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Colours of Hope

The country is currently being battered by the 
second wave of the COVID-19 pandemic. Almost 
all of us are back in the confines of our homes and 

this year the air is grim. It is disheartening and utterly 
baffling. In such unprecedented times, we all need to 
seek refuge in some form of art or activity that give us 
joy. In this issue of Prabha, we try to bring some colour 
to the lives of our patrons with our cover story — a 
collection of articles on Holi. We also take you through 
our celebrations of the festival in Kolkata. Designed as 
a festival of hope, inspiration and revolution, the event 
showcased the diverse cultural repertoire of India’s 
performing artistes.

This issue also introduces a special column — Passing 
Through — that gives our readers an up-close-and-
personal look at some of the Foundation’s regular guests 
who visit the City of Joy. Our first interview is with a 
lyricist, poet, screenwriter and author who we have hosted 
at Kalam events in nearly 25 cities — Manoj Muntashir. 

Feel free to convey your thoughts and write to us 
newsletter@pkfoundation.org. Don’t forget to click on the 
red play buttons to view the sessions. 

The waves of uncertainty might try to dampen our 
spirits, but we must fight with all our strength. Let us all 
mask up and continue social distancing with the hope of 
better times soon!  

Wishing good health to all our readers. Take care, stay 
safe.
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  WISHES EHSAAS WOMEN BORN IN APRIL

16th April 

18th April 

25th April

27th April

Nilisha Agarwal

Dipali Bhasin

Sangeeta Datta

Shelja Singh 

SNAPSHOT 
OF THE MONTH

Artworks by Jayasri Burman and Kanchan Chander, done at the request of Prabha Khaitan Foundation, along with the masthead was carried by Dainik Bhaskar on 
International Women's Day to celebrate women's empowerment. 

The masthead, which is in the form of a currency note with the Father of the Nation, Gandhiji, and Mother of the Nation, Bhikaji Cama, aims to convey to the readers the 
idea that we, as a nation, should work on the thoughts of women's empowerment and gender equality in every segment. The idea is that when we talk of an all-inclusive and 
gender-sensitive economy, we must first reflect it in our currency by including more than one gender and personality.

Artwork by Jayasri Burman Artwork by Kanchan Chander
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Holi Card

Prabha Khaitan Foundation 
added a little colour to the lives 
of its patrons across the world 
in this trying time with a special 
greeting card for Holi. The card, 
designed by Malini Awasthi with 
a handscript by Paresh Maity, was 
sent out to nearly 5,000 patrons 
throughout the country and 
overseas. This is the Foundation's 
second such step to promote 
cross-cultural exposure, the first 
being the Diwali card painted by 
Pandit Birju Maharaj.

The handscript by Paresh Maity
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Thank you letter from Prime Minister Narendra Modi
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 —  
Taken from Malini Awasthi's Facebook page
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Holi is not just a festival of colours, it is a festival of the senses. The sight of 
pure joy on the faces of kids as they flip a bucket full of mischief to drench an 
indulgent adult. The sound of the dholak in tandem with classic Bollywood 
songs that creates a one-of-a-kind ambience. The smell of the rejuvenated 
soil and freshly cut grass as spring announces its arrival. The taste of gujiyas 
blending on the palate with the intoxication of bhang. Holi truly consumes 
the senses.

At the same time, Holi is also about memories and legends, about bygone 
times spent chasing unadulterated fun with friends, about present days of 
more tempered festivities with family; about the destiny of Prahlad and the 
destruction of Holika. 

The celebration of Holi is a celebration of what makes us human, a tribute 
to our most enduring instincts for intermingling, sharing and enjoying in 
unison.

The articles featured in this edition encapsulate this collective spirit of 
Holi, through a multitude of approaches. Some recount the minutest details 
about how their writers spent their most memorable Holis, some analyse 
Holi from a sociological and cultural perspective, some wax lyrical about the 
many pleasures of Holi, while some register their scepticism towards this 
great occasion. The goal is to produce a multi-pronged and a multi-hued 
conversation on Holi.



The first time I dared to touch my father's cheek 
was on Holi. Even after so many decades, this was 

the one physical contact I still recall with affection and 
awe, although there were many others over the years. 
Holi was always a special day in our family because it 
coincided with my father's birthday. We were a large 
family of five brothers and a sister. We were very close 
to our neighbours, who could walk in and out of our 
home like it was theirs. The entire mohalla was like an 
extended family and my father — Pitaji as we all called 
him — was acknowledged as the highly respected 
patriarch. Holi was always a special day in our house 
and in the neighbourhood. For us all, Holi was not 
just a festival of colours but a day to meet others, 
play and laugh, forget and forgive, and repair broken 
relationships. That was entirely due to my father and 
the respect and affection he commanded.

We had a large home, comprising four courtyards, 
to accommodate a family of 14 along with a Guruji 
who had his independent space. This allowed us to live 
comfortably without intruding on the privacy of others. 
There would be occasional spats among us but only 
after Pitaji had left for work. While he was at home, we 
would speak in hushed tones or move to another room 
to argue. We had strict traditions to be followed. Film 

Memories of Holi
Pramod Kapoor
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music was banned while he was home and all women, 
including my mother, would have their heads covered 
in his presence. These traditions were not of his making 
but handed down for generations. He was a gentle soul 
who never lost his temper but his facial expression and 
body language were enough to convey his feelings or 
disapproval.

