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INDIA INTERNATIONAL CENTRE

TALK and EXHIBITION: Ancient Indian 
Terracotta Art 
Speaker: Dr. Naman Ahuja, September 16–18 

In a series of  six outstanding lectures, Dr. Ahuja 
presented a scholarly overview of  the major 
discourses on Indian terracotta. He started off  
by mapping the known findings from the proto-
historic to the Post-Mauryan period, propounding 
their legacy on the ‘Gupta’ idiom. The evolution of  
styles was highlighted in the context of  the religious 
and cultural milieu with references from non-
Indic sources as well, lending a holistic and multi-
disciplinary dimension to his study. 

Ahuja’s next pertinent enquiry was the location 
of  a ‘rediscovered pantheon’ in this context as 
he presented elaborate and complex discourses 
on iconography and narratives. He juxtaposed 
select terracotta findings with the practice of  the 
veneration of  ancient Indian Goddesses to present 
the ritualistic context of  both the material and 
popular practice. He went on to present specimens 
that displayed talismanic imagery to further the case 
of  decoding these terracotta findings. 

Steering his next lot of  lectures towards the 
development of  an Indian visual aesthetics, Ahuja 
presented exemplary terracotta objects to trace the 
origin and development of  erotic iconography in 
the subcontinent. He went on to expound on select 
artifacts to highlight the nuances of  performativity 
and mood they embodied. 

The series succinctly presented Ahuja’s research 
on Indian terracotta in a manner that could be 
appreciated by an academic and enjoyed by a novice 
alike. The rich visual material that accompanied 
his lectures presented a consortium of  images 

The Deeper Loam from major terracotta collections from across the 
world. An accompanying exhibition displayed 
select highlights, some never published before. The 
question and answer sessions on each day revealed 
the contemporary relevance of  his research, and 
its significance in the prevalent multi-disciplinary 
approach towards scholarship. 

 KaniKa Pruthi
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Gandharan Art
TALK: New Data on the Origin of the 
Gandharan Buddha Image 
Speaker: Professor Gerard Fussman   
Chair: Dr. Kapila Vatsyayan
Collaboration: IIC–Asia Project, October 18

Dr. Vatsyayan’s learned introduction to the 
inscriptional and other evidence on Gandharan art 
provided the prologue to this interesting lecture by a 
distinguished scholar. Professor Fussman began by 
throwing light on the development in this art with 
Roman trade links and referred to Mortimer Wheeler 
and Foucher’s work on this aspect. He then traced 
the stages of  artistic development in Gandhara and 
Bactria where Greek and Roman impacts could be 
visualized on local artistic traditions. Interestingly, 
the dated Buddha sculptures start appearing in the 
beginning of  Kanishka’s reign.

For more than one century, historians of  art used 
to disagree on the origin of  Gandharan art and the 
Buddha image. The very name ‘Gandharan’ was 
coined not to choose between the two contradictory 

concepts of  Indo-Roman art and Indo-Greek 
or Graeco-Buddhist art. According to Professor 
Fussman, there were two main difficulties in 
solving the crux of  the origins: the lack of  a precise 
chronology and the lack of  data on the Greek and 
Kushan art of  Bactria. Inscriptions and excavations 
have helped to fill these lacunae.

We now know that Gandharan art is part of  
Graeco-Iranian art, with many Roman influences. 
But that tells us nothing about the origin of  the 
Buddha image that appears at about the same time, 
but with very different shapes, in Mathura and 
in Gandhara. New finds show that its canonical 
Gandharan shape dates to c.50 AD, pre-dating 
Kanishka, some of  them quite influenced by Greek 
art, others copies of  Mathuran statues. As for the 
idea to represent the Buddha in anthropomorphic 
shape, Professor Fussman said, the Greeks were 
used to doing it. The anthropomorphic Buddha 
statues are, therefore, linked to the great cultic 
change that happened in the whole of  Northern 
India around the Common Era.

 B.r. Mani

Celebrating the Earth
FESTIVAL: Bhoomi – The Earth Festival 
Collaboration: Navdanya, October 2

This festival to mark Gandhi Jayanti was inaugurated 
by four eminent guests: Dr. Kapila Vatsyayan, 
Mohini Giri, Indu Pillay and Mrinalini Sarabhai. 
Then followed a day of  arts, music and films: 
Sandeep Srivastav and his band Ibadat kicked off  
with an ‘Invocation to Mother Earth’, a selection of  
songs inspired by the natural elements; Vidya Rao 
enchanted the audience with a selection from the 
Thumri tradition focusing on the idea of  the ‘ghat’ 
symbol of  Mother Earth and the elements of  life. 
Folk musicians from Bihar sang about the life and 
plight of  farmers.

The audience was moved by ‘Mahatma and the 
Poetess’, a reading of  letters between Gandhiji and 

Sarojini Naidu, performed by Tom Alter and Mrinalini 
Sarabhai. A film festival showcased Jhing Chik Jhing, 
Do Bigha Zameen, and finally Niyamgiri: the forest speaks, 
a documentary that gave an account of  the struggle 
of  the Dongria Kondh against Vedanta’s intentions 
to mine their sacred mountain.

On display throughout the day were two stunning 
exhibitions: while renowned artist Shakti Maira 
displayed ‘Earth Spirit’, a selection of  paintings 
inspired by ‘Seed and Nature’, Navdanya exhibited 
the huge pool of  indigenous seed varieties. Navdanya 
also launched a compilation of  the best literature on 
the Earth, with a preface by Dr. Kapila Vatsyayan  
and Keshav Malik and poems by Tagore,  
Sarojini Naidu and more. The Festival ended  
with Navdanya’s organic dinner, ‘Roots  
and Shoots’.

 naVDanYa tEaM



Poetry of Resistance 
EUNIC LITERARY LECTURES: Satyagraha – An 
Exploration of Polish Poetics
Introduction: Opalinski and Oscar Pujol   
Speaker: Ashok Vajpeyi 
Collaboration: EUNIC, October 6 

This interesting lecture series will underscore 
the common links between India and Europe at 
a time when both are re-inventing themselves. In 
his introductory remarks, Opalinski mentioned 
that the Solidarity movement in Poland was 
influenced by Gandhi’s theories of  Satyagraha 
and Ahimsa. 

