 
You can also opt 
for long walks at 
the nearby hills 
or go for a trek to 
give your body a  
thorough shake-up. 

River rafting can 
be a good option 
for those with an 
adventurous bent 

of mind. You can choose to 
stay at the camps on the banks 
of Ganga. The idea is to spend 
time in a city that reminds you 
of India’s roots and values. As 
you slow down the pace of life 
here, chances are that you will  
re-discover yourself.

Thousands  
of diyas light 
up the night 

as prayers and 
chants energise 

the city’s  
slow pace

Haridwar, Uttarakhand

GettinG there
Fly, or take a train, to 

Delhi, India’s capital. city 
From Delhi, the Dehradun 

Shatabdi is the best way 
to reach Haridwar in time 
for lunch. Or drive down 

the stretch in  
five-six hours. 

tip
If you are into bird-

watching, take your 
binoculars along as you 

can find a variety of 
species in the nearby 

forests and hills.
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The birthplace of Mahatma Gandhi 
is full of places that calm you by 
their abundant natural beauty. Be 
it the Gir National Park or secluded 
beaches of Mandvi, you tend to 
forget time when in Gujarat. As 
you sit on the banks of the Ahmed-
pur Mandvi Beach, the 
island of Diu looms up 
in front across a strip 
of water. Indeed, a  
a peaceful sight. 

Take long walks, 
swim and relax at any 
of the sunny beaches, 
one of the best being 
Shivrajpur near the 
holy city of Dwarka. 
There are no crowds 
around Shivrajpur so it 
is quiet and peaceful here. Another 
peaceful corner is Rann of Kutch 
where you can witness the rare wild 
ass in the Wild Ass Sanctuary, 112 
km from Ahmedabad. The sanctu-
ary has vast salt plains and marshes 
of the Little Rann of Kutch. A jeep 
safari across the desert plains is 

an unforgettable experience. The 
spiritually-inclined should take a 
trip to Dev Ni Mori, an important 
Buddhist site with excavations 
that have uncovered the remains 
of a monastery from the 3rd and 
4th centuries. A chest contain-

ing the relics of the 
Buddha was found 
here recently, mak-
ing it the fifth site 
in the world to have  
Buddha relics. Or you 
can visit the famous 
Sun Temple in Mod-
hera, dedicated to 
Hindu God Surya. It 
is known for its mag-
nificent sculptures and 
architecture. 

At Nalsarovar Bird Sanctuary, 
spread over 120 sq km, the high-
light is the 360 islands where you 
get to spot many birds among the 
reeds and aquatic  vegetation. You 
can opt for a boat ride to spot flocks 
of flamingoes, spoonbills, ibis and 
other birds. 

Whether it is 
the Gir National 

Park or the 
secluded  

beaches of  
Mandvi, you 

can forget 
time here

Gujarat

GettinG there
Ahmedabad is accessible 
by air or train from all 
metros in India.  
Dev Ni Mori is 125 km by 
road. To reach Gir, you 
need to take a train to 
Junagad and then drive 
for half an hour. 

tip
Visit during the 
International Kites 
Festival, held in January, 
to cheer up the soul  
by witnessing the 
colourful kites.
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The Sun Temple at Modhera in Gujarat, India, is an architectural marvel

M a r c h - a p r i l  2 0 1 4     2 7     w w w . i n d i a p e r s p e c t i v e s . i n



Santiniketan Griha is one of the oldest buildings in Santiniketan, India, built by Debendranath Tagore, Nobel Laureate Rabindranath Tagore’s father
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A town whose name means peace 
does not need much to call you to its 
fold, especially when it is associated 
with Nobel laureate Rabindranath 
Tagore whose father renamed the 
town to Santiniketan for he found 
it immensely calming. Among the 
most recognised hubs of arts and 
culture and home to one of the 
most prestigious art colleges in the 
world, Kala Bhavan, 
Santiniketan has been 
home to people who 
want to escape crowded 
and noisy city life.

Visit Upasna Griha 
and spend some  
time meditating in the 
prayer hall. You can 
attend evening services 
where the light from a 
hundred candles is reflected on the 
glass, making for a calming sight. 
You can also visit Tagore’s house, 
Santiniketan Griha or the artistic 
Black House. In fact, the whole town 
has historical buildings associated 
with Tagore or arts and is a sheer 
delight for culture lovers.

You can also opt for long and quiet 
strolls. If interested in plants and 
trees, visit Amra Kunja, the mango 

orchard. A short distance away 
from the Visva Bharati Complex is 
the Deer Park at Ballavpur Forest 
where you can sit in the watchtower 
and bird-gaze for hours. And do 
not forget to watch the sunset at  
Kopai River. 

A few kilometres from the main 
university is Sriniketan, established 
in 1922 as a rural reconstruction 

centre. You can 
witness traditional 
crafts of leather, kantha 
embroidery, batik and 
pottery being created 
here. Sriniketan has a 
large campus with a 
building similar to the 
one in Santiniketan. Do 
visit the fresco pavilion 
and the Sikha Satra, a 

school for under-privileged children.
You can hire a cab and visit Kenduli 

for the annual Baul Festival on the 
banks of Ajay river at Joydeb village for  
a unique soul-stirring experience. 
The festival is held in January and 
hundreds of Bauls, the wandering 
folk minstrels of West Bengal, gather 
from all over the state and for three 
days, the air here resonates with the 
notes of their haunting music. 

Visit Upasna 
Griha and  

meditate in the 
beautiful prayer 

hall decorated 
with coloured 
Belgian glass  

Santiniketan, West Bengal
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GettinG there
First, reach Kolkata. 

From here, get to 
Santiniketan by road 

on the Durgapur 
Expressway or by Gana 

Devta Express train 
from Howrah station.

tip
Visit during the Poush 

Mela in December, one 
of the largest festivals 
in Santiniketan where 

you can witness the 
region’s arts and crafts.
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Change, they say, is always good. 
But the problem, as quoted by Leo 
Tolstoy, is that “Everyone thinks 
of changing the world, but no one 
thinks of changing himself.” The  

Indian electorate seems to have taken a cue 
from this quote and is trying to change himself 
by opting to hand over the power baton to the  

party that offers a better tomorrow. If results of 
recently-held Assembly elections in the states 
of Delhi, Mizoram, Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh 
and Chhattisgarh are any proof, the cavalcade of  
Indian polity has started moving in this positive  
direction. When these five states went to polls last 
year, it was being seen as a litmus test to gauge 
the direction for the 2014 General Elections. 

consciousness
The rising

Electorate today is making judicious choices and speaking his mind clearly 
and openly about the electoral process. He is getting increasingly involved 
in the polity to seek better governance and future

words    Sanjeev Bhar
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However, the most important aspect was the 
large number of first-time voters opting to 
exercise their franchise. This, in turn, became 
the reason for the high outcome of votes polled, 
a fact vouched by the Election Commission 
of India. While 65% people voted in Delhi, 
Mizoram witnessed 81% electorate voting. The 
percentage crossed the 70% mark in Madhya 
Pradesh. Chhattisgarh and Rajasthan recorded 
over 75% polling, overtaking the earlier figures 
by huge margins. 

Of these, a large percentage was first-time 
voters. Going by the estimates of the Election 
Commission, of the total electorate of 725 
million in 2014, about one-fifth would be 
young adults in the age bracket of 18-23. 
Therefore, for the forthcoming 2014 General 
Elections, addressing youth’s concern, rural 
or urban, has taken a key position as political 
parties look forward to strategise their plans 
and promise to lure this major percentage to 
their respective folds. 

These Assembly elections had another first 
wherein the voter had one more power on 
his fingertip, the choice of selecting “none of 
the candidates” listed on the Electronic Voting 
Machines (EVMs) through “None Of The 

Above” (NOTA) option. This meant the voters 
had the option of rejecting all candidates. 
Surprisingly, people did not weigh much on 
this option. The results too showed that the 
NOTA percentage was close to negligible.   

Delhi was the most satisfied out of the five 
states with denizens giving a thumbs down 
to NOTA completely. In fact, the reason for 
Delhi not choosing NOTA even after being 
dissatisfied with the incumbent Congress 
government was the presence of a new option 
in the form of Aam Aadmi Party which 
fragmented the votes. 

Effectively speaking, a credible alternative 
is what the people will be looking for and 
NOTA, thereby, whether used or not, will 
continue to act as a median to judge the 
sentiments of people with the existing options 
of candidates and parties as their potential 
representatives. Therefore, the share of 
NOTA will predictably remain inversely 
proportional to the number of candidates in a 
particular Assembly constituency. All said and 
done, it remains a fact that more the number 
of people, especially youth, take interest in 
the Indian polity, the better are the country’s 
future prospects.
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Electronic Voting Machines consist of the ballot unit used by voters (left) and a control unit operated by polling officers (right)



great war
India and the 

Indian cavalry Hotchkiss gun crew in action in France, 1916

words    Sq Ldr (Retd) Rana TPS Chinna

World War I was a watershed event in the political history of  
the freedom movement in the Indian subcontinent
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The First World War (1914-
1918), also known as The Great 
War for Civilisation at that 
time, was a watershed event 
in history. The events of that 

conflict changed the social and political map 
of the world forever. Its repercus-
sions reverberated through time 
and a number of contemporary  
conflicts, particularly in the Middle 
East, trace their roots directly to 
the fallout of that war.

Though a British colony at the 
time, India actively supported the 
war effort in its bid to gain Do-
minion status. The overwhelming 
majority of mainstream political 
opinion in 1914 was united in the 
view that if India desired greater 
responsibility and political autono-
my, it must also be willing to share 
the burden of Imperial defence. 

As a result, India contributed immensely 
to the war effort in terms of both men and  
material. Her soldiers served with credit and 
honour in numerous battlefields around the 
globe: in France and Belgium, in Aden, Arabia, 
East Africa, Gallipoli, Egypt, Mesopotamia, 
Palestine, Persia, Salonica, Russia, and even in 
China. By the end of the war, around 1,100,000 

Indians had served overseas at the cost of 
around 60,000 dead. They were awarded over 
9,200 decorations for gallantry including 11 
Victoria Crosses. These figures include those 
of the Imperial Service troops from the armies 
of the semi-autonomous Indian princely states.

The first troops, initially intended 
for service in Sudan and Egypt, were 
pushed further west to provide 
sorely needed reinforcements to the 
hard-pressed British Expedition-
ary Force fighting hard to contain 
the relentless German advance in 
France and Flanders. These Indian 
divisions, still dressed in their sum-
mer tropical uniforms, were thrown 
into the line in the autumn of 1914 
and were instrumental in prevent-
ing the Germans from breaking 
through to the channel ports. By the 
end of 1914, India had dispatched six 
expeditionary for service overseas. 