Holi was a very special day because my father was 
born on Purnima — the day of the full moon — of the 
Phalgun month, according to the Hindu lunar calendar. 
This is when Holika dahan takes place in the evening. 
Holi was played the next day, but solely with organic 
colours. Being the only son born after two generations, 
Pitaji's birthday turned Holi into a significant occasion 
in the family. From a special puja to garlanding my 
father and then feeding the underprivileged, many 
rituals made this a unique festival. All family members 
had the freedom to apply dry colour on my father's 
face first thing on Holi morning — the memory of 
this brings a lump to my throat. I still do that to his 
photograph to this day. I remember vividly, Pitaji 
emerging from his room, after sunrise on Holi day, in 
a spotless white kurta and loose pajamas, to sit on his 
favourite chair. One by one, holding dry colours in our 
palms, we would apply it gently on his face. He would 
greet each of us with a smile that expressed special 
blessings. Some of us would offer him homemade gujia 
and he, in turn, would put one in our mouths. I always 
wanted an extra one but could only have it by sneaking 
into the kitchen. Pitaji's friends and neighbours would 
arrive later, to wish him a long life and exchange sweets 
and hugs. Holi at the Kapoors' was a very emotional 
occasion.   
I was told that my parents loved me the most, perhaps 
because I was the second youngest. My younger 
sibling was a disabled person and needed more care. 
By default, that made me the youngest, with all the 
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love and affection that came as a result. My older 
siblings and the maternal side of my family dubbed 
me the ‘spoilt' one. I was told I had a short fuse and 
could be rude to most people, other than my parents, 
particularly Pitaji. The communication between him 
and his children was so different from the relationship 
I have with my son and daughter. I remember once 
when I ranked below 300 out of several lakhs in 
the UP state high school exams, I 
received a letter from the board 
informing me that I would be given 
a scholarship of around Rs 60 a 
year. Pitaji was both proud and 
disapproving when he read that 
letter. But none of this was conveyed 
to me directly. That was not my 
father's way. That evening, one of 
his closest friends, Thakur Saheb, 
came over to our house. He took 
me aside, put his arm across my 
shoulders and said, "Kapoor Saheb 
(my father) was so happy reading 
your scholarship letter. We were all 
treated to special mithai from his 
favourite Raj Bandhu. All afternoon 
he was talking about you." Pitaji's 
sense of pride in any of us was 
invariably conveyed through his 
friends. Traditionally, my father 
would never place his arms around 
me, but the feel of his friend's arm 
across my shoulders on occasions such as this, was as 
if it was his love and happiness flowing straight into 
my heart. Later, I found that Pitaji had mixed feelings 
about the scholarship. He didn't want me to accept it, 
believing that if I refused, it would go to a student who 
needed it more. At the same time, he did not want me 
to feel discouraged. Soon after dinner that night, my 
mother came to my room and conveyed my father's 
feelings. I had no choice. Decisions were made by the 
elders, especially Pitaji. Despite the disappointment, 
I nodded my agreement. I never saw that letter 
again. In narrating this episode, I am merely trying 
to convey that while Pitaji's pride and happiness was 
conveyed through his friends, the unpleasant news was 
invariably conveyed by our mother. As far as Pitaji was 
concerned, we had a relationship of love and awe and 
apparently, unexpressed affection. Holi, however, was 
different. We were allowed to take liberties, such as 
smearing his face with colours.

My father passed away suddenly on Christmas Eve, 

1978. The Holi following his death was a very subdued 
affair. By now, we brothers and sister had all started to 
live separately, though each one of us had a garlanded 
photo of our father in the temples in our homes. I got 
one of my favourite photos of him framed and hung 
it in my puja room. We didn't celebrate Holi the year 
after his death, putting instead a red tilak on his photo. 

That became a tradition in my home in Delhi. My 
daughter was hardly 12 weeks old 
and my son was not even born 
when Pitaji passed away. They have 
grown up seeing Holi begin with the 
red tilak placed reverently on my 
father's photo. Nowadays, we add a 
generous splash of colour to it.

The grandsons, now seven 
and five, with sharper memories, 
never fail to anoint their great-
grandfather's photo with colour 
before turning their attention to us. 
I am their favourite target and they 
smear colour all over my face and 
hair with gay abandon. In the year 
before last, we were deeply grieved 
by the sudden death of a dear friend 
who had always been like a brother. 
No one was in a mood to play 
Holi, though we all got together to 
reminisce about the last Holi we had 
celebrated with him. We somehow 

gathered ourselves and started to walk 
towards the temple. Our grandsons walked faster, in 
fact they ran with fists full of colour and splashed it all 
over my father's photo.

The gloomy blue atmosphere had turned into a riot 
of colour. Holi had begun. 

Pramod Kapoor is the founder of and publisher at Roli 
Books, and author of the critically acclaimed Gandhi: An 

Illustrated Biography. He has extensively researched, 
created and conceptualised many books on urban history 

and historical events, such as, Calcutta Then Kolkata Now, 
Witness to Life and Freedom, The Unforgettable Maharajas, 

to name a few. As a Life Member of Indian National Trust 
for Art and Cultural Heritage (INTACH), he has always been 

interested in art and has curated many exhibitions which 
received international praise. He developed co-publishing 
relationships with French publishers from 1982. In March 

2016, he was awarded the rank of Chevalier de l'Ordre 
national de la Legion d'honneur (Knight in the National 

Order of the Legion of Honour) 
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Pitaji's pride and 
happiness was conveyed 
through his friends, the 
unpleasant news was 
invariably conveyed by 
our mother. As far as 

Pitaji was concerned, we 
had a relationship of love 
and awe and apparently, 
unexpressed affection. 