The inaugural lecture was delivered by Ashok 
Vajpeyi, Chairman of  the Lalit Kala Akademi, who 
has translated Polish poetry into Hindi. According 
to him, Poland became the site of  underground 
resistance and conscience as it overcame Nazi and 
Soviet tyrannies. The writer, Brodsky, Vajpeyi said, 

had called the history of  Poland the history of  the 
twentieth century. In his own translation of  Herbert’s 
work (Antahkaran Ka Aytan), Vajpeyi took the title 
from a line by another rebel-poet, Gajanan Madhav 
Muktibodh, to underscore this aspect. Vajpeyi then 
spoke of  the poetry of  Satyagraha and referred to  
the work of  Czelaw Milosz, who wondered 
what poetry was worth if  it did not save people  
or nations. 

Among the many facets of  Polish poetry outlined in 
the lecture was the notion of  poetry as conscience. 
In the face of  radical evil, poetry offered resistant 
meditation and (as Adam Jaworski had said), Polish 
poetry forged a literature that answered history’s 
menace in universal, not provincial, ways. In a 
final tribute to the Polish poetry of  resistance, 
Vajpeyi said that Herbert hailed Polish poetry as 
one that contained the fibre of  soul and the gristle  
of  conscience.

 raChna JOShi
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As he described the state of  contemporary 
governance, Gandhi made ample use of  sarcasm, 
irony, metaphor, symbolism, humour and Hindustani 
colloquialisms to keep his audience enthralled. His 
talk covered a wide range: crime, food rotting in 
open air warehouses; corruption, political deformity, 
elections propelled by money and muscle power; 
honour killings, the insecurity of  minorities, mutinies 
in troubled areas, the culture of  weapons, unjustified 
police firings, black money, et al. A whole litany of  
anguished strokes hit the canvas of  his discourse, 
as he covered the many layers of  concern that lay 
behind his exposition.

Discounting the role of  governance in the perception 
of  the common man who believed that God runs 
this country, Gandhi looked at the Ashoka emblem 
of  the three lions as symbolizing the ordinary 
citizen (Awaam-e-Hind), Governance and the State 
(Hukumat-e-Hind). However, hidden behind this 
troika, he said was a fourth, the invisible lion (Zameer-
e-Hind) that stood for the national conscience. This 
alone could redeem the other three. 

Though he avoided suggesting remedies, yet these were 
cloaked in the negation of  negatives. There were veiled 
references to the need for a Lokpal to rein in political 
power; the potential of  the Right to Information Act 
that he considered to be the second independence; 
rational and authentic use of  ‘public purpose’ to 
acquire land, thus causing least inconvenience to those 
dispossessed; and the power of  conscience captured 
in the directive principles of  state policy, human 
rights, the Supreme Court, the central information 
commission, and many other commissions. 

 P.S. BaWa

THE FIFTH GOVERNANCE LECTURE: 
Hukumat-e-Hind – Reflections on the 
Governance of India   
Speaker: Gopalkrishna Gandhi   
Chair: N.N. Vohra, September 1 

The Invisible Fourth Lion
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Frontiers of History 
TALK: The Mental Hospital – A Story of Lunatic 
Asylums in India
Speaker: Dr. Alok Sarin
Chair: Dr. Hari Sen, September 3

Dr. Sarin’s researches into organized mental health 
care in India, which begins with the British, offered 
fascinating insights into the practice and wider 
politics, as it retraced links to both. 

From a history dominated by appalling abuse he 
retrieved stories of  remarkable individual endeavour: 
Lt.Col. J.E. Dhunjibhoy at Ranchi, who used cutting-
edge therapy in the thirties and forties, organized 
jatra and vaudeville performances as occupational 
therapy, and spoke of  treating the patient, not parts 
of  the body; of  Dr. Govindaswamy, whose interest in 
philosophy shaped the course of  academic psychiatry 
in India; and of  Dr. R.P. Sharma who stressed that 
tolerance and responsibility, not iron bars, were the 
means to an asylum’s security.

Race configured psychiatric discourse in ways 
revealing what the public sphere permitted to be 
said, and where scholarship might be stretched. In 
post-Mutiny Delhi, the outcry that an Irishman had 
been termed insane only because of his conversion 
to Islam sufficed for a nervous administration 
to deport him; one also finds a wry reference to 
a Pundit whose eloquence on the destruction of 
Europeans lent credence to his sanity. In the 1930s, 
Lt.Col. Owen Berkeley-Hill sought in psychoanalysis  
a partial cure for that worst of afflictions, ‘Indianness’.

Juxtaposed reports from 1938, 1947, 1997 and 
2008 brought home the continuity—across decades 
and over a decade of NHRC monitoring—of 
observations deploring conditions and the lack 
of trained staff. The closure of mental hospitals 
presents itself as commonsense; the speaker 
emphasized, however, that the experience of the 
West shows how this may eventually lead only to 
trans- or re-institutionalization (supported housing, 
compulsory treatment).

 nihariKa GuPta

Prester John
ILLUSTRATED LECTURE: Prester John of the 
Indies – Ancient Sources of European Ideologies  
Speaker: Professor Manuel João Ramos
Chair: Professor Lotika Varadarajan
Collaboration: Instituto Camoes, Portuguese 
Cultural Centre, September 22 

In the latter part of  the twelfth century, a millenarian 
letter appeared in Europe with its authorship 
attributed to Prester John of  India, famous in 
medieval European Christian myths. Professor 
Ramos showed how Prester John’s offer of  an alliance 
with Western powers to conquer Jerusalem was 
used as a propaganda device for preparation for the  
second Crusade. 

Ramos revealed how the idea of  Prester John of  
India offering help to European Christianity in 

its wars against Islam continued even later, and 
the eventual search for Prester John, served as 
the ideological lever for the Iberian voyages of  
discoveries in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. 
He also highlighted the metamorphosis of  the 
image of  Prester John, initially but wrongly 
viewed as a ruler of  India and later of  the Mongol 
empire, and finally identified as the monarch of  
Christian Ethiopia. Consequent changes occurred 
in the visual representations and depictions about  
him in Europe. The talk also examined the  
attempts of  the Jesuit missionaries to convert  
the Orthodox Christians of  Prester John in  
Ethiopia into Catholics, and the ties that the  
Prester John myth had with the Orthodox Christians 
of  south India.

The session, chaired by Professor Lotika Varadarajan, 
had fruitful academic interactions from the audience.