In addition, India contributed equipment and 
stores worth over £80 million to the Allied war 
effort. She also gave £146.2 million in terms of 
direct monetary contribution from its revenues 
up until 1920. While it is hard to calculate its  
current relative financial value, the official web-
site of the Commonwealth War Graves Commis-
sion estimates that, using the share of GDP as an  

By the end of 
the war, around 

1,100,000 
Indians had 

served overseas 
at the cost of 

around 60,000 
dead. They were 
awarded 9,200 
decorations for 

gallantry  
including 11  

Victoria Crosses
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Indian Infantry attacking the enemy in German East Africa, 1914
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indicator, in the context of Britain: £100 in 1917 
would be worth £34,000 today.

    The Great War had a profound impact 
upon India, both socially and politically. It was 
the first time that Indian troops were deployed 
in Europe and many were greatly influenced by 
their experiences in Western countries. A cav-
alryman writing from the field to 
Sir Chhotu Ram, editor of The Jat 

Gazette in June 1918, expressed the 
wish that the war continues much 
longer as it was giving Indians a 
first-hand chance to experience 
the larger world. The Indians, Les 
Hindous, were warmly received 
by the people of France and  
Belgium and their interaction with 
rural Europeans helped break the carefully  
constructed barrier of racial supremacy  
advocated by the colonial authorities in India.

    As mentioned before, Indian participation 
in the war was overwhelmingly supported by 
mainstream political opinion, much to the  
surprise of the colonial authorities who were 
expecting trouble and were worried that  
political agitators may take advantage of the 
depleted European military. Mahatma Gandhi 

was one of the ardent supporters 
of the war effort. It was only when 
it became apparent to the Indian  
political leaders that the British 
were not going to live up to the 
promises they had made in the 
course of the war, that there was 
a shift in political demands, from 
Home Rule under the British 
Empire to complete Independence 

from Britain. The Great War thereby marked 
a watershed event in the political history of the 
freedom movement in the Indian subcontinent.

Group of wounded Jat soldiers at the Indian Military Hospital in Brighton

Indian 
participation 

in the war was 
supported by 
mainstream 

political  
opinion
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Ministry of external affairs observes  
the centenary of the war 

In light of the global focus to mark the centenary of 
the war that changed the course of modern history, 
the United Service Institution of India, India’s oldest 
strategic think tank (founded in 1870), along with 
the Ministry of External Affairs, has drawn up a plan 
to emphasise the sterling contribution made by the 
Indian Army towards the establishment of world 
peace, highlighting India’s role in the conflict.
While the international optimism that heralded the 
end of the war was ill-founded, the conflict did set 
into motion certain forces that have proved to be 
conducive for a greater peace a century after the 
guns of the “war to end all wars” fell silent. India 
today seeks to engage with all former belligerents 
in the spirit of commemoration and reconciliation; 
to work with partner nations towards a 
better and a brighter future arising from 
the hallowed ghosts of a conflicted past. 
The India and the Great War project, 
therefore, aims to be intrinsically 
collaborative in execution and intent. It 
seeks to engage with a broad spectrum of 

project partners, ranging from national governments, 
educational and cultural institutions, organisations, 
both governmental and non-governmental as well 
as individuals to foster greater people-to-people 
contact. The project’s objective is to build bridges 
through a greater understanding and appreciation 
of a shared past based upon India’s role in the 
Great War. The planned activities are structured for 
bringing together scholars, experts, governments 
and institutions to capture the spirit of the centenary 
commemoration. The subject of India’s contribution 
in the First World War will be examined from a variety 
of perspectives: tactical, strategic, domestic politics, 
society and culture, wartime art, fiction and literature, 
gender and identity, medical and labour history. 
Through a series of interactions on these diverse 
facets, the project hopes to unlock new perspectives 
on India’s engagement in the Great War while 
generating fresh insights into more conventional 
areas of public awareness and discourse. The project 
proceedings have been planned to paint a broad-
brush picture of the theme ‘India and the Great War’, 
on an unprecedented scale and highlight multiple 

interpretations and perspectives that unfold 100 
years since the outbreak of the war.

The author is a military historian and secretary, United Service Institution of India - Centre for Armed Forces Historical Research, New Delhi
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Above Indian infantry in Mesopotamia, February 1917. Below Lewis gun manned by Indian troops
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changed India
March that

To protest against the introduction of salt tax by Britishers, 
Mahatma Gandhi and 78 satyagrahis set out on foot for the 
coastal village of Dandi in Gujarat, over 390 km from the  starting 
point at Sabarmati Ashram on March 12, 1930. We retrace the 
journey of the Salt March, also called the White Flowing River,  
as the people who joined the procession wore white khadi 
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1. On March 12 at 6.30 am, Gandhi set out on his journey from 
Sabarmati Ashram to Dandi with a few chosen satyagrahis.  
Thousands of inspired followers joined him on the way.

2. The first day’s march of 21 km ended at Aslali. Volunteers 
collected donations, registered new satyagrahis and received 
resignations from village officials who chose to end cooperation with 
the British rule.

3. On March 13, Gandhi delivered a speech at Bareja and invited 
villagers – many of them Christians and Muslims – to join hands in 
supporting the cause of India’s freedom.

4. In his March 14 speech at Vasana, Gandhi asked the audience 
whether they would believe him if he made a prediction that a day 
would soon dawn when the British would apologise to the Indians.

5. In his speech at Dabhan on March 15, he appealed that the  
villagers boycott Government jobs, endorse khadi, reject foreign  
goods, abandon alcohol and join the army of salt satyagrahis.

6. On March 17 at Anand, Gandhi urged students to withdraw from 
academics until the Salt Satyagraha campaign achieved its goal.

7. On March 21 at Gajera, Gandhi refused to speak to the 4,000 
people gathered there until they allowed untouchables to join them.

8. On March 26, March 28 and March 29, Gandhi spoke at  
Ankleshwar, the bank of River Keem and Bhatgam, respectively. 
In Bhatgam, Gandhi condemned indulgence and extravagance.

9. Addressing the cloth merchants of Bombay (now Mumbai) who 
attended his speech at Sandihiyer on March 30, Gandhi said that the 
involvement of the merchant class in the Satyagraha struggle signifies 
their commitment to the cause of India’s struggle for freedom.

10. On April 1, Gandhi spoke to the people of Surat about how the 
salt tax was ‘beastly, inhuman and a Satanic Law’.  

11. On April 5, Gandhi addressed the associated press at Dandi. 
He appreciated the government for their absolute non-interference, 
while he was on his march. On April 6, Gandhi, on the Dandi 

beach, breached the British salt laws. He manufactured salt by boiling 
it in sea water. He picked up a fistful of salt and mud and and urged 
his followers to violate the British Salt Tax law by manufacturing salt 
all along the sea coast. 
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Vibrancy, victory of good over evil and 
colours... There can be several ways to describe 
the joy of this celebration. Top Indian artists 
give us their unique rendition of the festival of 
colours and explain what it means to them

Shades of
Holi

Streets, parks and most 
open spaces are filled 
with revellers from early 
morning, many of them 

accompanied by drummers, 
ready with handfuls of gulal 
(coloured powder) and pichkaris 
(water guns) to greet 
friends and foes 
with equal fervour. 
Transcending caste 
as well as creed, Holi 
promises one and all 
a merry time. Like 
most other Indian 
celebrations, there 
is a legend behind 
Holi too. Holika, the 
evil sister of demon 
king Hiranyakashipu, tried to kill 
his son Prahlad as he protested 
against his father’s evil ways, 
and his faith in the Almighty. 
So wearing a fireproof shawl, 

Holi, the  
festival of  
colours, is  
celebrated  
on the last  

full moon day  
of the lunar 

month

Holika sat with him on a pyre but 
gods deemed otherwise. A gust 
of wind blew the shawl away and 
placed it over Prahlad, protecting 
him while his aunt burnt to death. 
Thereafter, Lord Vishnu appeared 
and killed Hiranyakashipu. 

Today, Holika dahan 
(burning) is re-enacted 
a day before Holi. A 
large bonfire is lit 
and people sing and 
dance around it. Holi 
is celebrated the next 
day on this symbolic 
victory of good over 
evil through a riot of 
colours. The festival is 
celebrated on the last 

full moon day of the lunar month, 
Phalgun (in February/ March). The 
festival also heralds the arrival of 
spring, celebrates good harvest and 
bids farewell to winter. 

Download ‘ARplay’ on 
your iPhone/Android 

device & scan this 
page to watch a film 
on Holi celebrations
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NILADRI PAUL

Holi is always a special day  
for everyone, when one can 
just revel and be joyous in  
all the splashing of colours  
spreading a child-like glee. I 
put colours on my canvasses 
all year round, and it’s just 
this one day when my friends 
and neighbours become 
my canvasses and I enjoy 
colouring each and everyone 
of them. My acrylics on 
canvas are all about positive 
colours and vibrant life with 
rhythm and symphony. 
A celebration of joy and 
happiness, just like Holi. 
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NAREsh KAPURIA

Holi is full of the colours of life. 
It’s a bonding where the old and 
the young celebrate together. It’s 
about friendship, love, affection 
and dedication. Earth colours are 
used and every colour has a story. 
Green signifies the shade of a tree, 

red is letting go of anger by flinging 
it in the air and yellow stands for 
bhakti (devotion). I have expressed 
my feelings in this work, acrylic 
on canvas, which I have created, 
especially for India Perspectives. Some 
people apply chandan (sandal paste) 
on each other as it stands  
for shanti (peace). 
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sEEMA KOhLI 

Holi reminds me of Lord Krishna  
and his gopis (consorts). The flute 
bearer, as he is also known, can 
almost be considered the ‘pioneer’ 
of Holi... Braj ki Holi, near Vrindavan 
in Uttar Pradesh, the homeland 
of Krishna and Radha, is among 

the most famous ones. Holi is also 
about loving each other despite 
disparities. I specially like the idea 
of using colours. Visually, it is one 
of the most interesting festivals in 
India. In this painting, I have used 
mixed media along with 24 carat 
gold and silver leaf on canvas, 
depicting my vision of Holi. 
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VED NAyAR 

I am part of the cultural inheritance 
which creatively imbibed with it the 
play of colours as a festival associated 
with the change of seasons – ours is a 
creative society. I played Holi with two 
children recently and recorded the joy 
and creativity in it through the medium 
of photography. 

sUDIP ROy
 
Holi is a festival that lets one enjoy to the fullest. It brings 
happiness in everybody’s lives as it unifies people regardless 
of their religion. I enjoy the unification of different hues we 
get to experience during the festival of colours.
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heritage
Hilsa

The most-loved delicacy in West Bengal, hilsa is also the 
national fish of Bangladesh

words    Jahnavi Sarma

If there is one thing that can send sea food 
connoisseurs in India, Bangladesh and, 
to some extent, Pakistan, into raptures 
of ecstasy, it is their love for the tropical 
fish, hilsa. This is one delicacy that truly 

transcends nationality, religion and culture.
Hilsa is one of the most delicious fish in South 

East Asia, especially in West Bengal, India. It is 

equally popular in Odisha, Assam, Tripura and 
southern Gujarat in west India. In fact, while 
Mumbai gets its supply of hilsa from Gujarat’s 
Bharuch town on the banks of Narmada, it 
is exported to a number of countries. Today, 
hilsa is a household name in India. Delicacies 
prepared using this fish occupy pride of place in 
all Bengali eateries around India and most fish 
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lovers take a certain delight in the art of tackling its 
tiny bones. In fact, it has been named the national 
fish of Bangladesh. 