Holi, however, was 
different. We were allowed 
to take liberties, such as 
smearing his face with 

colours



99 COVER STORY

In Vrindavan, Vasant ritu is an eternal season of 
ecstatic devotion in the hearts of Brajwasis. Bhakti 

blooms in their hearts forever. The feeling transcends 
the boundaries of time. This may be the reason why 
Holi songs can be sung anytime during the year and not 
necessarily during Holi!

During the last 13 years of my living in Braj, I have 
been drenched in the innumerable nuances of the Braj 
culture. Holi to me means much more than a mere 
exchange of colours and warm hugs. It is like sitting 
peacefully on the banks of Yamuna, observing Vasant 
or spring all around . Sometimes the swaying mustard 
flowers appear like the dancing bhakts singing hari bol 
in the highest possible pitch. While at other times it is 
the divine embrace of Krishna and Yamuna Rani as the 
yellow mustard fields or Krishna's Peetambar gently 
surrounds Yamunaji.

My emotions deepen and I feel exhilarated as I 
experience the rhythmic movement of the deep dark 
overlapping waves of Yamunaji and start to hum Shree 
Yamuna maiya tiharo daras mohey bhavey. 

The peaceful realisation that ensues is much more 
than I can describe. It can only be felt and cannot be 
expressed in words.

Sada Basant 
Rahat Vrindavan

Aastha Goswami

Vasant Panchami marks the beginning of Holi 
celebration in the temples of Vrindavan. Slowly, colours 
start adorning the darshans. As you step into one of the 
sapta-devalayas in Vrindavan, Sri Radharaman Laal Ji is 
all set in his beautiful yellow attire watching his bhakts 
gently sprinkling gulal on one another, some filling the 
centre parting of hair, their maang, with the prasadi 
gulal and some putting a small bindi on their forehead 
as a blessing from Thakurji.

In the temples of Braj, it is time now to sing the 
soulful Braj ki Holi in a samaaj setting, a traditional 
gathering where there is a lead singer and a group 
of duhaariyas (accompanying singers) relishing the 
collective experience.

Chir jivo Holi ke rasiya , Dhap bajo re or Hori 
ki dhoom machaai Kanhaai... the uninterrupted 
string of Holi ki Dhamar and Holi ke Rasiya with the 

Holi Samaaj
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commanding presence of the dhap, khol, manjira, 
pakhawaj, etc set the perfect mood. The devotees 
get completely soaked in the divine music and the 
temple vibrates with high energy. This Holi Samaaj 
continues until Holi Poornima.

During this entire period of 40 blissful days, one 
can feel the celebrations reverberating in each and 
every particle of Braj, be it the colourful tattoos 
of the grazing cattle , the kirtan mandalis dancing 
and singing Holi songs in praise of Radha Krishna 
on the kachcha raastas of Braj, the gulal-clad ghats 
of Yamuna, the trees or the mithai shops offering 

Aastha Goswami, based in Vrindavan, has been performing 
as a singer of classical Hindustani music and devotional 

music for more than two decades. She received her music 
training from the prestigious ITC Sangeet Research Academy 

in Kolkata, where she trained under the tutelage of Pt Arun 
Bhaduri and the legendary Padma Vibhushan Smt Girija Devi 

Ji. Over the years, Goswami has evolved her unique style 
of Padavali Gaayan, which imbibes the subtleties of Khayal 

Gayaki and suffuses it with even deeper emotions 

special bhang ki thandai. The sacred Holi bhav 
continues to grow!

The most exciting part of this Holi celebration 
is Holi Leela and the phoolon ki Holi played 
during Raasleela (traditional musical dance 
drama) depicting gop, gopis, Radha and Krishna 
playing Holi. I have had the good fortune of 
witnessing several such Holi leelas; so for me, Holi 
is complete only with this divine presentation 
of soul-enriching padas (poetry) set to the 
melodious tunes of traditional folk and Indian 
classical music.

The devotional, soulful and zestful rendition 
of Holis, Rasiyas, and the playful gaalis (abuses) 
between the gwal and gopis of Raasleela form an 
important and interesting part of the Holi leela.

The sweet fragrance and the continuous showering 
of rose, jasmine and marigold petals , surrounded by 
the most soulful and zestful Holi songs with Radha 
Krishna dancing in the centre, gradually getting 
covered with the soft flower petals, is indeed a visual 
and spiritual delight.

Festival cuisine in Braj is very elaborate, but I 
quench my thirst with the kesariya thandai and give 
in to the sumptuous courses of jalebis and kachoris. 
It becomes even more interesting when the boondi 
ladoos are also used to punch one's face while playing 
Holi!

The festival ends but the spirit of Holi lives on in 
the hearts of the Rasik bhakts.

As it has been rightly said

Jag Hori Braj hora!

Vasant Panchami marks the 
beginning of Holi celebration 
in the temples of Vrindavan. 

Slowly, colours start adorning 
the darshans. As you step into 
one of the sapta-devalayas in 

Vrindavan, Sri Radharaman Laal 
Ji is all set in his beautiful yellow 
attire watching his bhakts gently 
sprinkling gulal on one another, 
some filling the centre parting 
of hair, their maang, with the 

prasadi gulal and some putting a 
small bindi on their forehead as a 

blessing from Thakurji

Holi Leela



11 COVER STORY11 COVER STORY

Holi was more mischief and mud baths and 
colour was the only cosmetic when we were 

children. Abir-gulal ran out but never the keechar, a 
word not appropriately translated as slush alone. 