 PiuS MaLEKanDathiL
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LECTURE: History and Meaning of 
Secularization in France 
Speaker: Dr. Gerard Fussman 
Chair: Dr. Zoya Hasan
Collaboration: IIC – Asia Project, October 19

Secularization in France

Professor Gerard Fussman started this presentation 
by highlighting the centuries-long struggle against 
the monopoly of  privileges enjoyed by the Catholic 
Church, as sanctified by the King of  France. Martin 
Luther’s struggle heralded the Enlightenment yet 
early philosophers could not publish their works or 
openly speak the truth. 

The French Revolution of  1789 marked a popular 
upsurge against the Church and the King, ending 
with the release of  a Declaration of  the Rights 
of  Man that upheld the sacred and inviolable 
rights of  the individual who was now vested with 
authority. The Revolution also brought a radical 
change in the lives of  Protestants, Jews and non-

Founder’s Day: Every year we have been marking 
the Founder’s Day of  IIC on January 22 with a 
programme in the Auditorium. In order to 
make this day more participatory, we invite your 
suggestions. Kindly send them to director.iic@nic.
in or cpd.iic@nic.in by the end of  November.

Change of  address: In view of  forthcoming 
elections of  elected members of  Board of  
Trustees and Executive Committee, all members, 
specially those entitled to vote, are requested to 
send their latest address, e-mail ID and telephone 
number to enable us to update our records. 
These may be sent to Membership Office, IIC 
or e-mail: member.iic@nic.in/Fax:24644692/ 
Phone: 24619431, Extn. 404/317.

A-0080 Shri B.R. Nanda

A-0170 Dr. A.P. Paul

A-0897 Ms. Colleen Merriman

A-3494 Dr. C.S. Venkata Ratnam

A-3776 Ms. Ganga Atal

L-0344 Dr. Prodipto Roy

M-2428 Justice Ram Nandan Prasad

M-2568 Shri N. Raghunathan

M-3408 Shri Subir Raha

M-3539 Dr. K.L. Nandan

believers hitherto denied all rights. But it was only 
in 1905, when the law separating the Church from 
the State came into force, that France became 
genuinely secular. 

Fussman stressed that till about ten years ago, the 
French form of  secularization of  the State did not 
come under any strain. ‘…(T)he problem arose when 
a number of  Muslim extremists (not immigrants 
but true French citizens) tried to impose their 
customs on French society in general and women in 
particular.’ These also militated against the prevailing 
consensus of  equality between men and women,  
he elucidated.

Rightist politicians are fighting this trend because 
they feel France is a Catholic country and its identity 
as a Catholic State needs to be protected.  He also 
explained at length the problem of  hijab and burqa 
as well as that of  Sikhs wearing turbans in schools, 
admitting that 9/11 was a factor behind the tension 
with Muslim fundamentalism in France today.

 SuMit ChaKraVarttY

Notices Obituary
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The IIC Experience built round the theme of  the 
Forest this year, had an artistically integrated curtain-
raiser in the dance drama Aranyani presented by 
the Chennai Kalakshetra troupe. This dance-drama 
excerpt from the marathon Ramayana series marking 
the creative zenith of  the late Rukmini Devi, a 
pioneering contributor to the post 1930 classical dance 
revival and renaissance, provides a total experience 
of  Indian poetry and classical literature, music and 
dance of  the highest order, including rich handicrafts 
and textiles in aesthetic costuming. Based on verses 
from the Valmiki Ramayana, it is amazing how the 
choreographer followed the poet’s utter simplicity 
in creating the highest theatrical experience through 
dance and music, touching a chord in every heart. 

Her sensitive dance visualization, without fussy 
ornamentation, relied on immaculate stylization and 

felt abhinaya, conveying the message. And the musical 
base created by the legendary Mysore Vasudevachar, 
aiming at a mood evoked through classical ragas, also 
innovated ragas adding to the classical repertoire. The 
recorded version used with Kalakshetra’s powerful 
vocalists, made every instrumental intervention stand 
out, not omitting the excellent mridangam percussion. 
Without any props on a bare stage, Lokesh Raj as Rama 
with Arun as Lakshmana built up vivid images of  the 
scenic beauty round Lake Pampa with the morning 
sun lighting up the forest glades, with birds like the 
Chakravaka, Kroucha and Saras cranes frolicking on 

6

Since 2009, the annual IIC Festival of  the Arts is structured 
around a single theme. This year we had chosen to 
celebrate ‘The Forest’ through art, music, dance, lectures 
and seminars, film and photography, and food. Forests 
and forest communities from across the world were 
brought together in a memorable celebration.

After a thrilling invocation of  chants from Central 
India as well as Sanskrit and Prakrit in the IIC’s own 
‘forest’, the Gandhi-King Plaza, Bhutanese dancers led 
the procession as the King of  Bhutan, accompanied by 
the President of  the IIC, Professor M.G.K. Menon and  
Dr. Kapila Vatsyayan and other distinguished guests went 
to the Fountain Lawns for the inaugural performance 
by the troupe from Chennai’s Kalakshetra.

Dance 
Aranyani
Collaboration: Kalakshetra Foundation, October 21

the banks as bees get intoxicated drinking the honey 
of  tree blossoms strewn on the forest rocks in varying 
patterns. And pointing out the singular forest scenes 
is Sage Viswamitra. On entering the forest, the group 
is wonderstruck by the dancing nymphs. 

The later part of  the Ramayana with Rama, 
Lakshmana and Sita ferried in a boat across the 
Ganga is so convincingly conveyed. Rukmini Devi 
has very effectively with such lyricism and romance 
visualized the delightful innocence and tenderness 
of  the Rama/Sita relationship—with Narendran as 

the iiC EXPEriEnCE
A FESTIVAL OF THE ARTS

(21–27 October 2010)
Inauguration of  the festival by H.M. King Jigme Khesar 

Namgyel Wangchuck, The King of  Bhutan, in the presence  
of  Professor M.G.K. Menon, President, IIC
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Natsankirtan and Kunja Ras 
Presented by 
the Jawaharlal Nehru Academy of Manipuri Dance
Collaboration: Northeastern Zone Cultural Centre, 
October 27

The finale of  the week-long IIC Experience was Nat 
Sankirtan and Kunja Ras by the Jawaharlal Nehru 
Academy of  Manipuri Dance. One dance tradition 
still actively connected with the Shri-Govindji 
temple at Imphal, Manipuri Rasleela, a music/dance 
enactment of  the divine ‘kreeda’ of  Krishna with the 
Gopis on the banks of  the Yamuna in Vrindavan, 
is part of  a unique holistic continuum with which 
the Manipuri people are very emotionally involved. 
Bhaktas weeping in ecstasy as the performance 
was on, was not unusual. Ascribed to Manipuri 
Raja Bhagyachandra Singh to whom details of  this 
celestial performance were believed to have been 
revealed in a dream by Lord Krishna, the Rasleela 
first performed in 1779 is said to have had the 
Raja himself  playing the revered Pung percussion 
instrument. A Ras performance invariably had 
a prologue of  Nat Sankirtan, of  which an edited 
version was presented at the festival.