For the better part of its life, hilsa lives in the sea 
but travels upstream through fresh water rivers in 
South East Asia to lay eggs. It then swims back to 
the sea which is when it is caught. Traditionally, 
it is caught in rivers as fresh water hilsa is more 
delicious. One can see huge catches of hilsa in the 
Padma, Meghna and Jamuna rivers in 
Bangladesh which flow into the Bay 
of Bengal. 

In India, the best catches are from 
Brahmaputra, Ganga, Mahanadi, 
Narmada and Godavari rivers. The 
fish is also caught from the sea. 
These are not considered to be as 
tasty as the ones from the river. 
Little wonder that they do not fetch a  
good price.

The best thing about this fish 
is that it can be prepared in a variety of ways. 
In West Bengal and Bangladesh, Shorshe Ilish, 
hilsa prepared with mustard seeds, is a treat for 
the soul. And Bhappa Ilish or steamed hilsa is no 
less popular. In fact, one can relish this fish 

smoked, baked, fried, steamed and curried or it 
can be teamed with any vegetable of your choice. 

In Bangladesh, the sweet-sour and spicy Tetul 

curry (hilsa in a tamarind curry) is widely relished. 
This oily fish is a rich source for essential omega 
3 fatty acids and recent experiments have proved 
that regular consumption of this fish can decrease 
cholesterol as well as insulin levels. 

Another interesting fact about this fish is that 
no part ever gets wasted. The oil used 
to fry the fish soaks in its flavour and 
can be relished with steamed rice and 
green chillies.

Irrespective of their nationality, 
the Bengalis’ reverence for this 
fish is evident from their social 
and religious traditions. During 
Bengali New Year, celebrations are 
incomplete without delicacies made 
from this fish, with people from 
all sections of society and religion 

including it in their meal. A pair of hilsa offered 
during the religious ceremonies in most Bengali 
households of Assam, Tripura and West Bengal is 

considered auspicious. Unfortunately, 
indiscriminate fishing has led 

One can  
relish this fish 

smoked, baked, 
fried, steamed 
and curried, or 

it can be teamed 
with any  
vegetable 

Photo Sonali
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to a sharp decline in its population. Earlier, this 
fish was not harvested during the winter months 
when they lay their eggs. But thanks to increased 
spending power of people, this unwritten 
rule is today flouted with an eye on profits. 
Indiscriminate harvesting and gradual depletion 
of breeding grounds has reduced hilsa population 
to a degree where environmentalists fear that 

this fish could be heading for extinction. Now 
Bangladesh is gradually witnessing an increase 
in the numbers of hilsa after introduction of  a 
series of conservation measures. The quantity 
of hilsa in West Bengal has drastically decreased 
in the last few years. Unless strong measures 
are taken, lovers of this delicate delicacy may be 
bereft of their favourite fish.

Conservation efforts
India and Bangladesh are jointly trying to save the hilsa from extinction. 
Bangladesh has identified four sanctuaries for the fish. As an incentive 
for not fishing in these waters during the breeding season, fishermen are 
rewarded with 30 kg of rice and credit to start small alternative businesses. 
Fishing here is banned between full moon and new moon in October-
November to ensure that breeding is not disturbed. 
Following this example, the West Bengal government has also notified five 
hilsa sanctuaries. Stretches of the Hooghly river from Diamond Harbour 
to Nischindapur in South 24-Parganas, Katwa to Hooghly ghat (covering 
Burdwan, Nadia, North 24-Parganas and Hooghly) and Lalbagh to Farakka 
Barrage in Murshidabad and Malda have been notified hilsa sanctuaries by 
the fisheries department along with 5 sq km around sand bars on Matla, 
Raimangal and Thakuran rivers in the Sunderbans. 
Fishing for hilsa in the sea is already banned in September and October. 
Governments of both the countries are creating awareness among 
consumers through pamphlets and audio-visual advertisements.
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on my plate
Flowers
Indian cuisine, one of the richest in the world, has an 
ancient history of using blooms for taste and nutrition

words    Aarti Kapur Singh

Though flowers have become the 
newfound ingredient for chefs in 
the West, blooms have long been 
used in Indian cuisine to provide 
taste, aroma and colour. They can 

be part of a main dish, a salad, a dessert or added as a  
garnish. Some are dried and used as culinary 
herbs too. For instance, dried rose petals are used  
in Indian desserts such as kheer and kulfi. Gulu-

kand, the famous product made from rose petals, 
has many benefits – it is used to flavour meetha 

paan (betel leaf digestive) and contains calcium, 
vitamins A, C, K and B-complex. It also acts as 
a cooling agent. The extract of pandanus flower, 
known as kewra, has a heady fruity fragrance and is  
added to dishes for aroma. Cloves are used whole for  
infusion or ground as a seasoning, its powerful 
and distinctive flavour used in rice and meat-
based Indian delicacies. 

Saffron or kesar is prized for its unique colour, 
aroma and bitter-honey taste. Its dried and deep 
brownish-orange stigmas are used in small amounts 

Flowers often form part of raita, an Indian meal accompaniment
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in rice (pulao/biryani), stews, meat, fish and  
desserts. Kesar strands are hand-picked from the  
flowers and it takes more than 75,000 blossoms 
(each with three strands) to make a pound of the 
spice. These are subsequently crushed into fine 
powder with a mortar and pestle. Before adding 
to a dish, saffron is usually toasted, then soaked 
in hot milk to release its flavours and colour.  

Cocksomb flower, also known as moaval, celosia 
or woolflower, is used to make rista, a  
meatball curry in Kashmir. Its leaves, 
young stems and inflorescences are 
used for making stew. Its leaves have 
a soft texture and mild spinach-like 
taste. With additions such as hot 
pepper, garlic, fresh lime and red 
palm oil, it makes for a delicious side 
dish to any meal.

Ancient Indian culture has always 
venerated lotus for its medicinal and 
healing powers and is used to treat diarrhoea, 
abdominal cramps and cardiac diseases. Its seeds, 
phool makhana, are toasted and eaten or used to 
make rice dessert (kheer) while its flowers are used 
as a garnish. Lotus stamens are used for flavour-
ing tea while the roots can be cooked up to make a  
delicious curry.

Kachnar or mountain ebony is used often in a 
number of curries in the Indian subcontinent. It is  
a popular herb that can cure internal hemorrhag-

es, haemoptysis, haemorrhoids, dyspepsia and 
flatulence. Traditional kachnar curry is prepared  
using chicken, kachnar flowers, yoghurt and  
spices. Its buds are used to make a dry dish as well 
as raita (curd-based meal accompaniment). 

Mahuwa (also known as honey tree or  
butter tree) flower is quite popular among the  
tribals in Chhattisgarh, Odisha, Andhra Pradesh 
and Maharashtra, Santhals of Santhal Paraganas 

(Jharkhand) and the Koya tribals of 
the Northeast. The tart, cranberry-
like flavour of hibiscus or shoe flow-
er (hibiscus rosa sinensis), famous 
among Bengalis as jabakusum, is used 
for making jams and jellies. It is a 
good source of vitamin C, potassium 
and flavonoids. 

In popular south Indian Chetti-
nad chicken, 25 different spices are 
combined with the most important 

spice being maratti mokku or dried flower pods 
which adds a piquant flavour to the delicacy.  
Fragrant jasmine is used to make mallipoo sadam, 
a refreshing pulao. This flower contains essential  
flavonoids along with vitamins A and C. 

However, one needs to ensure that for best  
flavour, flowers should always be fresh. Wilted 
and faded flowers and the unopened buds of most 
species can be distasteful and may add unwanted 
bitter flavour to the dish.

Ancient 
Indian culture 
has venerated 
the lotus for  
its medicinal 
and healing 

powers

Kesar strands impart a unique flavour to Indian kheer Cockscomb goes well with prawns
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in a potHealth
With changing lifestyle choices, traditional medicines derived from  
roots, leaves and stems are today finding new audiences the world over. 
However, India has been at the heart of this movement for centuries

words     Lakshmi Balakrishnan

download ‘Arplay’ on 
your iphone/Android 

device & scan this 
page to watch a film 
on Indian Ayurveda’s 

unique benefits
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India is often referred to as the botanical 
garden of the world. Around 6,000 of 
45,000 known plant species  in India are  
used for making traditional medicine.  

According to the National Centre for Biologi-
cal Sciences, the use of herbal medicine in India 
dates back to the 2nd millennium BCE.

A walk down the aisle of any 
supermarket tells the tale of 
these super-ingredients, derived 
from roots, leaves or extracts 
of plants that heal “naturally”.  
In fact, they are increasingly mak-
ing their presence in the products 
used for nourishment and beauty. 

Long before Spice Route opened 
the west to India’s riches, travel-
lers, philosophers and physicists 
were looking at its knowledge and 
advance understanding in the field 
of health and medicine. Mentions of traditional  
Indian medicine are found in Charaka Samhita  
and Sushruta Samhita, the earliest known writ-
ings of Ayurveda.

Counted among one of the world’s oldest  
systems of medicine, Ayurveda’s early writings 
focussed on finding the origin of a disease to  
provide wholesome healing based on the  
elements it believed had created the balance 
for a healthy human body. This continues to  
be the basis of Ayurveda’s healing process to 
this day. While Ayurveda finds prominence in 
ancient Indian medical history with an increase 
in trade and cultural influences, the region also 

witnessed the practice of Unani, Sidha and  
Sa-Rigpa which influenced and got influenced 
by the Ayurvedic philosophy.

The Unani stream traces its origin to 
the Hippocrates school of thought in  
ancient Greece. And much like Ayurveda, 
Unani stresses on balance created by the  

harmony of certain physiological  
elements in our body. The use of  
medicinal plants finds place in  
Indian mythological texts includ-
ing Ramayana. In the final days of 
war against Ravana, Hanumana 
was asked to find sanjeevani herb to 
help bring an injured Lakshmana 
back to life. However, botanists are 
not yet convinced that a plant can 
have life-saving qualities.

Till date, traditional medicine  
continues to use thousands of plants 

to heal. For example, aloe vera, increasingly used in 
cosmetics now, was long seen in Ayurveda as a  
medicinal plant due to its ability to heal  
burns, condition skin and even treat liver  
diseases like jaundice. Cinnamon is used  
extensively in Indian cooking and is not just 
a spice that adds flavour to the dishes but also 
one that aids digestion.