 We were well-brought-up good kids. Our clothes 
were almost always clean. Gymnastics, athletics, cricket 
— but never wrestling. 

Holi was about wrestling oneself free of others. I 
seldom attacked anyone with colours unless it was for 
avenging a back-door prank like splashing indelible 
ink. In that case, I fought fearlessly till the other's face 
was dark as the night. 

 While in college, I had moved in to study with those 
who were more serious than myself, and just then, 
Holi had arrived. That was the most raucous Holi of 
all. Mud baths were the ultimate goal. The less nimble 

Primal Colour 
Orgy

Aman Nath

ones got flung in first. I gave quite a slip till I realised 
that the real victory was to be one with Mother Earth! 
St. Stephen's was a gentleman's college. But this was 
one occasion when the gangs of all those who had been 
bullied finally took it out, ten to one. The tough ones 
were pushed in the mud bath and sat upon till they 
begged for mercy. The eyes and mouths really had it 
bad while the skin emerged beauteous. Or so they said. 

 During my first years in advertising, I also went to 
Vrindavan. There, Holi took on another tint altogether. 
The powdered colours filled the air like rain from the 
sandstorm filling the balconies, and it was all about 
Krishna. Strangers turned your yellow face to pink, or 
green to purple, but it was rather civilised. En route, I 
saw pilgrims measuring their holy circumambulation 
path with their bodies — lotpaliyan they called it. The 
pilgrim did a yogic pranam, lying flat on the road, then 
raised his arms forward, folding his hands, joining the 
hands in a namaste, where a small stick was placed. 
Then he brought the hands on the side of his chest and 
did a push up to stand up and take a few steps to the 
stick. It was laborious and very tiring. But masochism is 
often the measure of self-sacrifice for one's god, festival 
or sins — however it was interpreted. There were 
degrees of escalation. You could do an 8km pilgrimage 
or a 24km one, depending on your volition or the time. 

 A stray conversation, while I stopped to photograph 
them, led to the village near Kosi, on the Delhi-Agra 
road. A few hundred thousand people gathered to 
watch a drugged and crazed man dressed in a loincloth 
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run through a gigantesque bonfire. Straw and hay 
were gathered in a heap of some five cubic metres, 
set ablaze and an unsuspecting lean man leapt and 
ran through it, like the ghost of a sati escaping from 
the past. The thousands cheered from rooftops, or 
tractors and trailers, while an equal number squatted 
on their haunches in the front rows. 

It was a very ancient rite, performed, according 
to the locals, since the days of the burning of Holika 
that involves the myth of Prahalad. Little discs of cow 
dung were flung into the fire and then taken home to 
hang on the doorways for a year of auspicious entries. 

 The demoness Holika had tried to kill her nephew 
Prahlad but failed. Villagers in most of North and 
West India gather during Holi, each bringing a log for 
a bonfire, that symbolically immolates her. 

 During the writing of my books on Shekhawati, 
Jaipur, arts and crafts of Rajasthan, Jodhpur and 
Pushkar, I fell upon, or consciously participated in, 
many memorable Holis in the villages and cities of 
Rajasthan and Haryana. Visions of medieval revelries 
around fires can be immediately evoked because 
there remains something raw and untouched about 
them. Farmers in white dhoti-kurtas dance around 
the fires holding hands as the flames crackle. Late one 
night in Mukundgarh, Shekhawati, the stronghold 
of the Kanorias, I drove out to witness how they 
celebrate their Holi with much more flourish; how 
they circle a temple in a square to evoke Vishnu 
and his devotee Prahlad. They moved in concentric 
circles as the full moon shone above. The whole cyclic 
cosmos seemed to have descended on earth. At the 
seed of this ritual, all the ancient civilisations seemed 
to lie — Greek, Roman, Mesopotamian, Celtic, Tribal 
— for the elemental emotions which Holi evokes 
through all the barriers of time maybe as pagan as the 
Christians can imagine, but it's also just as primal. 

Aman Nath is a writer, painter, poet, hotelier and 
architectural restorer. He is the co-founder and 

co-chairman of the Neemrana hotels chain and has 
authored 14 books, two of which have won National 

Awards. A winner of the Lifetime Achievement Award 
from Outlook Traveller and Conde Nast Traveller, he 

has received the Legion of Honour for his outstanding 
achievements towards heritage conservation and 

personal affection to France 

Late one night in Mukundgarh, 
Shekhawati, I drove out to witness 

how they celebrate their Holi 
with much more flourish; how 

they circle a temple in a square 
to evoke Vishnu and his devotee 

Prahlad. They moved in concentric 
circles as the full moon shone 

above. The whole cyclic cosmos 
seemed to have descended on 

earth. At the seed of this ritual, 
all the ancient civilisations 

seemed to lie — Greek, Roman, 
Mesopotamian, Celtic, Tribal — for 
the elemental emotions which Holi 

evokes through all the barriers 
of time maybe as pagan as the 
Christians can imagine, but it's 

also just as primal
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• There was a childhood where Holi was a thing 
of fear. 

• A happy fear it was. Holi and Diwali held 
the year in a warm, tropical parenthesis, an 
extended holiday season on either end, cool 
months in a hot country. 

• Both child-frightening, attacking with the 
elements, water and fire. Coloured water in 
the spring, coloured fire in the autumn.

• Once I hid in a bathroom for two hours to 
escape friends who wanted to smear me with 
Holi colours. 

• In the end, my mother gave me an all-clear — 
they were gone. I stepped out, relieved, and 
five boys pounced on me, drenching me in 
colour. 

• Ma had ganged up on me. "How can you be so 
scared of colours?" 