Given its inviolable pre-determined order of  ritualistic 
practices, Nat Sankirtan is performed on all important 
occasions of  a person’s life—birth, marriage, thread 
ceremony, annaprashana, karna-vedha (piercing the ears of  
the infant), shradha (death ceremony) and of  course as 
a prologue to a Rasleela performance, this community 
form of  Vaishnavite prayer is an intricate, subtle 
manifestation of  aesthetic lyricism and the religious 
devotion of  the people. Clad in their snow white dhotis 
and turbans, after the ‘Jayadhwani’ by the Chief  Mapu, 
followed by ‘mridanga raga’, Hari Bol and salutations to 
Chaitanya Mahaprabhu, the Pung and Khartal players 
in the cholom played intricate rhythm patterns, their 
simultaneous movement spirals and rhythmic jumps 
calling for extreme balance. The grace of  a step, the 
wave like ebb and flow of  the performance which 
reached a crescendo and then descended to a quietude, 
with the performers totally absorbed in the worshipful 
act, was a rare aesthetic treat. The combination of  force 
with grace with the lightness of  foot and restraint in 
abandon are special to Manipuri.

Rama and Sruthi as Sita getting into the skin of  the 
roles so well. Pointing out the Chitrakuta mountain 
and the river Mandakini with the animals all round, 
watching the Kinnaras dance, Rama later lovingly 
applies henna on the hands of  Sita and gathering the 
punnaga flower decorates her hair. Counterpointing 
such scenes were the vigorous Kuchi Dance, the 
dance of  the Panchapsaras, and Kinnaras.

Quite different from this wonderment and romance 
but still with the forest as venue, was the second part 
enacting a scene from Kannappar Kuravanji, with 
the hill folk of  the forest pictured rejoicing after the 

soothsayer (Devaratti) voices the tribal King’s desire 
to hand over the crown to his son Thinnappa . After 
the coronation, Thinnappa as directed by the father 
sets off  on his maiden hunt. The music, very different 
from the earlier work was composed by Papanasam 
Sivan, in 1962. High quality dancing was a feature of  
the troupe with dancers like P.T. Narendran (who was 
Rama in the first part and the tribal King Nagarajan 
in the second), and Hari Padman (who from the sage 
Viswamitra came as Thinnappa the warrior in the 
second) revealing the versatility in taking on totally 
varied character roles.



diaryiic festival

8

After this came the exquisitely costumed female 
dancers presenting Kunja Ras, traditionally performed 
on Sharad Purnima. With the chandelier like ‘Thakan’ 
hanging and two flowered arches, the stage decorated 
in all-white looked a perfect setting for Ras. Whether 
Krishna (T.  Goutamani  Devi) Abhisar or Radha 
(G. Chandan Devi) Abhisar, or Krishna Nartan or 
Radha Nartan and finally the Milan, here was a true 
manifestation of  religious devotion—movements 
almost weighed down by emotion and the throbbing 
voice of  the Rasdhari Ng Ranjit Singh and Sutradhari 
H.Indu Devi, accompanied by the most melodious 
flute by P.  Meghachandra  Singh. In an organic 
fusion of  form and emotional content, the circular 
geometry in rotations and formations of  circle or 
mandala formed on stage had a symbolic significance 
of  cyclical time, the performance itself  going into 
a series of  continuous and interlocked concentric 
circles, symbolizing the cosmos in its entirety—the 
final ‘milan’ standing for the unity of  the micro in 
the macro.  

It is not often that in the dizzying performance world 
with colour, speed and spectacle invading the senses, 
one gets an intense experience where time seems to 
stand still. This year’s IIC Experience featured one 
such extraordinary presentation in Kutiyattam’s 
Nangiar Kootu solo by Kapila Venu, presenting 
Sitaparityagam. The narration pertained to the last 
part of  the Ramayana when, pregnant Sita, at Rama’s 
behest, is taken back to the forest by Lakshmana 
to be abandoned. The stark drama and tragedy of  
the situation inspired the best in Kapila who at so 
young an age, groomed through years of  training 
under late Guru Ammanur Madhava Chakyar, has 
acquired a rare concentrated stillness and power in 
her performance. Kutiyattam explores inner space in 
the performer and the actor’s expertise of  this oldest 
surviving Sanskrit theatre lies in being confined to a 
tiny area, evoking through the enactment an entire 
picture of  vast outside spaces like a forest with animals 
and scenic variety. With only the tonal variety of  the 
Mizhavu drum percussion aiding mood build up, in 
total empathy with the actor’s improvised moves, 
Kutiyattam is a rare art form unlike any other.   

    Shocked into disbelief  on discovering she is 
being abandoned in the forest, Sita in scorching 
indictment doubts Rama’s education and royal 
lineage in abandoning a wife purified through the 
test of  fire. As an anguished Lakshmana takes 
leave, the eagle and deer and animals cry at Sita’s 
fate. Kapila’s two hands flapping were sufficient to 
capture the feel of  the big bird’s expanse of  wings, 
swooping down from the skies, only to fold up in 
sorrow on learning about Sita’s fate. The stricken 
Sita is taken to the ashram by the sage Valmiki, and 
here she gives birth to her twin boys brought up 

under the care and discipline of  the rishi. Years 
later, singing the song of  the Ramayana, the princes 
catch the attention of  Rama out on an Ashwamedha 
Yagna. Led to the ashram, he is overjoyed at being 
united with his sons. On being asked by the sage to 
accept Sita, Rama wishes that she undergo the fire 
ordeal again. Sita’s response is to disappear forever 
into the bosom of  the Earth, her mother.