Likewise, neem tree has seen extensive use in  
India for medicinal purposes. Known for its  
antiseptic and anti-viral qualities, it has come 
into its own in both personal and commu-
nity health maintenance and organic farming. 
India’s tribal population has been known to 

At least 6,000 of 
the 45,000 plant 
species recorded 

in India are 
used for  

traditional  
medicine  

purposes. And 
continue to heal 

even today...

With advances in clinical research, herbal 
medicine is gradually scoring above the 
mainstream method of medical science 
for prevention and treatment”

Dr Shashibala, consultant HOD, Moolchand Ayurveda Hospital, Delhi

Like 
IndIAn dIpLoMAcy

Follow 
@IndIAndIpLoMAcy 

Add 
IndIAn dIpLoMAcy
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ChITRA-VIChITRA MELA
India’s tribal community is credited with having the 
knowledge of nearly 9,000 plant species. providing a 
glimpse of gujarat’s tribal culture is the chitra-Vichitra 
Mela, an annual fair held at the onset of spring. The 
state’s biggest tribal fair, it is held in village Gunbhakari 
in Sabarkantha district, Gujarat, India. It is hosted to the 
backdrop of the Triveni Sangam, the meeting point of the 
rivers Sabarmati, Akul and Vyakul. Apart from locals and 
tourists, hundreds of tribals from adjoining areas attend 
the fair. An electric atmosphere is created as thousands of 
tribals come together dressed in colourful costumes and 
dance to the beats of drums carried by each tribe. It’s a 
great opportunity to experience the unique local culture 
and customs.

The nearest railway station to the fair is 32 km away at 
Khed Brahma. The venue is also well-connected by road.
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ALOE VERA
This succulent has been popular for over 5,000 
years. packed with vitamins, minerals, amino 
acids and fatty acids, it is one of the few plants 
that has vitamin B12. An adaptogen, it helps 
with digestion. Aloe vera’s healing properties 
make it great for treating burns. It is available 
in juice form and used in beauty products.

CINNAMON
Used extensively in Indian cooking, cinnamon 
aids digestion, reduces cholesterol and blood 
sugar levels. cinnamon oil is also known 
for its anti-bacterial qualities and its use in 
tea or other food preparations. It helps fight 
common flu. Its antioxidant properties make it 
great for the skin.

TuRMERIC
This powerful plant is as important for its 
nutritious value as for the flavour it brings to 
Indian cuisine. A glass of milk with a pinch of 
turmeric and a spoon of honey is a cold-and-
cough remedy passed down generations. 
recent research validates its ability to reduce 
chances of stroke too.



practice herbal medicine for ages and relies on 
it even today. Their knowledge of plants and 
their properties, in fact, played a major role in 
early works of medicine like Charaka Samhita.

Several studies carried out in the west-
ern Himalayas reveal the locals 
used plants in the absence of 
medical infrastructure to treat  
ailments like eye disorders, joint 
pains, kidney stones and even 
urinary tract infections.

A recent study, Traditional Use Of 

Medicinal Plants Among The Tribal  

Communities of Chhota Bhangal, 

Western Himalayas, reveals that 35 
varieties of plants were used by 
the community to treat common 
ailments. Most of this knowledge was passed 
down generations through word of mouth.

A variety of medicinal plants are a part of daily 
life in India. While using them as ingredients 
in cuisine has been one way that our diverse  

communities have managed to incorporate  
medicinal plants, they find an important place 
in beauty therapies too. Henna and shikakai have 
been used in the subcontinent for colouring 
hair and making it shinier. Amla, a rich source of  

vitamin C, has found use in 
hair products for its ability to 
strengthen hair roots. Similarly, 
orange and cucumber have long 
been used to make face packs as 
they have the natural ability to 
remove wrinkles. Rose water and 
rose oil are important ingredients 
in beauty products due to anti-
inflammatory properties. There-
fore, it is not difficult to see why a  
number of modern cosmetic  

products use the power of natural herbs.  
Understanding their medicinal qualities can 
help us not just in using them better in their 
original form but in choosing the right prod-
ucts from the shelf too.

Orange and 
cucumber have 

been used for 
ages in face 

packs by women 
to enhance skin 

and remove 
wrinkles
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BASIL & GINGER
your hot cup of tea is rich in antioxidants. 
When made with tulsi or holy basil, it  helps 
cure common cold and sore throat. ginger, a 
plant root, can also be added as it is known 
to aid digestion, relieve pain and improve 
circulation. crushed ginger with honey is also 
helpful when you have a cold.

CuRRY LEAVES
Used for garnishing and also as chutneys in 
South Indian cuisine, curry leaves are a mild 
laxative and help strengthen the liver. They 
are known to help with intestinal disorders 
and diarrhoea. These easy-to-grow plants are 
also rich in vitamin A and help strengthen the 
eyesight if consumed regularly. 

MINT
rich in antioxidants, nutrients and 
phytonutrients, mint helps build immunity 
and improves digestion. Just chewing on a few 
fresh mint leaves can help with oral health, the 
reason it is often found in oral-care products. 
Mint leaves can be used fresh, in tea or in 
chutneys and salads.



vital importance  
for India?

Why looking Mid-West is of

words     Rajeev Sharma 

Now that India has embarked 
upon its most ambitious and the 
world’s single biggest human wel-
fare scheme known as The Indian  
National Food Security Act, 2013 

(also Right to Food Act), it must be made clear 
upfront that the Mid-West region is a major 
source of phosphate and other fertilis-
ers and hence, a big factor in India’s 
food security. Besides, this region is 
a source of around 60 per cent of  
India’s oil and gas requirement 
and hence, critical for India’s  
energy security as well. Out of the 
first five largest exporters of oil 
to India, the country has got four 
in Gulf countries. The largest LNG  
supplier is in Gulf countries for India.

At present, there are over seven million  
Indians in the Gulf. These people are great  
human resources that India has provided to the  
resource-deficit countries in this region. These  
Indian expats send huge remittances back home. 

Out of the World Bank’s report of US$70 billion 
remittances annually that India received last year, 
a large share came from the six rich Gulf Coopera-
tion Council (GCC) countries.

A significant percentage of this comes from  
Kerala alone since expats from this southern  

Indian state contribute over US$ 35 billion in  
remittances every year. Some estimates 

are that more than 20 per cent of 
Kerala’s GDP is dependent on the 
Gulf. Yet another important and  
relevant fact is that India’s overall 
economic as well as commercial  
engagement with the Gulf 
is around US$160 billion per  

annum and that India has not just 
provided human resources to these 

countries. In Dubai alone, we have  
almost 12 Indian billionaires, demonstrating the 

kind of riches we have earned out of working with  
Gulf countries.

The Gulf is practically the only region left which 
has got huge investible surplus. This means a lot 

After Looking East for over two decades, India is now Looking Mid-
West, and rightly so. The Gulf is India’s extended neighbourhood and 
coupled with the West Asia-North Africa (WANA) region, this part of the 
world from Iran to Syria is of vital strategic and economic importance
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for a country like India which requires investment 
of over US$150 billion within the next five years to 
tone up its infrastructure. This money can be gen-
erated only from countries like those in the Gulf 
which have got investible surpluses. 

UAE

The United Arab Emirates (UAE) 
comes to mind as the appropriate 
example in this context. It is a little-
known fact that India’s trade with 
UAE is to the tune of US$75 billion, 
much more than India’s trade with 
China which is hovering between  
US$ 60-65 billion. This is despite the  
huge difference in the sizes of the 
countries and their economies. More-
over, the way the India-UAE bilateral trade has 
galloped recently points to enormous possibilities 
that exist for the two sides. The India-UAE bilateral 
trade was a measly US$180 million in the 1970s.

The most promising part in the UAE narrative 
for India is that the former has one of the largest  

sovereign wealth funds – over US$750 billion. 
This is the Abu Dhabi Investment Authority. The 
Dubai Investment Authority also has a similar fund,  
almost US$500 billion. The extremely vibrant 

ties between India and the UAE are  
reflected by the fact that there are 700 
direct flights per week between various  
destinations in India and the UAE.

On April 23, 2013, Jet Airways 
and Etihad Airways signed an US$8  
billion agreement where Etihad aims 
at investing US$379 million in Jet 
Airways for a 24 per cent stake in 
the shareholding. It is not as if only 
the UAE is and will be investing in  
India. It is a two-way street and quite 
a busy one at that. Indians too have 

emerged as important investors within the UAE 
and India has come up as an important export  
destination for the UAE manufactured goods. 

The total FDI from UAE to India is estimated to 
be US$2.36 billion (as per November 2012 figures) 
with UAE being the 10th biggest investor in India 

It is a little-
known fact that 

India’s trade 
with UAE is to 
the tune of $75 

billion, more 
than India’s 
trade with 

China which is 
$60-65 billion
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Minister of Foreign Affairs of UAE Sheikh Abdullah Bin Zayed Ali Nahyan and External Affairs Minister of India Shri Salman Khurshid signing the Bilateral 
Investment Promotion and Protection Agreement in New Delhi 



in terms of FDI. UAE’s investments in India are 
concentrated mainly in five sectors: Power (15 
per cent), metallurgical industries (12 per cent), 
construction development (11 per cent), the  
services sector (10 per cent), computer software 
and hardware (5 per cent). 

Some of the prominent UAE companies 
such as DP World, EMAAR and RAK have  
invested significantly in various sectors of the  
Indian economy. Several big private and public  
sector Indian companies and banks are also  
operating in the UAE. Major Indian companies 
such as L&T, ESSAR, Dodsal, Engineers India 
Ltd, Punj Lloyd and TClL have been able to  
obtain a number of contracts in the UAE. 

India and the UAE also have robust defence 
cooperation since the two sides signed a Defence 
Cooperation Agreement in June 2003. Potential 
areas of bilateral cooperation in the defence field 
are production and development of defence 
equipment; joint exercises of armed forces,  
particularly naval exercises; sharing information 
on strategy and doctrines and technical coopera-
tion in respect of Intermediate Jet Trainer.

Saudi Arabia and Kuwait

One must look at Saudi Arabia also. Though 
no official figures are available right now, it 
is understood that the Saudis are sitting over 
huge investible funds worth almost US$500 bil-
lion and India figures on top of the Saudis’ list 
because of the huge returns on investments in  
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and External Affairs Minister of India Shri Salman Khurshid 
Top right Prime Minister of India Dr Manmohan Singh with the King of Kingdom 
of Bahrain His Majesty King Hamad bin Isa Al Khalifa in New Delhi



India are likely to yield. In the past one decade,  
India has attracted FDI worth US$ 175 billion. But  
this figure may well be overshadowed in the next 
couple of years or even earlier. Much of this invest-
ment is likely to come to India from the Gulf region.

Kuwait is another country in this region which 
needs to be looked at closely. It also has sov-
ereign wealth fund of US$350 billion which is  
increasing by US$25 million every year. The  
Kuwaitis are known for their fiscal prudence and 
future planning and they have decided that for  
future generations five per cent of their oil  
revenue will be put into a special fund, Fund for  
Future Generations, roughly translating into  
US$25 million.