• I wasn't scared of colours, but of something 
else. It was easier to pretend that it was the 
colours. It was impossible to speak of the other 
thing. 

• It still is. Holi holds a secret for me. 

• Many, many Holi festivals passed un-festive, 
colourless. White in a snowy terrain, then 
bright and California-yellow, but no reds, no 
green, nothing else, no mithai. 

• Desi-diasporic Holi and Puja held in suburban 
American high schools caused me pain, 
scorched my mouth. I stayed away. I went a 
couple of times, with white and black friends 
in obligatory kurtas in the brown sea. There 
was fun and goodwill. It was a pleasant 
charade.

• Diasporic Hinduism did not agree with my 
stomach. Or eyes or ears. The sound of dhak 
played on a timid boombox in a New Jersey 
Durga Puja still rankles in my ears. Easily, 
Holi got lost.

A Festival of Fear
Saikat Majumdar
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• It came swirling back in a sabbatical semester 
spent at JNU, afloat in a sea of students, 
drinking diluted bhang from their bottles. I 
remember some of them in a colleague's flat, 
smeared drowsy ghosts. I did not think that 
they might be under the shadow of bhang.

• I had smoked pot in grad school in America 
and had felt the freezing of time. But I did not 
know the joke bhang could play on you. That 
would take a few more years.

• I gained a life in Delhi. Indian festivals spoke 
to my senses again. Even Puja in Chittaranjan 
Park and Hauz Khas was hell of a lot better 
than the sterile desi dance in Ontario and 
Silicon Valley. Muharram in Chandni Chowk 
was beautifully chaotic. Even Christmas in 
Park Street, Kolkata, was festive in a way it 
was never public in North America, lit up 
malls notwithstanding. Where the charm of 
Christmas was always homebound. 

• Once in suburban Toronto, I stole a Christmas 
tree with a few colonial cousins and planted 
it by the fireside in a North York home. It was 
amazing.

• But the streets never sang the way they sang in 
India, in Delhi, Kolkata — and once, trapped 
in Bombay, during the Ganpati festival.

• But middle age craves safe home parties, so 
with small children in tow we all gathered on 
a terrace in Vasant Kunj. Holi was an amazing 
Bihari meal, loud Bollywood music — and the 
deadliest of all — over-spiked bhang. 

• What college and grad school couldn't do 
with all the booze and pot, (ir)responsible 
parenthood achieved in the blink of an eye, in 
that last big gathering before the pandemic.

• Bhang makes you laugh that much? And how 
do you tell the one sober friend behind the 
wheels that you're passing your lane and that 
you should take a turn? Seven times the car 

went around Vasant Vihar, and seven times I 
failed to give directions.

• You had to run from the colours. You had to 
run from the streets. 

• Holi was frightening again. This time, an adult 
kind of frightening. The time for Hindu rituals 
in India to evoke fear. The bloody colours 
threw up something else. Who knew what 
they could be, those colours? 

• The amber alert of dharma brings back 
childhood terrors.

Saikat Majumdar is a novelist, critic and academic. 
A professor of English and Creative Writing at Ashoka 
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Silverfish, The Firebird and The Scent of God. 
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and the Banality of Empire and College: Pathways of 
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But middle age craves safe home 
parties, so with small children in 

tow we all gathered on a terrace in 
Vasant Kunj. Holi was an amazing 
Bihari meal, loud Bollywood music 

— and the deadliest of all —  
over-spiked bhang
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Holi Through the 
Years

Shakun Batra

You are in your tiny room window and there is a fire 
burning in the distance. You are five years old, so you 

run across the hallway and scamper into your parents' 
room with a look that can only induce panic in them. 
They come running to the balcony with you, and as the 
panic evaporates from their face, you learn about the story 
of Holika and Prahlad. The mystery of the fire burning in 
the distance has an explanation.

Holika, Prahlad, and their story was never important 
to me. As I was growing up, my assortment of pichkari 
and water balloons were, and they always needed new 
drawers. Mum would empty out our clothes to pick out 
one disheveled item of clothing that we were to put on on 
the day of Holi as the second or third layer of skin after 
being drenched in 38 litres of oil! Scrubbing ourselves 
after we had been mauled by a palette of colours from 
every colour palette was the most challenging event of the 
day. And then the next day we did not have an option but 
to look like Hiranyakashyap — the irony!

The day of Holi in Delhi (where I grew up) has a 
different mise-en-scène of its own. Kids, in their most 
annoying prime time of life, will inevitably be the reason 
you wake up because they are all too excited at 10 in the 
morning (on a school holiday) to splash colour on people 
and play till the sun sets. 

When I turned 15, this did not seem ideal. What I was 
looking forward to was my constant group of friends 
I had grown up with. The rumour that year was that 
Monku's mother had apparently purchased bhang and 
was now making about ten litres of it for our group of 
eight boys and girls. Of course, Monku was older than 
the rest of us. He was just going to pass out of school, and 
aunty being the liberal Punjabi mother, would not have 
her kid's future spoiled at the hands of strangers she had 
not met. 

When my bunch of friends and I finally stepped out 
at 3pm with shades on to avoid the brazing sun and 
swirling questions about intoxication, a water balloon 
came and hit me smack in the while I was busy watching 
an egg flying across the sky. It was Monku versus an old 
couple on a balcony. Aunties came racing towards us to 
stuff colours down every opening they saw on our shirts. 
Among them, Sapna's mother had no idea that 13-year-
old Rahul had taken her daughter on a nice long drive 
on his father's bike, the one he had just learned to drive 
sneakily. At 5pm, all the commotion came to an end as 
the uncles had finally managed to finish cooking the 
mutton and the jalebis. Everyone ate out of one gigantic 
vessel. The mutton turned from solid golden brown into 
a yellowish semi-solid state (courtesy the heat) , before 
ultimately reaching our bellies. It did not occur to anyone 
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in the colony to buy extra plates or wash their 
hands. Intoxication was in the air. 