With the Mizhavu percussion of  Kalamandalam 
Rajeev, Kalamandalam Hariharan and Kalanilayam 
Unnikrishnan providing the percussion pulse making 
every heart in the audience beat in rhythm, the last 

NANGIAR KOOTHU: Sitaparityagam, October 23 
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part reached a crescendo with tension on the verge 
of  snapping any moment, as a packed auditorium, 
largely of  people who were witnessing Kutiyattam 
for the first time, sat in mesmerized silence as the 
performer touched new heights. Alarmed at the 
disappearance of  Sita, Rama first pleads and then 
demands and orders that the Earth Goddess return 
to him his lawfully wedded wife whose place is 
with him.  Rama collapses, resigned to his fate that 
Sita is lost to him for ever. Many in the audience 
mentioned being mentally drained after the  
intense experience!

Bonbibi –  The Lady of the Forest
Collaboration: National Human Settlement, Oct. 25
Enacted by village people sharing the tiger and wild-
life infested region of  the largest estuarine forest of  
the Sunderbans, Bonbibi - The Lady of  the Forest, 
staged by the Chetna Sanskriti Natya Sansthan, in its 
earthy music/dance/theatre Nautanki format carried 
a message of  how families with harrowing tales of  
members killed or maimed for life through encounters 
with  crocodiles or tigers, continued living amongst 
these predators, pursuing their livelihood as wood-
cutters, honey-gatherers, fishermen and hunters. The 

production directed by Debdas Bhakta, with actors 
in an opera format singing, and engaging in dialogue 
and dance, revolved round the Bonbini legend of  how 
Dukhe who set out to collect honey along with Monai, 
promised as the human flesh sacrifice demanded by 
Dakshin Roy the tiger, is saved by prayer to Goddess 
Bonbibi astride a tiger who is worshipped through Puja 
and Hajat by both Hindus and Muslims. That in an 
urban complex amidst sophisticated art-presentations 
and discussions celebrating the Forest, the voice of  
the true forest dweller from the far-off  regions of  the 
Sunderbans was heard, was a significant factor.

 LEELa VEnKataraMan

‘Live and Let Live’ is an age old precept for harmony. 
For the sect of  Bishnois belonging mainly to parts 
of  Rajasthan, the connotation is much deeper and 
integrated to cover the environment to the extent of  
considering the trees and the animals as sacred. In fact, 
conservation is religion for these people who have 
been strict adherents of  the 29 edicts propounded 
by the founding Guru of  the sect, Jambheshwar. The 
philosophy of  the edicts and their commitment are 
reflected not only in their life routine, but also in a 
variety of  expressions including the art forms. 

Lakha Khan Manganiyar, the folk singer from Raneri 
patronized by the Bishnois and a recipient of  the 
Sangeet Natak Akademi award, presented a selection 
of  bhajans composed by Jambhaji as recorded by his 
disciple, Kashavdas (‘Unatthees niyam guru Jambh ka’, 
‘Pehle mu’, ‘Jaago mohilna na sovo, Om sabad suvangdhaave 
Jambhaaji’ ) and also by Kabir (doha) concluding with 
an ‘aarti’ type verse, all in tune with the message of  the 
teachings, advocating a value-based life and reverence.

Wielding the ‘Sindhi sarangi’ with admirable skill and 
with the typical style of  open-throated singing, the 
performance was highly evocative and convincing, 
also commendable for the range and treatment of  
the melodic content comprising the lilting ‘Mand’, 
so closely associated with the region and several 
other ragas like Brindavan Sarang and Durga Kalyan. 

Bhajans of the Bishnois of Rajasthan by Lakha Khan 
Manganiyar, October 24 

Music
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Each song was preceded by explanation by the 
singer himself, reflecting his grasp of  the idiom and  
versatile equipment. 

Jasmine Song  by Thinai Isai, October 24
Terrain related life routine and associated features 
are part of  a commonly identifiable phenomenon. 
To conceptualize the same and discuss them with 
reference to the specific features and characteristics 
reflected in each component of  the scenario both 
in the interior and the exterior dimensions, is an 
indication of  an evolved thought process and 
nuanced comprehension. In addition, if  a corpus 
of  poetic expressions of  classical calibre is based on 
such an approach, it speaks volumes for the level of  
cultural attainments and the richness of  the linguistic 
medium of  the concerned community. 

The ‘Thinai Isai’ (Music of  the Terrain) gave a 
glimpse of  the Tamizh legacy in this respect, and 
was an interesting revelation. Based on the detailed 
exposition of  the concept of  forests (‘Mullai’) and 
related features like the inhabitants, their pursuits, the 
flora and fauna, the musical instruments, the melody 
types and the like contained in ‘TolKaappiyam’, the 
earliest extant Tamizh text of  grammar-cum-work 
of  rhetoric (compiled centuries before CE), and the 
selected imaginative verses from Sangam poetry, the 
ancient epic of  Cilappatikaram and also  some later 
contributions; the ‘carnatic’ style musical rendition 
presented by Savita Narasimhan (vocal) and Mala 
Chandrasekhar (flute), was laudable in many aspects. 
These included the beauty of  the chosen lyrics 
abounding in imagery and metaphor, the treatment of  
the theme, the proficiency and the accomplishments 
of  the participating artists and the flourishing quality 
of  presentation. Special mention may be made of  the 
verses from Cilappatikaram, which described the group-
singing and dancing of  the maids from the cowherd 
community propitiating Krishna, the presiding deity 
of  the Forests and of  the clan, in a manner that spelt 
out the richness of  the Tamizh musical tradition: 
interpreting the seven basic notes (‘swaras’) and semi-
tones in terms of  the constellations of  the Zodiac 
cycle and further correlating them with the main 
characters of  the Krishna legend. 

 Manna SriniVaSan

A medley of Dances
DANCE: IIC Festival of the Arts, October 21–27

The Royal Academy of  Performing Arts from 
Bhutan’s presentation, the narrative of  ‘Milarepa 
and the Hunter’, was one of  the highlights of  this 
festival. This recently choreographed work showed 

how the Buddhist master Milarepa brings spiritual 
changes to the hunter and his companions through 
the melody of  his religious songs. Reflecting the 
intrinsic Buddhist respect for nature, the compact 
performance combined the tradition of  monastic 
masked dances with elements of  the folk style. 
The evening concluded with a selection of   
folk dances.