Strategic importance

It is of utmost interest for India that this region  
remains stable and peaceful. While a number of Gulf 
countries witnessed popular movements, only six: 
Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, Syria, Yemen and Bahrain 
have seen large-scale upsurges which challenged 
the regimes. The countries in the region recognise  
India’s importance towards this goal and so there 

have been steady and consistent high-level to-and-
fro visits. The Secretary General of the Arab League 
Nabil Elaraby was recently in India and the External  
Affairs Minister of India Shri Salman Khurshid  
paid a bilateral visit to the North African states of 
Sudan, Morocco  and Tunisia, all important sources 
of phosphates  and energy.
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adventure high
On an

Archana Sardana dares to live life to its fullest. She holds records 
for being India’s first woman skydiver and BASE jumper

words    Neharika Mathur Sinha
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Clockwise from top right Free-falling from 
13,000 ft at the Palm, Dubai;  Unfurling the 
Indian National flag while skydiving from 
13,000 ft in USA (she’s completed over 335 
skydives); With the Indian National flag while 
scuba diving at Port Blair; Ready to BASE jump 
at the Kuala Lumpur Tower in Malaysia 

women’s day special



Archana now 
wants to take 

on the challenge 
of the Everest 
skydive where 
she will jump 

from a height of 
30,000 ft 

scuba diving was challenging 
because i was really afraid of water. 
But with my children, it’s great fun.”

“They sicken of the calm who have known the storm. Staying on 

the edge is living, rest is all waiting!” This is Archana Sardana’s 
motto in life. Little wonder then that she is the only  
Indian to have unfurled the Indian flag while skydiving 
from 13,000 ft in USA, BASE jumping off Kuala Lumpur 
Tower in Malaysia and scuba diving off Neil 
Island in Port Blair, Andaman & Nicobar 
Islands at 30 m. “I wanted to show the world 
that Indian women can do or better what  
others across the world have done,” she says.  Born 
and brought up in a business family in Jammu 
in Jammu & Kashmir, her passion for adventure 
started after her marriage to a submariner in the 
Indian Navy when she went on her honeymoon 
to Darjeeling. “It was an adventure course at 
Himalayan Mountaineering Institute,” she says. 
More mountaineering courses helped hone her skills. She 
learnt swimming with her two sons, who happen to be  
India’s youngest scuba divers. Today, she is a master scuba 
diving trainer and has started her own diving academy. Not 
one to stop challenging her limits, Sardana has also dabbled 
in bungee jumping along with disc jockeying and drumming.
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Phugtal Monastery at Zanskar in Ladakh, India
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& spirituality
Artistic treasures

Deeply philosophical and among the finest in the world, here are 
some rare gems of Buddhist heritage from across the country

words & photographs    Benoy K Behl
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Clockwise from top: Shrine, Mahabodhi Temple in Bodhgaya, Bihar; Stupa, 
Junnar Caves in Pune, Maharashtra; Nashik Caves in Maharashtra and Dhamek 
Stupa at Sarnath, Uttar Pradesh
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Beyond illusion

Even though they were created in 
and after the 3rd century, Buddhist 
sites and art in India continue to  
inspire. Till the 2nd century AD, 
the sites created gave a sublime 
message of love and self-discipline. 
Early Buddhism was born out of a  
philosophic vision of life. We see 
the art which was created for this 
faith, an art filled with the dignity 
of human and other beings engaged 
in right conduct. It is also an art 
which recognises the joy and fruit-
ful abundance of nature. Buddhism 
treats the material world around us 
as maya, an illusion. The high pur-
pose of life (and of art, as stated in 
the ancient treatise on art-making) 
is to lift the veils of illusion, to help 
us to see beyond. The spell of maya 

is powerful and difficult to over-
come. We remain caught in this 
illusory world, full of desires. The 
power of maya is fully recognised 
in this art which shows the illusory 
natural order around us. In fact, 
the first deity of Buddhist and In-
dian art is Maya, seen in the form 
of yakshas and yakshis. As the yakshi 
touches the tree above her, it bursts 
into blossom and fruit: such is the 
magic of maya. This art is prob-
ably among the finest art in the 
world. Stupas remind us of arupa, 
the formless eternal. Impressive  
gateways stand before the stupas. 
And great caves hewn out of the liv-
ing rock bring before us the majesty 
of the spirit within us.
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Right Facade of the Karle Chaitya-griha from 
the 1st century BC in Maharashtra 



Aesthetic joy

By the 5th century, beauty and 
grace found place in Buddhist art 
to elevate us through the joy of 
aesthetic experience. Perfected  
beings, full of sublime compassion, 
were painted and sculpted. And they 
looked within and guided us to an  
inner journey. Buddha’s message 
was of self-discipline. He pointed 
out that there was pain in our lives 
because of our desires. To escape the 
pain, we had to do away with our 
desires, leave behind illusions of the 
material world and attain Buddha-
hood. In the first millennium AD, 
in vast Buddhist establishments in 
eastern India and in Kashmir, many 
intellectuals worked on the creation 
of a logical path which would lead 
us towards the attainment of this 
knowledge. The styles of art, which 
were born in vast universities 
like Nalanda and in Kashmir, are 
very different from the simple and  
compassionate art of the Buddhism 
of ancient times. Here, the focus has 
shifted to dynamic intellect which 
analyses philosophic propositions, 
in order to create an irrefutable 
path towards truth.

  6 2     M a r c h - a p r i l  2 0 1 4

snapshots

Left  Mahaparinirvana in Cave 26, made in the 
6th century in Ajanta Inset Sculpted urban 
couple at Panigiri in Andhra Pradesh



M a r c h - a p r i l  2 0 1 4     6 3     w w w . i n d i a p e r s p e c t i v e s . i n

Clockwise from left: 
The Ajanta Caves; 
Chaitya-griha with 
a ribbed ceiling 
from 7th century AD 
at Cave 10, Ellora; 
Profusely sculpted 
Cave 19 at Ajanta, all 
in Maharashtra
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Detail of Mandala, mural by a Kashmiri painter at Nako Monastery in Spiti, Himachal Pradesh



Peace within

By the 4th century, in the Buddhist 
centres of Kashmir, the Yogachara 
school of thought had developed. It 
is said that the most effective way to 
attain truth was meditation or yoga. 
Mandalas were also conceived in 
Buddhist practice and seen from the 
5th century. The path to enlighten-
ment was visualised as a movement 
through various levels of spiritual 
growth – towards Buddhahood. In 
the 10th century, Abhinavagupta in 
Kashmir took the Indian philosophy 
of aesthetics to rare heights of de-
velopment. The beauty of the world 
around was considered a reflection 
of the glory of the divine. In the vast 
and bleak desert lands of Tibet and 
the Indian trans-Himalayas, Bud-
dhist temples are like a colour oa-
sis. The architecture, the sculpture 
and the paintings are all part of a  
unified and sacred plan. Their 
purpose is to transport us from 
the cares of the material world, to 
the peace to be found within. The 
Cham dance of the lamas signifies 
the victory of knowledge over ig-
norance. The masks are important. 
On sacred ground, individual lamas 
have to forget themselves to be-
come the deity who will then dance. 
The masks present qualities of the 
deities within them – peaceful or 
wrathful. Both expressions sym-
bolise the emptiness of the ultimate 
nature of all appearances. Benoy K Behl is a well-known filmmaker, art historian, photographer and author

Top Gorsen Chorten stupa in Tawang 
district, Arunachal Pradesh Middle Cham, 

masked monastic dance of the lamas in 
Ladakh Bottom Shrine, Dukhang, Alchi in 

Ladakh from the 11th century
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Gandhi and Mandela had to wait for a long time to bring justice to their people

Download ‘ARplay’ on 
your iPhone/Android 

device & scan this 
page to watch a film 
on Mahatma Gandhi 
and Nelson Mandela
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It was after I went to South Africa that 
I became what I am now,” Mahatma  
Gandhi had said on his return to India 
from South Africa. Famous historian 
Ramachandra Guha pointed out in one 

of his media interviews, “South Africans remind 
Indians that India sent Mr Gandhi to South 
Africa; South Africa returned the 
Mahatma.” South Africa has every 
reason to be so beautifully obsessed 
with Bapu’s achievements. After 
all, it was on their soil that Gandhi 
had first laid the foundation of his 
heroic life... a life that continues to 
inspire not only Indians but a lot 
of South Africans too. One of them 
was Nelson Mandela, perhaps the 
last noble statesman to have graced 
this planet.  

Mandela, one of the world’s 
most celebrated people’s men, spearheaded 
the resistance against the apartheid regime of 
South Africa with a multi-racial democracy. He 
won the Nobel Peace prize in 1993 and just like 
Gandhi, he was put behind the bars. Both of 
them had to wait for a long time to bring justice 
to their people. Both had realised that freedom 

is not the end of their struggle and there would 
be many more after that and hence, they never  
talked about their achievements and focussed 
on future. Hence, when Mandela passed away, 
a large number of people felt that Mahatma 
Gandhi died for the second time, this time in 
Johannesburg. It was not just in death the two 

leaders were thought of as one... 
being of the same ideology.  

The Dalai Lama, Mikhail Gor-
bachev, Martin Luther King, 
Aung San Suu Kyi, Lech Walesa 
and Mother Teresa claimed to 
have imbibed the philosophies of 
Gandhi in their life, struggle and  
survival but Mandela has been the 
strongest baton-bearer of the saint’s 
ideas.  Since Gandhi’s death and 
Mandela’s rise, people from every 
walk of life have indulged in endless 

dialogues on how the peace walker bore a heavy 
influence on the African crusader of equality. 
However, just like every other engaging discus-
sion, this too never met an objective conclusion  
as both these fascinating men, in spite of be-
ing icons of harmony, had lived in differ-
ent times, battled different enemies and had  

Mandela  
spearheaded 

the resistance 
against the  
apartheid  

regime of South 
Africa with  

a multi-racial 
democracy

The saint’s heir?
Mandela:

What head and tail are to a coin, Mahatma Gandhi and Nelson Mandela are 
to humanity, freedom and equality. There are so many similarities in the  
two iconic men that a conversation about any of them is incomplete 
without a reference to the other

words    Sumantha Rathore
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different interpretations of freedom. While 
Gandhi’s final desire was not just political  
independence but also spiritual, Mandela, often 
referred by some as Gandhi’s heir, was keener 
on a political transformation. He was not as  
ardent a follower of non-violence as Gandhi 
and believed some sort of violence was neces-
sary to get back on the oppressors. 