As the years passed, Monku's mother's bhang or 
the colourful mutton curry did not cut it. Endless 
bottles of Bombay Sapphire and Johnnie Walker 
had replaced them, sprawled across the well-
decorated lawns at the TOI parties in Delhi Cantt. 
It was a vibe of its own, you know — no pressure, 
more chill, more organic. There were better 
colours that did not burn the skin or pollute the 
environment, and more importantly, lesser aunties 
and uncles trying to shove all kinds of colours 
down the front and the back of my shirt. The 
music was always good, and dancing with my then 
girlfriend while the sprinklers drenched us all, 
made for a very good day. The kind of day I often 
sought. No more ugly and oiled hair, burnt skin 
or completely tarnished clothes. Just a good white 
shirt, bottomless beer, and unevenly smeared 
herbal colours that would come off easily.

Few years back, I was pushed back into 
reminiscing about what Holi used to be as a 
child. My best friend from college had forced me 
to come to Agra for Holi. Her new husband had 
arranged for an entire afternoon of celebration. A 
mix of bhang, a spread of alcohol, and gujiyas were 
generously distributed. The music played while 
we got into the makeshift pool and got everybody 
more drunk than they already were. As the sun 
was setting I saw two dazzling golden faces that 
looked like statues. I saw another face in all-silver. 
A fraction of a second later, Diya came from 
behind and rubbed something all over my face so 
hard that I almost felt my skin had been scratched 
off. Oh dear, that was some bad quality of glitter, 
golden and silver in colour! But there we stood, a 
group of eight adults with golden and silver faces, 
each holding one pichkari we had picked out 
for the day, unable to stay balanced for a picture 
because of the toll the alcohol and adulthood had 
taken on us, and not thinking of looking like the 
red Hanuman as we dreaded facing our mundane 
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office lives the next day.

Nowadays, Holi is much calmer and less 
eventful, but obscenely self-satisfying. My 
standard statement for Holi nowadays is "I'm too 
old for this". My new girlfriend has tried many 
times to make plans, with rebellious me playing 
spoilsport. You will instead find me sprawling on 
my bed with a nice glass of G&T — a slice of lime 
is a must — while Manoj (my cook) comes in to 
call me for the extraordinary aloo puri lunch, a 
feast that promises extreme love and satisfaction, 
energy, and unrecoverable calories. 2021 shall 
mark a year among many others where festivals 
are akin to self-love days. Excuse me, I'm not to 
be judged for this. I'm extremely confident that if 
you find only one off day between a gargantuan 
shoot schedule, you'll be opting for this very same 
luxury.

Scrubbing ourselves after we 
had been mauled by a palette of 

colours from every colour palette 
was the most challenging event of 
the day. And then the next day we 
did not have an option but to look 
like Hiranyakashyap — the irony!
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Shan Bhatnagar is a painter whose artworks are an 
adaptation of the traditional temple art of Pichwai. Alongside 

organising regular exhibitions of his paintings, Bhatnagar 
holds a business degree and runs a successful company 
involved in interior designing. As a painter, Bhatnagar is 

inspired by Lord Shrinathji, whom he has depicted in various 
moods and seasons. He also shares a deep bond with 

Jaipur, the place he lives and works, and the charms of the 
Pink City are often manifested in his paintings

Holi for me and my family has memories mostly 
connected to food and family get-togethers, fun 

times with cousins and friends. It is a time for kanji vadas, 
pulao, gujiyas, and besan ke samose. The garden is always 
at its best at this time. Sweetpeas, flocks, cineraria are all 
my favourite springtime flowers and they are at their best 
during Holi. 

At our house, Holi celebrations start rather early. 
Basant Panchami is when gulal is introduced in our seva 
of Laadle Laal, the baby Krishna shrine at home. The 
pichwai is white and so is all the saaj, and each day a new 
pattern is drawn on the pichwai using gulal made at home. 
Haveli sangeet is sung in praise of the Lord playing Holi 
with Radha and the gopis of Braj. From Basant Panchami 
to Holi, Krishna plays Holi for 40 days. 

At the shrine of Shrinathji at Nathdwara, the deity's feet 
are covered so that the devotees or friends of Shrinathji 
can swear and abuse playfully like they would with a close 
friend. The feet are covered so that the bhav of a servant 
of Krishna does not take precedence over that of a sakha 
(friend). Shrinathji loves the exchange of playful curse 
words.

Such a casual atmosphere is only possible during khel 
days or the 40 days leading up to Holi. Post-Holi the 
temple is thoroughly cleaned, not a speck of gulal can be 
seen in the haveli of Shrinathji and for some time after 
Holi, no pink or red is offered because Shrinathji is fed up 
of that colour and has had enough of it. 

Such beautiful bhav or emotions are connected to the 
service of the Lord at home throughout the year, but Holi 
or spring is the epitome of all celebrations for the entire 
year.

Holi with Bal Gopal
Shan Bhatnagar

At the shrine of Shrinathji at Nathdwara, the 
deity's feet are covered so that the devotees 
or friends of Shrinathji can swear and abuse 
playfully like they would with a close friend. 