The following evening saw quite a different repertoire, 
a rousing selection of  folk songs and dances from 
Poland presented by Warszawianka, the Song and 
Dance Ensemble of  Warsaw University. Their lively 
performance included the polka, the mazurka, the 
sztajerki and the oberek, representing different regions 
of  Poland. And while the dancers are students and 
graduates drawn from different disciplines of  Warsaw 
University, there was a polish and smoothness to their 
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presentation, matched by the spontaneity and joy that 
is the true hallmark of  the folk style. 

The IIC Experience also presented ‘Dances from 
Myanmar’ performed by the Myanmar Cultural 
Troupe, where strong influences from the Thai and 
Khmer traditions were evident in movement, poses 

and costume. Equally, the unique qualities that 
distinguish it from other styles could be observed. 
The wide repertoire featured dances based on well-
known figures, such as the ninth century Governor 
of  Pa Khan, remembered and respected to this day 
for his kindness and protection, and the mysterious 
and occult figure of  the Zawgyi, the Alchemist. The 
performance was eloquent of  the romantic saying 
that in Myanmar every dance movement resembles 
an exquisite floral design. 

It was a treat to listen to a trio of  gifted musicians 
– João Carlos Assis Brasil, piano, Paulo Pedrassoli, 
guitar, and Karla Bach, percussion – from Música no 
Museu, Brazil. Part of  their repertoire paid homage 
to the iconic Brazilian composer, Heitor Villa-Lobos, 
whose compositions gave Brazilian music a voice 
of  its own. The exquisite aria from No. 5 of  the 

Bachianas Brasileiras, the dramatic Festa No Sertao, and 
the lyrical Distribuicao de Flores, all exemplify Villa-
Lobos’s prolific range. The audience called the trio 
back for three encores, the last of  which was Jobim’s 
One-Note Samba.

 aSharani Mathur

A Display of Art
EXHIBITIONS: IIC Festival of the Arts–Forests, 
October 21–27

Nature’s wonderful world never ceases to amaze us 
with its beauty, bounty, and diversity; and forests, 
the theme of  this year’s IIC Festival, was one of  its 
most panoramic manifestations. The rich spread of  
paintings, photographs and artistic creations widely 
exhibited in the Centre was an eye opener to a world 
of  myth, tradition, lifestyles, and environmental 
diversity in some of  the major forest regions of  India, 
and elsewhere.

A selective display from Bhutan set the tone for what 
the relationship between primary world eco-systems 
and man should be. ‘Forests for Gross National 
Happiness’ sounds like a quaint prescription for 
the turmoil and stress of  present-day existence. In 
reality, Bhutan has evolved a unique development 
philosophy that respects nature, while sensitively 
harnessing its resources to create a superior quality of  
life for its people. Another spectacular natural region 
is the Amazonas Basin, touching Peru, Colombia and 
Brazil. Evocative photographs captured its natural 
vegetation and indigenous tribes, and the mighty 
Amazon River itself  coursing its way through dense 
forests. Alas! these once inaccessible and virgin areas 
are fast disappearing in the name of  development by 
local governments. 

Closer home, educationist Ian Lockwood’s 
photographic landscapes brought out the similarities 
and differences between the Western Ghats and the 
Central Highlands of  Sri Lanka. An unusual selection 
of  India’s rich variety of  forest environments was 
photographically presented through: Pradip Krishen’s 
Scrub Forests of  the Thar Desert; Akash Das’s Asian 
elephants, symbols of  the endangered environment; 
and the Bishnois of  Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh, 
legends in the world of  environmental conservation 
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change. Having worked jointly with the various 
forest departments during her long innings, she 
rued the lack of  local peoples’ participation in this 
unilateral government policy formulation on forest  
conservation and sustainable development 
alternatives. With the balance of  power heavily  
in favour of  the state government, local and 
indigenous people possessing no legal rights, forest 
departments are given complete charge of  the land 
by state governments. 

Burning issues such as forest restitution, tribals being 
treated as encroachers on their own ancestral land in 

the post-Independence era, forest land being diverted 
for mining were all discussed at length, and threw up 
an array of  questions and suggestions. An interesting 
highlight of  the session was the community managed 
forests of  Bhutan. Bhutan has set an encouraging 
example of  giving customary rights to communities 
to effectively manage complex eco-systems such as 
forests. The interactive session was further enlivened 
by an enthusiastic audience during the question and 
answer session. 

 GauriKa KaPOOr

TALK: Hotting up? Climate Change and the Debate 
on India’s Forests and People 
Speakers: Madhu Sarin and Jagdish Kishwan 
Moderator: Dr. Amita Baviskar, October 24  

Environmental Issues

A passionate debate and discussion with an interesting 
exchange of  views enlightened us with various facts 
and hurdles faced in conserving our forestlands in the 
backdrop of  a new concern: Climate change. Jagdish 
Kishwan highlighted initiatives such as REDD 
(Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest 
Degradation) and JFM (Joint Forest Management 
to protect forest cover in consultation with local  
forest communities).

In sharp contrast, Madhu Sarin raised legitimate and 
valid concerns on the feasibility and implementation 
of  these initiatives in the changing context of  climate 

as they guard nature with their lives. On the other 
side, a chilling exhibit titled The Forest in the City by 
Ravi Agarwal, documented the hostile march of  
urbanization as Delhi spreads its concrete tentacles 
into the bordering Ridge Forest.

Enchanting illustrative modern impressions of  the 
green world provided a welcoming backdrop in the 
walkway. But while organic and animal life typically 
grab the attention of  the majority, let us not forget that 
it is the people who belong to these great ecosystems 
who have helped preserve them, who have taken from 
them but also nurtured them. Tribal communities 
struggle to survive in endangered natural habitats, 
but their spirit outlives their circumstances as they 
express the magic of  their environment through their 
art. The extraordinary craft skills of  the tribal Bastars 
and the Bansods of  Chhattisgarh were paired with 
contemporary sculptural works of  a superior quality 
produced by the Faculty of  Visual Arts at Khairagarh 
University. The most stunning display was the 
paintings of  the Gonds, capturing myth, fable and 
real life, and uplifting the viewer with its brilliantly 
colourful imagery. On a more sophisticated note was 
the well-known artist Chameli Ramachandran’s subtly 
nuanced impressions of  trees through the medium 
of  Chinese ink and watercolours.

 raZia GrOVEr
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ILLUSTRATED TALK: Rainforest Etiquette in a 
World Gone Wrong 
Speaker: Suprabha Seshan 
Chair: Carlos A. Yrigoyen, October 25  

A passionate gardener-educator from Kerala’s 
Gurukula Botanical Sanctuary, Suprabha Seshan’s 
illustrated talk highlighted lessons from the 
Sanctuary’s work in rainforest restoration and 
nature education. She also spoke about her travels 
in the Western Ghats in India, and the forests  
of  Brazil. 