Still Mandela had never missed on a chance 
to declare his profound love for Gandhi’s  
ideologies. In an article for Time Maga-
zin, he noted that while the South African 

National Congress (ANC) was nurtured 
on the idea of non-violence and remained 
a peace-driven institution for most of 
its existence, they added a military wing  
after 69 protesters were killed in the Sharp-
eville massacre on March 21, 1960. He wrote, 
“Gandhi remained committed to non-violence; 
I followed the Gandhian strategy for as long 
as I could, but then there came a point in our 
struggle when the brute force of the oppressor 
could no longer be countered through passive 
resistance alone. We founded Umkhonto we 
Sizwe, armed wing of the ANC, and added a 
military dimension to our struggle. Even then, 
we chose sabotage because it did not involve 
the loss of life...” 

If you have been to the museum next to the 
Constitution Court in Johannesburg, you would 
know how popular it is not just for the objects 
of historical importance but for a message from 
Mandela engraved on every wall, “The spirit  
of Gandhi may well be a key to human  
survival in the 21st century.” This museum was 
once Constitution Jail and housed Mahatma  
Gandhi and the Gandhi of South Africa at 
different times. When Mandela kick started 
his quest to put to rest the harsh apartheid  
system, he wanted to fight for the rights of a  
section of society but it was on the insistence of 
Gandhi’s ideologies that he decided to fight for 
every single opressed soul. 

Gandhi had once said that someone in  
Africa would adopt his ideas and in 2007, 
when the Nobel Peace Prize-winning African 
leader not only said that Gandhi’s ideas had a  
crucial role in South Africa’s transformation 
to a free and prosperous country but that 
it was with the help of Gandhi’s teachings 
that apartheid was shown the way out of 
South Africa. When the Mahatma marked 
his presence in the fight for Indian free-
dom, he was not sure about the magnitude 

of racial discrimination in the country but 
he never made hasty decisions. He wanted 
to attain freedom by harnessing the might of 
people and defying the British Raj and so did 
Mandela. Like Gandhi, Mandela was ready 
to sacrifice his life to create a society where  
everyone is equal.
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in time...
A stitch 
Intricate carvings of Lucknow’s famed Mughal Saheb Ka Imambara 
inspired the royal art form of chikankari. Today, this embroidery 
has embraced latest trends while retaining its unique appeal

words    Lavanya 

When British actor Judi Dench 
walked the red carpet at the 
70th Venice International 
Film Festival last year in an 

ivory chikan embroidered gown by well-known 
Indian designer duo Abu Jani-Sandeep Khosla, 
it marked the arrival of the ancient art form on 
the international arena. 

The city of Lucknow in Uttar Pradesh has 
not only been reminiscent of culture, etiquette, 
tradition, gastronomic delights and nawabs 
for centuries but for the traditional treasure of 
chikankari, the delicate and intricate embroidery 
reflecting luxury and extravagance in every 
weave. Believed to have been introduced by 
Mughal emperor Jahangir’s wife, Noorjehan, 
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chikankari is one of Lucknow’s most famous textile 
decoration styles. The name chikan was derived 
from Persian word, chakin or chikeen meaning a 
cloth wrought with needlework. In fact, chikankari 

finds mention in the narratives of Megasthenes as 
early as 3rd century BC who talked about the use of 
flowered muslin by Indians. 

Chikankari is a fine art of embroidery done with 
white untwisted yarn on voile, silk, chiffon, organza, 
net and cotton with the help of a needle. The designs 
are first printed on cloth with washable colours 
and then embroidered upon. This is a home-based 
activity, mainly performed by women artisans and 
workers. According to industry estimates, around 
half-a-million artisans are involved in chikankari in 
India today.  

In December 2008, Lucknow took a step forward 
for the promotion of this 400-year-old art form by 
bagging a Geographical Index (GI) for chikankari. 
This allowed the government to use it as a branding 
and marketing tool to promote the art in the 
national and international markets. 
GI is an invention of the trade-related 
Intellectual Property Rights agreement 
and is accorded to products that have a 
specific geographical origin. 

“Most of our work is exported to 
Middle East. Earlier, cotton-based 
work was in demand and white 
used to dominate along with a pastel 
colours but times are changing. Today, 
we have a variety in terms of fabric, 
colours, designs and looks,” says Sanjay 
Gupta, a third-generation wholesaler of chikan 

fabric in the City of Nawabs. 
A large number of sellers vouch for the fact 

that even today, one of the most famous and 
acceptable forms of chikan is embroidery with 
white thread on white cotton cloth. But what has 
kept chikankari in vogue is its elegance and the 
fact that both the art and the artisans have evolved 
with time. Earlier synonymous with Indian 
ethnic wear like saris, salwar-kurtas and dupattas, 
chikankari now sits pretty as an elegant formal skirt 
in boardrooms wherein a businesswoman is at 
the helm of taking important decisions. It adorns  
the living and bedrooms in the form of home linen. 
And it has managed to touch the heart of youth  

As per industry 
estimates, there 

are about  
half-a-million  

artisans  
involved in 

chikan work 
even today
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embroidery 

Right: Kotwara 
collection by 

Indian fashion 
designers 
Meera & 

Muzaffar Ali



too who are increasingly sporting chikankari kurtis 

and shirts.
“I consider myself lucky to be wearing my grand-

mother’s heavy red chikan sari for my wedding 
which she tells me artisans took months to finish. 
You certainly can’t match its craftsmanship as on 
date,” shares an excited bride-to-be Soni Ahuja. 
“Apart from requesting us to use more colours, 
customers are now demanding chikan work on 
South cotton, Kota zari, cotton silk, South silk, 
Benarasi silk and they want it with crochet work,” 
says Khalida Jamal who has been doing chikankari 

work for decades now. Many upscale showrooms 
now have shade cards to help with custom orders. 

“Our potli bags, skirts, capris, palazzos and tops are 
quite popular among foreigners,” she adds. 

Then there’s the Self Employed Women’s 
Association (SEWA) that was started in the early 
80s to revive the craft. True to its movement, this 
cooperative effort has paid off and contributed 
towards the promotion of the art form. 

Chikankari has managed to catch the attention of 
the global audience. Moreover, with an assembly-
line form of production governing much of the 
embroidery process, the time taken to make the 
ensemble has reduced drastically and more intricate 
designs like leaf patters and tendrils and motifs can 
be easily embroidered.
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FactFile
n The process of creating a 
chikan garment is multi-staged.  
And each stage involves a 
different person. 

n Artisans work with long 
needles and threads using a 
stencil. Frames usually about  
1.5 ft high are used to secure 
the cloth. 

n There is a huge variety of 
embroidery used - phanda, chana 
patti, ghaas patti, jaali, tepchi, 
bakhiya, zanzeera, rahet, banaarsi, 
kharau, keel kangan, bubul and 
hath kadi can all form part of a 
single garment.
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Mumbai
What’s new in 

Terminal 2, the Mumbai Monorail and the Bandra-Worli Sea Link have gifted 
comfort and convenience to the Maximum City along with a touch of class 
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sTATE-Of-ThE-ART

Terminal 2 at Mumbai airport

The swanky new Terminal 2 at the Chhatrapati 
Shivaji International Airport, which commenced 
operations in February this year, spans an area of 
over four million sq ft and promises world-class 
luxury. This terminal, built on four levels, boasts of 
188+20 check-in counters, 60 emigration counters, 
124 security check positions, 41 travellators, 47 
escalators and 73 elevators to make the passenger 
journey quick and convenient. Since all operations 
including international, domestic, cargo, ground 
handling, security and retail are under one roof, 
operational efficiency is higher. Another smart 
operation measure: an Airport Join Control Centre 
that houses all stakeholders – from security to airline 
officials. The terminal marries modern style with 
our heritage. India’s National Bird, the Peacock, 
is the inspiration behind the artistic design and 
represents flight and beauty. An impressive 3 km 
long multi-storey art wall called Jaya He illuminated 
by skylights, holds over 5,000 artworks and artefacts 
from across India. It is the result of hard work put 
in by a team of designers, artists, artisans, architects, 
art historians, anthropologists and conservators.  
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Top A diya curtain with 10,000 earthen lamps welcomes 
international passengers Bottom T2 houses over 5,000 artworks 
and artefacts from across India
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Clockwise from top The 
Bollywood wall next to one 
of the 41 travellators; one of 
the art installations and an 
escalator next to the Art Wall

Like 
INDIAN DIplomAcy
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ENgINEERINg MARVEL

Bandra-Worli Sea Link

With its weight equalling 50,000 African elephants, this 5.6 km long 
cable-stayed bridge that crosses the Arabian Sea and links Mumbai’s 
suburbs with the southern part of the city is considered to be an 
engineering marvel. All eight lanes of the Rajiv Gandhi Sea Link (as it’s 
officially called) were opened to the public in March, 2010. There are 
two dedicated lanes for buses. The infrastructure is remarkable, with 
gigantic pillars constructed inside the sea. The steel wire used in the 
bridge equals the circumference of the earth. The Sea Link has reduced 
load on the Mahim Causeway, the only road connecting the western 
suburbs to Mumbai which used to carry around 1.25 lakh vehicles a 
day, to a large extent. There has been considerable saving in travel time 
(from 40 minutes to eight minutes) and improvement in environment, 
especially in terms of reduction in air and noise pollution in Mahim, 
Dadar, Prabhadevi and Worli areas of Mumbai. 

Now, there is a proposal for the Bandra-Versova Sea Link, a 
northward extension to the Worli-Bandra Sea Link, that represents the 
last leg of the one which starts from Nariman Point. This 9.9 km long 
link is to be built 900 metres into the sea.
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PUBLIC TRANsPORT ON A hIgh

Mumbai Monorail 

The Mumbai Monorail is the city’s 
first public transport system post-
Independence and marks a land-
mark in its history. This Light 
Rapid Transport System (LRTS) 
provides  much-needed relief to the 
mega-city where commuters face 
challenges daily despite local bus and 
train services. The first operational 
line of the Mumbai Monorail, the 
8.9 km long run between Wadala 
and Chembur in the city’s north-
east, was on February 1, 2014. It 
has reduced travel time between 
these areas to almost half – from 
around 40 minutes to 21 minutes. 
Four coaches with a combined 
capacity of around 2,300 run every 
15 minutes. Apart from catering to 
the rising number of commuters, 
the Monorail is also contributing 
its bit towards civic responsibility. 
During a trial run, it was found by 
the Mumbai Regional Development 
Authority (MMRDA) that the 
monorail produces between 65–85 
decibels of noise, significantly 
lower than the 95 decibel noise 
level of a BEST bus (the city’s local 
bus service). MMRDA will operate 
six trains in the first phase and 
another 10 will be added in the 
second. In the pipeline is the 19.2 
km Chembur to Jacob Circle line 
which will be the second-longest 
monorail corridor after Japan’s 
Osaka monorail corridor which is 
23.8 km long. This project has been 
executed by engineering major 
Larsen and Toubro Ltd (L&T) and 
Malaysian firm, Scomi Engineering.  