The feet are covered so that the bhav of a 
servant of Krishna does not take precedence 
over that of a sakha (friend). Shrinathji loves 

the exchange of playful curse words

Shrinathji's shrine
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Pink cheeks, green hair, a hunter's delight in aiming 
the pichkari at those who fled, wolfing down kachoris, 

gujiya, puri-aloo, chaat, malpua, lassi and the grand 
highlight of it all, bhang. Then collapsing into a deep, 
dreamless sleep. These are my childhood memories of 
playing Holi in Secunderabad. 

Though Holi wasn't celebrated by Tamilians like me, I 
lived among Sindhis for whom Holi was a very important 
festival. The grown-ups had glasses of bhang thandai, but 
we kids weren't allowed to. Each year, a kindly soul would 
take pity on us and spike a dish with bhang. The highlight 
for us kids was figuring out which dish it was. Was it in 
the rasgullas, or in the malpua, or in the spiced water of 
the pani puri, or were the watermelon pieces soaked in 
bhang? Sometimes it was in all of them! Each Holi, I slept 
for two or three hours in the afternoon after the revelry, 
and woke up with a pleasant sensation of having relaxed 
completely. 

The British were bewildered at the free and easy way 
the natives dealt with cannabis. Alexander Macaulay 
Markham writes in 1874 in his report on Bijnor and the 
North Western provinces that the wild Indian hemp 
plant is produced in great quantities all over the forests 
and in the open countryside and is largely used in native 
medicine as a narcotic, anodyne and an antispasmodic.  
"The dried leaves are also pounded and mixed with spices 
and water, and make a popular intoxicating drink, which 
the lower classes chiefly used during the Holi festival."

Before him came a Scottish chemist William Brooke 
O'Shaughnessy in 1842, who undertook a study of 
how Indians used cannabis, since the British feared 
that cannabis would cause madness.  O'Shaughnessy 
interviewed his Indian colleagues on the subject and 
reported it in The Bengal Dispensatory, which also had 
interesting bhang recipes. Here is one for bhang thandai:
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West, Scaling Justice, etc

"About three tola of hemp seeds are washed well with 
cold water, then rubbed to powder, mixed with black 
pepper, cucumber and melon seeds, sugar, half a pint of 
milk and an equal quantity of water. This is considered 
sufficient to intoxicate an habituated person. Half the 
quantity is enough for a novice."

And a recipe for majoon (Emperor Jahangir's favourite 
sweet) involves infusing the milk sweet with cannabis 
butter. "Take two pounds of sugar and when the sugar 
dissolves and froths, two ounces of milk are added; a thick 
scum rises and is removed. Then the cannabis butter is 
added, and the mixture is poured on a pan to cool, and 
then cut in small slabs." 

Even more fascinating is his description of how the 
resin from the hemp plant is collected. "Men clad in 
leather dresses run through the hemp fields brushing 
through the plant with all possible violence; the soft resin 
adheres to the leather, is subsequently scraped off, and 
kneaded into balls."

Today, this hangover from the colonial fear of cannabis 
remains cheek by jowl with the free and easy way of the 
traditional attitude towards it. Cannabis smoking (the 
buds and resin)  is mostly banned but eating the leaves in 
sweets and drink is not prohibited. Bhang ki patti ka peda 
is still eaten during Holi. 

Bhang, as Shaughnessy notes, produces an intoxication 
of the most cheerful kind, causing the person to sing and 
dance, and to eat food with great relish. After devouring 
all the dishes in our search for bhang, we kids danced to 
drums and the dholak. If that's madness, then I'm mad for 
bhang.  

Mad About Bhang
Shylashri Shankar
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I have always marked the annual cycle through two 
festivals — one in autumn and one in spring. As a 

practising Bengali Hindu of the Shakta tradition, the 
first, not surprisingly, is Durga Puja. The four days of 
the festival constitute the highlight of the year — the 
drumming of the dhak, the feasting, the evening aarti, the 
morning anjali, the dhunuchi dance. The other festival is 
Holi, or "Dol", to call it by its name in Bengal, Odisha and 
Assam. 

As in most parts of the country, the Dol festival 
is associated with Lord Krishna. Therefore, while it 
is celebrated by all Bengali Hindus, it is of special 
significance to those of the Vaishnava tradition. Some 
groups also celebrate it as the birthday of the great 
Vaishnava saint Chaitanya Mahaprabhu. In many 
old temples, the idols of Lord Krishna and Radha are 
taken on a palanquin tour of the neighborhood to the 
accompaniment of drums and cymbals. This is called "Dol 
Jatra" or the "tour of the palanquin" — hence the name of 
the festival. 

As a child growing up in Kolkata, Dol would begin 
with a great deal of excitement. At least an hour would 
be spent after breakfast filling water-balloons and storing 
them in buckets. A few of the neighborhood boys 
would come in to help, add colour to the water, or run 
out to a nearby shop to buy more balloons (we always 
underestimated how many would burst while filling them 
with water). Before going out, we would touch the feet 
of the elders with abir (Bengali for gulal). After that it 
was a free-for-all in the local park. All the neighborhood 
kids would descend on the park by mid-morning and a 
water-balloon fight would rage till all the ammunition was 
exhausted.

At some point, the older members of the community 
would emerge and join the fun. It would always begin on 

a civil note with everyone applying colours on each other. 
However, it was only a matter of time before someone 
turned up with a bucket of cold water. Once emptied on 
some unsuspecting soul, the bucket would be put to good 
use as an impromptu drum. Someone would sing, others 
would dance, trays of sweets and drinks would appear. 
And this would go on till everyone returned home late 
into the afternoon, tired but happy. 