Seshan provided fascinating insights into the world of  
rainforests and the rare plant species and animal life 
thriving within. A colorful and myriad assortment of  
rare plant species which included varieties of  orchids, 
ferns and moss and animal life thriving in this unique 
eco-system was the high point of  the presentation 
and talk. The presentation drew attention to the 
delicate balance between man and nature.

Suprabha stressed developing a sensitivity to nature 
and surroundings from the school-going stage. Alas, 
due to factors such as, excessive mining and real 

estate development in tourist destinations like Goa 
and over 90 per cent of  the Western Ghats being 
used for tea plantations, many rare plant species are 
already on their way out or endangered. The need of  
the hour is to rescue these plants and also redistribute 
them in their natural habitat. The Gurukula Botanical 
Garden in Kerala alone, is home to some 700 species 
of  stunning varieties of  orchids including ground 
orchids. Sightings of  rare snake species were also 
highlighted. Talking extensively about her travels to 
the rainforests of  Brazil last year, Suprabha expressed 
shock and concern over the vanishing forests and 
grasslands in the South American continent due to 
rampant industrialization. Deforestation is taking 
place at an unprecedented scale in Brazil and forest 
land is not being allowed to recover. Another negative 
fallout is that water bodies are drying up wherever 
large scale deforestation is taking place.

 GauriKa KaPOOr

THE LOST ART
Anupa Lal swept a rapt band of  primary school 
children on a voyage of  delightful stories set in 
forests lands from across the globe, enthralling them 
with her skills of  mimicry and voice modulation. 
Switching effortlessly between Hindi and English, 
she brought to life a folk tale from China about an 
impoverished peasant’s encounter with a mischievous 
band of  monkeys, and a charming story from the 
Amazon about a little girl’s fascination with a giant 
butterfly, among others. In today’s world of  real time 
entertainment, the languishing art of  storytelling 
would, hopefully, attempt to ignite the imagination 
and work towards developing a sensitivity to other 
creatures and life forms.

THE LAST JUNGLE OF THE EARTH
Excited school children were divided into groups 
and guided in making puppets of  birds, elephants 
and animal-men from newspaper print by Ranjana 
Pande and Anurupa Roy, who first introduced them 
to Randhir Khare’s book of  the same name. This 
was a very successful interactive interaction based 
on the book—but, then, could any child ever resist a  
puppet show?

THE RELEVANCE OF BADE BHAI
Wonderfully evocative and beautifully shot, replete 
with montages of  grainy b/w footage of  Verrier 13
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Elwin’s beloved indigenous peoples and lyrical studies 
of  lofty mountains, the film on Elwin, nevertheless, 
sanitizes his infinitely complicated life and career. 
While introducing the film, Ramachandra Guha noted 
that it fails to address vital issues such as his headlong 
escape from an overbearing and ambitious mother, 
his differences with Gandhi, a more honest look at 
his two marriages, and his aborted desire to escape to 
Africa. Woven in, though, are the departures, tensions 
and conflicts, and struggles with the various father 
figures in his life.

Elwin’s views were often controversial and savaged 
by his critics, who believed that the Adivasis were far 
more integrated in Indic civilization than his portrayal 
of  them as isolated, alien and exotic. Nevertheless, 
Guha believes that Elwin’s life and contribution 
are of  seminal importance in today’s times for five 
reasons. First, it reveals the ‘other side of  the Raj’—
the integration of  whites and Indian upper classes—
at a time when boundaries were far more rigid. Elwin 
was one of  a band of  thinkers, writers and scientists 
of  the freedom movement, of  the stature of  Annie 
Besant, B.G. Horniman, Mirabehn, Philip Spratt and 
J.B.S. Holding.

Second, Elwin was an ecumenical thinker whose 
beliefs and practices under the influence of  Gandhi 
eventually forced him to abandon the Anglican 
Church. Third, Elwin’s prodigious abilities as a scholar, 
writer and brilliant polemist who communicated 
with delicacy, clarity, in elegant and witty language, 
are skills lacking in many contemporary scholars. 
Influenced by Wordsworth, he was a precocious 
environmentalist who almost worshipped the forest 
and its tribal occupants.

Lastly, as the most eloquent spokesperson for 
the Adivasis, he sought to integrate them into the 
national movement from which they were excluded. 
His life’s work has alerted us to the fact that unlike 
Muslims and Dalits that today enjoy effective political 
representation, the Adivasis’ lack of  the same has 
caused a vacuum into which Maoists have stepped. 
Verrier Elwin was truly the first sophisticated theorist 
of  Adivasi discontent caused by having to make way 
for powerful industrial interests. 

 ritu SinGh

PUBLICATION RELEASE:  
The IIC Quarterly, October 26
The Festival offers an opportunity to the Centre to 
present the work of  each division. The Publications 
Division released its Autumn issue of  the IIC 
Quarterly on October 26 in the Gandhi-King Plaza. At 
a brief  but well-attended function, Professor M.G.K. 
Menon, President of  the IIC, released the journal and 
spoke of  the special focus on peace, tolerance and 
non-violence in each October issue of  the Quarterly. 
The setting of  the tranquil plaza provided a perfect 
backdrop to this event.

SEMINAR: Myths of the Forest People
Coordinator: Dr. G.N. Devy, October 23
From the deep recesses of  Gujarat’s Dangs area, the 
participants at this unique seminar brought alive the 
myths that have bound their community together for 
ages. Introducing them was Dr. Devy, a distinguished 
scholar who has dedicated his life to preserve and 
document this unique way of  life. 

Among the speakers were a shy boy, who had to be 
literally coaxed into explaining the figures and symbols 
of  a spectacular painting he had created; a poet, and 
the manager of  a rural bank who had stepped out of  
his forest habitat virtually for the first time. As they 
gained confidence in the audience, their voices took 
on strength and they opened a world seldom seen in 
our urban habitats. Rituals relating to birth and death 
are occasions for story-telling and offering prayers to 
their gods. For those of  us who were privileged to be 
there, it was a morning that brought the grandeur of  
the forest folk in an unforgettable manner. 