Air-conditioned coaches, smart-card tickets, 
lifts and escalators at overhead stations 
promise a modern and convenient passenger 
experience in mumbai’s monorail
Facing page: The Bandra-Worli Sea link has 
solved a lot of traffic issues in mumbai
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Artists are increasingly 
experimenting with various 
mediums and employing a 
staggering range of new media  
to create conceptual art like  
never before

words     Poonam Goel

New media 
matters

Dark Side of the Moon by Saurabh Deb

  7 8     M a r c h - a p r i l  2 0 1 4

innovation



The first sight that greeted whoever  
entered the India Art Fair, held  
earlier this year in New Delhi, India, 
was a 12-feet-high sculpture titled 
Agalma by Anjana Kothamachu. 

But it was not just the size of the 
work that made one take a pause. 
Created out of cement, metal, 
concrete, gravel and sand, it was the 
diversity of the medium which left 
one impressed. A few metres away 
from Kothamachu’s work depicting  
man’s relationship with desire was an  
almost sinister-looking banana tree, 
with stiff and unflinching leaves made 
out of waste tyres and steel. Its creator Debanjan Roy 
had collected discarded automobile tyres and tubes 
and recycled them to highlight the rampant problem  
of disposal of packaged consumer goods and  
industrial waste material. 

“Technological revolution has made tools of new 
media accessible. ATM machines, retail point-of-
sale terminals, car navigation systems, medical 
monitors and industrial control panels have all 
entered our daily lives, especially in the last decade. 

Most prevalent are the handhelds 
like smart phones and tablets. This 
technology is also accessible for an 
artist. We respond and use them to 
express ourselves,” shares Kothamachu. 

This, indeed, is a boom time for  
experimentation in the Indian art  
circuit. Till sometime ago, videos,  
animations and graphics formed 
new media art, but now the term can  

encompass a staggering range of materials. And 
that this genre is being celebrated by one and all 
clearly indicates its successful arrival. In fact, even 
the museums in India are now shifting focus from 
just being a showcase of traditional art and art 

Even Indian 
museums are 
shifting focus 

from just being 
a showcase of 
traditional art 
and art forms

Sachin George Sebastian’s paper collage, Within
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forms. The National Gallery of Modern Art in 
New Delhi, for instance, was recently home to  
Everything Is Inside, one of the largest exhibitions  
of contemporary artist Subodh Gupta’s work 
who has created an audience for new media 
and opened the doors for many artists to 
freely experiment and not get stuck in a two-
dimensional format. 

One of the pioneers of new media art is 
Nalini Malani whose work was displayed at two  
major exhibitions in India recently. Malani works 
in the realm of erasure performances, theatre, 
shadow play, multi-projection works and videos. 
One of the highlights of the show at Vadehra 
Art Gallery titled Cassandra’s Gift was a single  
channel projection version of In Search of 

Vanished Blood where the poetry of Faiz Ahmad 
Faiz comes in conversation with writings of 
Samuel Beckett, Heiner Muller and Mahashweta 
Devi to speak of the persistent violence that 
surrounds us. 

Recently, London’s Tate Modern Gallery  
collaborated with Khoj Studios to 
bring a show titled Word. Sound. Power.  
Khoj has always fostered experimental and 
conceptual art and this show, which exhibited 
various digital art forms like video and sound 
art, was no different. Mithu Sen, for instance, 
used both text and performance to create a  
fictional book of sorts, one that transcends  
language. Delhi-based Pallavi Paul’s videos 
Nayi Kheti and Shabdkosh were an exchange 
of dialogue between Spanish poet Federico  
Garcia Lorca and American poet Jack Spicer. 
It was interspersed with images of Delhi and 
Indian political poet ‘Vidrohi’. 

Sound art, in fact, has emerged as one of the 
major trends in new media. One of the most 
talked about projects at India Art Fair was  
Listen Up, a public sound exhibition which 
used the digital platform of a mobile phone 
application. People could listen to different 
sounds and conversations created and produced 
by Indian and international artists. Kolkata-
based Nobina Gupta has managed quite a 
following for her sound-based works. For her 
installation, Kalpataru, she used the sounds Top Ray by Subodh Gupta Bottom Anish Kapoor’s Svayambh

getaway 

  8 0     M a r c h - a p r i l  2 0 1 4

innovation



of a waterfall, chirping birds, clinking of coins 
and construction noises to sensitise people to the 
dangers we humans pose to earth. 

Kothamachu is working on a public art sound 
project and will use tablets and a web-based 
application to record audio pieces and narrations 
from the people of Bengaluru which will also 
be simultaneously uploaded on 
internet. “New media allows artists to 
voice their personal concerns in the  
language of today’s world,” says 
Gallery Espace director Renu Modi 
who recently hosted artist Tanmoy 
Samanta’s works featuring recycled 
books. Indeed it does, as was 
evident from 36-year-old Suchitra 
Gahlot’s current work Shut Up, 

Internet! that was exhibited in New Delhi 
by Shrine Empire Gallery. This was an  
installation of 60 suspended jars that contained 
40,000 e-mails dating from 1995 which had been 
torn to pieces. Inside each jar, bits of paper flew to  
a controlled turbulence. 

“These seemingly self-contained cells of 
chaos are reflective of my own struggles 
with digital living. It was the only medium 
of showing pieces of my own e-mails which 
could have served the purpose,” says Gahlot. 
Paper, in fact, has been used by another  

young artist to great advantage. Delhi-based  
Sachin George Sebastian has been working with 
paper for the last five years, exploring its form both  
visually and structurally. “It took me a few years 
to make the paper structures stand and close  
properly. I kept cutting paper and hung the 
results on the walls wherever I lived,” he says. 

In one of his recent works, Sebastian 
used a stack of newspapers to create 
a connection between text-based 
artwork and paper. 

In fact, vintage objects have 
become the source of a great art 
idea. New York-based artist Samanta 
Batra Mehta brought together a 
potpourri of antique objects for 
The Other Side of Time, her debut 
solo show in India, and created 
an aura of a bygone era albeit in a  

contemporary language. On a deep blue wall 
was a neat assemblage of postcards written from 
small towns and provinces in colonial India,  
antiquarian books juxtaposed with plastic plants 
from China and Thailand, original maps from the 
1800s and early 1900s rolled into antique bottles, 
decorative paper cutouts on vintage shoe moulds, 
all from Batra Mehta’s personal collection. Just 
like the list of material on Mehta’s roster, the  
possibilities of new media too are endless.

Sound art has 
emerged as a  

major trend in 
new media and 
was among the 

most talked 
about at the 

India Art Fair

Below Left: Shut Up, Internet! by Suchitra Gahlot Right: Life Line performance drawing on wet clay by Anindita Dutta
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and feastOf prayers
With time, there have been changes in the way India observes 
Lent, Good Friday and Easter. But faith, sincerity and family 
bonding remain at the heart of all ceremonies

words    Safrina Nishad 

Indian festivals are either an  
occasion for gluttony or the lack of 
it or sometimes both. In the period 
of Lent, for instance, Christians (as 

well as non-Christians) go on a 40-day  
sabbatical and break the month-long fast 
with a feast. But that is not the only thing 
that Lent symbolises. Each day signifies an 
auspicious remembrance. 

Mardi Gras or Pancake Tuesday plays an  
important role in preparing for Lent. It is 
known that children gorge on grandma’s 
homemade pancakes and pork curry a day 
before fasting begins, to cushion the blow. 
A preparatory feast, this meal gets every-
one ready for the month of moderation. No 
wonder, it is fondly called Fat Tuesday. 

Lent

Ash Wednesday is a day of solemnity and 
prayer and marks the first day of the Lenten 
season. Sacred palm leaves from previous 
year’s Palm Sunday are burnt and triturated 
to be preserved for this day. Indians all over 
the country accept an ashen cross on their 
forehead from the priest as a reminder of 
human morality and mourning. During the 
Lent season, many across India, irrespective 
of cast or creed, abandon worldly pleasures 
as a form of repentance. The three most 
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popular sacrifices are meat, alcohol and desserts. 
Other vices which people give up can include 
watching television, partying and even social  
networking. The money saved from this absti-
nence is donated to charity. 

Palm Sunday, the last Sunday before 
Easter, is spent gathering church-
blessed palm leaves and festooning 
the house with handmade crosses. 

Maundy Thursday, celebrated as 
Pesaha Yasashchya in the state of 
Kerala in India, is in remembrance of 
the Last Supper. Churches carry on 
a humble ceremony where the Car-
dinal washes the feet of 12 faithful 
churchgoers. 

An interesting tradition observed by 
families in South India is the re-enactment of the 
Last Supper. The feast features pesaha paal (passover 
milk), a milky medley sweetened with jaggery and  
coconut milk and served with indri appams  
(hoppers). Some also throw in a few just-ripe  
bananas and other sweetmeats to add another 
layer of flavour. But before devouring this meal, 
the Last Supper passage from the Bible is read out 
aloud. The head of the family then takes the role 
of Jesus and dips the appam into the milky dish and 
passes it over to everyone on the table. And in case 
there isn’t enough to go around, hot-cross buns 
are sent around the table. A feast on its own, it 
prepares everyone for the day to come. 

Good Friday

The day when Jesus Christ was crucified, 
hymns are sung, prayers read and processions  
carried out for the burial of idols in different parts 

of India. People fast the entire day or until noon. 
It’s usually broken with a simple meat-less meal 
that varies from place to place but rice is a staple. 
The Mangaloreans from Karnataka break their 
fast with a bland khichdi (rice-and-lentil dish). 
Some Malayalees from Kerala find solace in a mild 
red bean curry and some others in boiled green 
gram but they all pair it up with a red rice porridge.  
Maharastrians in the west of India nourish them-
selves with dal, vegetables and rice – a sine qua 

non that extends all the way up to the North. 
Tamilians typically stick to the South Indian  
version of khichdi, locally known as Pongal, with 
a dab of coarse coconut chutney. Some devotees 
take things a step further and endure a glass of  
bitter gourd juice to understand a fraction of the 
pain Jesus went through. 

Easter Sunday

The last day of the Holy Week,  
Easter Sunday is a day of complete  
celebration, family bonding and  
lots of food. The festivities begin 
with a midnight mass on Saturday,  
followed by night-long preparation 
for the day to come. Different cultures  
celebrate this mirthful day in different 
ways but everyone comes together in  
happiness. Some indulge in a family 
style roast duck and some others take 

it up a notch with a family vacation. Children have 
their own fun: some collect eggshells and explore 
their creative side by painting intricate patterns on 
them and some others play hide and seek around 
the house in search of the candied Easter eggs. 

One of the  
interesting 
traditions  

observed in 
south India  

is the  
re-enactment of 
the Last Supper

Roast duck is part of the Easter feast
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supremacyMarks of tribal
As tattoo art gains popularity in contemporary India, 
here is a look at an ancient style that was practised 
by the headhunting tribe of Nagaland 

words    Sumantha Rathore
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Along with a growing population of 
people with ink art, what has also 
grown is the number of cliched  
tattoos in India, many of which 

are clear copies. But there still are artists who  
believe in preserving India’s rich heritage. One 
such ‘needle man’ is Moranngam 
Khaling, also known as Mo Naga. 
His school, which is attached to 
a tattoo studio, opened its doors 
in December 2012 and is situated 
in Guwahati in Assam, India. He 
charges around `1.2 lakh for a  
10-week course. 