Forest Talkies 2010
FILM: A Festival of Films, October 21–27 

The forest, in all its glorious manifestations, was seen in 
all the films screened at the festival—from the tribute 
to two well-known anthropologists, to all-time classics 
such as Rashomon, Goopi Gyne Bagha Byne, Pan’s Labyrinth, 
or  the more subtle Aguirre—The Wrath of  God.

Dweepa (Girish Kasaravalli, 2002) looked at the issue 
of  environmental degradation through the eyes of  its 
protagonist, Nagi, emerging as the true survivor in a 
situation where all others seem to give up in the face 14



The Synergy of Seed  
and Table
CUISINE: Food Festival, October 21–27 

Flavours of  the forest formed the theme of  the food 
festival. It was not a ‘back to nature’ raw or crudely 
grilled food as forest food is often believed to be, but 
very rare and subtle cuisines which like the forest were 
rich and diverse. The produce of  the forest is organic 
and therefore nutritious. One such cuisine was that 
of  the Bhutanese on the opening night, enlivened 
by the taste of  fiery chillies, succulent asparagus and 
datshi, their flavoursome cheese. ‘Aranya Bhoj’ and 
the ‘Forgotten Foods of  the Forest’ brought the ‘desi’ 
(and now unusual) vegetables and grains into the 
menu, some cooked traditionally and some cooked 
with the sophisticated urban palate in mind. 

Polish cuisine highlighted the flavours of  wild 
mushrooms, and the barbeque offered a variety 
of  grilled foods and salads including grilled peach!  
‘A Taste of  Lemon Grass’ presented delicious curries, 
eaten with rice or rice noodles and spiced up with 
an array of  relishes from Myanmar. ‘El Banqueta del 
Amazonas’ brought cuisine of  the New World, of  
Peru, Ecuador and Venezuela, indeed a tribute to the 
Chilli. We were unable to provide their wondrous 
array of  chillies, but with a modest beginning a 
splendid dinner was created!  

Chitra Ghose 
served the finest 
delicacies of  
Bengal. From the 
humble chhanar 
dal, fragrant with 
gondhuraj lime to 
chorchori, with a 
blend of  vegetables 
and boris, to 
lobster prawns in 
malai curry and the 
payesh, the dinner 
was a grand finale 
for the gourmand.

 PrEMOLa 
GhOSE
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of  imminent destruction. When a new dam threatens 
to submerge their island homes, the community 
on dweepa escapes to safer locations. The only 
exceptions are Nagi, her husband and father-in-law, 
the local shaman. Nagi battles a raging flood, a tiger 
and a recalcitrant husband to continue living on  
the island. 

Aguirre—The Wrath of  God (Werner Herzog, 1972) 
looked at the slow decline into madness as the 
Spanish explorer Aguirre delves deep into South 
American territory in search of  El Dorado. The 
film looks at how the lust for power and wealth 
led many to wreck havoc on virgin territories and 
indigenous communities in the Americas in the  
sixteenth century. 

In its first international screening since the lifting of  
the ban by the Government of  India, Sikkim (Satyajit 
Ray, 1971) chronicled an important historical moment 
in Indian history. Filmed before Sikkim became a 
part of  the Indian Union, the kingdom is represented 
in all its scenic beauty. The film is part-travel guide, 
and part-cultural commentary on the state of  the 
monarchy, the land and its people. The background 
commentary, delivered in Ray’s majestic baritone, 
adds to the simplicity of  the film’s essential ideas. It 
looks at a place, its people and culture defined by its 
physical environment and ecology.   

 aninDita MaJuMDar
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Highlights for November-December 2010
Performances

26–30 November 2010 at 4:30 to 7:30 pm, 
Gandhi-King Plaza   
Gandhi Katha
Presented by Narayan Desai with songs rendered by 
Sardar Patel School
Collaboration: Gandhi Peace Foundation  
and WGAS

films

18–20 November 2010 at 6:30 pm, Auditorium
Zone of  Conflict: Contemporary Documentaries 
on the Culture and Politics of  the Middle East
Curated and presented by Christopher Mitchell

the Oath (96 min, Director Laura Poitras, USA)

A Road to Mecca (90 min, Director Georg Misch, 
Austria)

Fix ME (98 min, Director Raed Andoni, Palestine)

Murder in Beirut (3x45 min, Director Charlie Smith, 
Al Arabiya/BBC World)

Secret Iraq (2 x 60 mins, Director Sam Collyns  
and James Jones, BBC TV)

Chou Sar? (What Happened?) (94 mins,  
Director De Gaulle Eid, Lebanon)

al-Ghazali: The Alchemist of  Happiness  
(80 min; Director Abdul Latif  Salazar; UK)

the Writer and the Flautist (30 min, Director John 
Tchalenko and Luke Tchalenko, UK/Palestine) 

Play

6–7 December 2010 at 6:30 pm, Auditorium
Everything Personal
Play by Nilanjan Mukhopadhyay
Presented by Yatrik with Sunit Tandon, Sinia 

Duggal, and Ramesh Thakur
Directed by Bhaskar Ghose

Talks

23 November 2010 at 6:30 pm 
Auditorium
Acharya J.C. Bose and Gurudev Rabindranath: 
The Tale of  a Great Friendship
Speaker: Dr. Sibaji Raha, Director,
Bose Institute, Kolkata
Chair: Professor M.G.K. Menon

Music Appreciation Programme:

30 November 2010 at 6:30 pm 
Annexe Auditorium 
Hazrat Amir Khusrau and the Tradition of  
Khanqahi Qawwali
An illustrated presentation by Irfan Zuberi

23 December 2010 at 6:30 pm,  
Annexe Auditorium
An Overview of  Christmas Music as it Has 
Evolved over the Past 2000 Years
An illustrated presentation by Dr. Punita Singh, 
musicologist and author 

1 December 2010 at 6:30 pm 
Annexe Auditorium 
Dalliance of  Spirituality and Ecology: 
A Hindu Perspective
Speaker: Acharya Shrivatsa Goswami

Discussion 
3 December 2010 at 6:00 pm 
Annexe Auditorium
Book Discussion Group 
Aesthetic Theories and Forms in Indian 
tradition edited by D. P. Chattopadhyay  and  
Dr. Kapila Vatsyayan (New Delhi: PHISPC, 2008) 
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