This graduate from the National 
Institute of Fashion Technology 
(NIFT) might have shifted his 
base to New Delhi in India but 
he often interacts with the Headhunter tribes 
spread across in the northeastern region of the 
country to delve deeper into tribal style of needle 
work. As legend goes, headhunters used to kill  
people and bring home their heads as trophies. 
The barbarians would hang the head outside their 
huts to show their supremacy over others in the 
clan. The hunters would also get tattoos etched 
on their chests which symbolised the souls of 
the dead. These tattoos were mainly geometric  
designs, dots, lines and spots. But the 
calculation was  quite simple – the more the 
number of tattoos one sported, the more  
respect he commanded. The fairer sex also 
sported the art but for them, it signified a  

different meaning – tattoos done on these tribal 
women marked various stages of life such as  
age and marriage. 

Though the Headhunter tribe still exists, 
there has been a ban on hunting since the 
1960s. “While they don’t hunt people anymore 

because the law doesn’t allow them 
to, but yes, once in a blue moon, 
they do kill a buffalo or any other 
big animal to keep the spirit alive,” 
says the tattoo artist.  Also, most of 
the tribesmen have converted to 
Christianity now, in which killing 
people is a sinful act. 

Isn’t it scary dealing with such a 
tribe? “They are not happy because 
they have lost their culture due 
to the ban. That can happen to 

anyone. Imagine, one day you wake up and 
are told that every tradition that you and your 
forefathers have grown up with is suddenly  
illegal. So, they look 
at every outsider with 
suspicion and it is not 
very easy interacting 
with them. I am a 
Naga myself so they  
connect with me. Still, 
they don’t reveal much 
about their culture and 
this comes in between 
the knowledge gathering 
process,” he says.

Headhunters 
would get  

tattoos etched 
on their  

chests which  
symbolised the 

souls of  
the  dead
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Red Planet
Mission

Mangalyaan or the Mars Orbiter, India’s first inter-planetary 
probe spacecraft, recently completed 100 successful days 
of its long voyage to the red planet

words     Pallavi Thakur Bose

(Inset) Left: The Mars Orbiter
Top A photograph taken from the spacecraft
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When the Russians 
launched Sputnik I, 
the first artificial earth 
satellite in space in 
1957, it took the world 

by surprise and triggered a space race among  
the developed countries. India, a relatively 
young nation back then, took the first step of 
entering the field of space exploration by setting 
up the Indian Space Research Organisation 
(ISRO) in 1969. Dr Vikram Sarabhai, the 
father of the Indian space programme, 
convinced the government to “not compete 
with the world but don’t even stand second 
to any nation” in space research. As a result, 
we witnessed ISRO achieving numerous 
milestones, beginning with the country’s first 
satellite, Aryabhatta, in 1975 to the 
latest launch, Mars Orbiter Mission 
or Mangalyaan, in 2013 which is  
currently enroute to Mars.

Mangalyaan is India’s first  
inter-planetary probe spacecraft 
and recently completed successful 
100 days of its long voyage to the red 
planet. Launched on November 5, 
2013, by PSLV-C25 at 2.38 pm from 
Satish Dhawan Space Centre in Sriharikota,  
the spacecraft completed about 190 million km  
on February 12 this year, all in a 100 days. 
The journey, though a long one wherein the 
spacecraft is estimated to travel about 680 
million km in 210 days, has so far been a 
smooth sail.   

The ground station of ISRO Telemetry, 
Tracking and Command Network (ISTRAC) 
has been continuously monitoring it from  
Byalalu on the outskirts of Bengaluru. And the 
Orbiter is due a few course corrections as it 
covers the remaining 490 million km using the 
pre-set propulsion system. 

When the first Trajectory Correction 
Manoeuvre (TCM) was conducted on 

December 11, ISRO released a statement 
saying: “The trajectory of the spacecraft, till 
today, is as expected.” 

Three more TCM operations will be carried 
out in April, August and September this year. 
Subsequent to six orbit raising manoeuvres 
around the earth following the launch, the 
Trans Mars Injection (TMI) manoeuvre on 
December 11, 2013, gave the necessary thrust 
to the spacecraft to begin its journey to Mars, 
in a helio-centric orbit.

“The health parameters of all the payloads 
are normal and the spacecraft is, at present, at a 
radio distance of 16 million km, causing a one-
way communication delay of approximately 
55 seconds. All the five instruments on the 
Mars Orbiter were switched on for tests and 

found to be performing well on 
February 6. The spacecraft is 
expected to enter the Martian  
Orbit on September 24 this year,” 
says ISRO’s PRO director Devi 
Prasad Karnik. 

He adds that 2013 was quite a 
remarkable year for the Indian 
space programme as ISRO 
successfully launched three 

Polar Satellite Launch Vehicles (PSLV), out 
of which Mangalyaan is the country’s first 
interplanetary mission. It was the 25th launch 
of PSLV and the 24th consecutive successful 
ISRO mission. 

While the Mangalyaan’s objective is to 
showcase India’s rocket launch systems, 
spacecraft-building and operations capabilities, 
its primary aim is to develop the technologies 
required for planning, management, design 
and operations of an interplanetary mission. 
The spacecraft also has a secondary objective; 
to explore the morphology, mineralogy, 
surface features and Martian atmosphere on 
the Red Planet with the use of indigenous 
scientific instruments.

The spacecraft 
completed 
about 190 
million km 

on February 12 
this year
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Now 93, Ahmed Ali still practises photography and visits his studio regularly
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How can I forget that afternoon 
of 1968 when this tall young 
man entered my Palace Court 
Studio on Calcutta’s (now 
Kolkata) Kyd Street and 

requested if I could make his portfolio? He also 
asked me if I could get him some modelling 
assignments as I was associated with a few  
advertising agencies. Not only did 
I make his portfolio, I advised him 
to move to Mumbai as modelling 
opportunities in Kolkata were 
limited back then. I also gave him 
a reference letter that helped him 
get a few roles in the Hindi film 
industry,” reminisces Ahmed Ali, 
a legendary photographer, on his 
first meeting with famous Indian 
film star Amitabh Bachchan 
who was working with a freight 
broking firm, Bird & Co. at that 
time in Kolkata. 

Not only Bachchan, Ali has clicked famous 
national and international faces like India’s first 
Prime Minister Pt Jawaharlal Nehru, Pakistan’s 
first Governor-General Mohammed Ali  
Jinnah, India’s famous playback singer Lata 
Mangeshkar, Queen Elizabeth of England, 
one of the first men to reach Mt Everest 
Tenzing Norgay, India’s famous filmmaker 

and one of the greatest austeres of world 
cinema Satyajit Ray... The list is endless.
Considered a doyen among photographers, 
Ali is now 93, but age has not dimmed his  
passion for the craft he chose when he was 
a young boy of 11. He still loves to click  
“beautiful women in Indian attire” as he did 
years ago when he was a strapping young man 

in his 20s and clicked Anglo-Indian 
women dressed in Indian finery. 

Ali still talks energetically about 
cameras as he must have done the 
first time when he requested his 
parents to gift him one. “I was to 
leave for Bishop Westcott boarding 
school in Ranchi when my parents 
asked me what I wanted as a fare-
well gift. I asked for an Agfa 6x9 cm 
box camera and got it. My mother 
Nellie Saxby, an Englishwoman,  
encouraged my photography and 
got me a superior camera two years 

later that I converted into an enlarger,” recalls 
Ali, the founder member of Photographic 
Society of Calcutta. With this began Ali’s 
journey into the world of photography.  

Ali has been witness to the changing world 
of photography, from the box cameras in the 
1930s to the digital ones today. He has also seen  
photography techniques changing from the 

Ali has been 
witness to the 

changing world 
of photography, 

from the box 
cameras in the 
1930s to digital 
ones and those 

in our cell  
phones today

beautiful women’
‘I love clicking

The grand old man of Indian photography, Ahmed Ali, talks about his 
eight-decade-long career and how his parents encouraged him to pick  
up a camera when he was just 11

words    Rajkumari T
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time when flash powder was sprinkled and lit 
with a torch to today when we have cameras in 
our cell phones. 

“To begin with, I started clicking buildings 
and later, to make an extra buck, shot portraits 
of fellow students. Photography was an 
expensive proposition in those days. Buying 
film rolls, developing and printing cost a lot 
of money. Even though I got `5 every month 
as pocket money, it fell short when it came to  
indulging in this hobby,” he says. Photography 
so consumed the young Ali that he developed 
his film rolls after the lights were 
switched off in the dormitory. 
“On witnessing my passion for 
photography, our principal allowed 
me to use a small store room which 
I converted into a laboratory for  
developing and printing. By the 
time I finished school in 1937, I 
had made a name for myself.” 

For a brief period after he had  
completed school, Ali toyed 
with the idea of either joining an 
engineering or art college but the duration of 
the course (five years) dissuaded him. “I was too 
much in love with photography to do anything 
else. So on my parents’ advice, I plunged headlong 
into photography. From clicking portraits of  
British families to industrial photography to 
advertisements, I kept on moving from one 
stream to other, exploring and gaining valuable  
experience in the process. As India, on the verge 
of freeing herself from the clutches of Britishers, 

was in the process of establishing industries, it  
required advertisements and catalogues to  
market the products being manufactured. All 
this created a huge opportunity and I jumped 
for it,” shares Ali who was involved in the first 
Coca-Cola advertising campaign in India where 
he shot a sari-clad Bengali woman holding the 
soft drink bottle. 

Ali is also known for his photographic projects 
on the tribals in Bastar in the Chhattisgarh state of 
India. Close friend George Munro coaxed Ali to  
accompany him to Naraynpur in Bastar where 

he was going on an assignment. 
Later, Ali’s work on the Bastar 
tribals manifested itself in the form 
of a coffee table book, Bastar: A 

Lost Heritage, that was brought out 
by his equally famous daughter, 
Indian actor and social activist 
Nafisa Ali. So enthralled was the ace 
photographer by the natural beauty 
of Bastar that he started visiting the 
place once every year. “The idea 
behind capturing the life, customs, 

artifacts and traditions of the people of Bastar 
was to record them before they disappeared as 
did the tigers that once roamed the region in 
large numbers,” says Ali.

Even today, Ali visits his studio in the nerve- 
centre of Kolkata in West Bengal from his 
Hindustan Park home almost every day. On the 
changes in the field of photography, the doyen 
reacts subtly, “Change is the need of the hour 
but I still prefer doing it my way.”

Photography 
so consumed 
a young Ali 

that he would 
develop his film 
roll after lights 
were switched 

off in the hostel
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