Over the decades, I have celebrated Holi in many 
cities around the world. In my college room in Oxford — 
thankfully, minus the water, given the cold. On a friend's 
boat in Mumbai. On the beach in Singapore, which 
allowed for dunking my teenage kids in the Malacca 
Straits. And back in Delhi with my extended family. No 
matter where it was, Holi has always retained a sense of 
magic. In India, it is a time to celebrate life one last time 
before the blistering Indian summer. When outside India, 
it is an opportunity to connect with fellow Hindus from 
across India and the world — Nepalese, Bangladeshi, 
Singaporean Tamil or those who have embraced the 
Sanatan Dharma. No matter where they come from, there 
is an instant connection, a moment of joy. There are few 
better ways to break the ice than plastering the face of an 
acquaintance or even a stranger with bright colours. 

So, from the water-balloon fights of my childhood to 
pretending to run away from my three-year old nephew 
armed with a water-pistol, the cycle of life continues. 
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 India in the Age of Ideas

Celebrating Dol – A 
Moment of Joy

Sanjeev Sanyal 
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I've been a believer in Holi for as long as I can 
remember. Actually, no, I do have one hazy six-

year-old memory that would count as anti-Holi: a 
couple of Defence Colony uncles perched in and 
on a car, their deep purple and shiny green avatars 
just slightly less benign than their regular selves. But 
even then, I don't remember being terrified; only 
guarded. After that, I spent several Holis in Kolkata. 
Family formed the core of the celebrations, with 
close friends of either my parents or my aunt and 
uncle often being added to the mix. 

At 10, I was already the bespectacled child with 
my nose buried in a book. But Holi seemed to bring 
out all my latent energy: I remember running up 
and down pretty much all day, armed with one of 
the grandparental household's old brass pichkaris — 
a solid, effective weapon, and heavy, too: not one 
of these childish plastic playthings that get trashed 
each year. Once I played Holi at my best friends' 
house, with her cousins and aunts and uncles, and 
the faux-family ties cemented that day still feel like 
something, even if the friend and I are no longer 
close.

The festive flirtation could be conducted openly, 
in front of family and friends, and yet remain 
unseen. Holi offered other unusual liberties: if you 
had a colony/building gang, you could roam from 
house to house all day without parental censure — 
not something girls often did.

Back in Delhi as an adolescent, I discovered the 
delicious frisson that only Holi offered — water 
made everyone frisky, and putting colour on people 
involved actually touching them. I remember 
crushing on a classmate's elder brother with the 
perfect filmi Holi persona — colour-spattered white 
kurta, stubble and beautiful singing voice. His 
colours, I decided, were reserved for me. The secret 
love I nursed for a boy could be publicly expressed 
with gulal. 

It was years later, reading about carnival in 
a cultural anthropology class, that I began to 
recognise Holi in it. A ritual feature of pre-modern 
European popular culture, carnival at its widest 
involved feasting and communal drinking, dancing 
and music and open-air amusements, comic verbal 

Rediscovering the Festival of Colours 
as a Bakhtinian Carnival

Trisha Gupta
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competitions and farces that often enshrined the 
low forms of folk humour. The Soviet-era theorist 
Mikhail Bakhtin used the Renaissance writings 
of François Rabelais to think about carnival as an 
analytic. The excesses of carnival offered liberation 
from the utilitarian norms that governed agricultural 
society. Humdrum and everyday time were 
suspended, everyday hierarchies reversed. Joining 
the carnival throng, often with the anonymity 
of masquerade, allowed people freedom from 
the strictures of being themselves. The profane 
self, released from work, social rules, or moral 
boundaries, was given free 
rein — eating and drinking 
and sex and laughter — and 
all this as part of a collective 
body.

I had to wait many years 
to experience the adult 
equivalent of that childhood 
sense of collectivity, of 
licensed upheaval, of owning 
a neighbourhood — and it 
came via the JNU Holi. Delhi 
University, where I studied, 
never gave its women a 
campus that felt truly free, 
overrun as it is by the male-
dominated street culture of 
Delhi. In JNU, on the other hand, the practices of 
Holi, like most things, manage to feel entirely rooted 
(dare I say "traditional") while actually being quite 
particular to this unique post-independence campus. 
So bhang-filled thandai, an unmatchable intoxicant 
traditionally drunk on Holi across North India, 
features crucially in the JNU festivities too. But here 
each hostel mess actually produces a batch, and the 
re-filled mineral water bottles that circulate across 
campus often come with the implicit suggestion of 
which hostel's thandai is better. The night before 
Holi is devoted to a weird and wonderful contest for 
the title of "Chaat Samrat". "Chaat" (lit: "to lick") is 
slang for someone who talks on and on, until you're 
bored to tears. He who is crowned the Emperor of 
Chaat is placed on a donkey and led on a procession 
around campus.

Last week, I read a 1966 essay about Holi in Braj, 
the only anthropological treatment of Holi I've read. 

McKim Marriott spends his first Holi in Kishangarh 
befuddled — both by bhang and by what seems like 
pandemonium. By his second Holi, everything seems 
to fall into "an extraordinarily regular social ordering. 
But this was an order precisely inverse to the social 
and ritual principles of routine life." The women beat 
up the men. Lower caste women are the most avid 
beaters, and the wealthier Brahmin and Jat farmers 
their chosen targets. A "burlesque dirge" is sung for 
an unpopular "very much alive moneylender"; the 
"King of the Holi" put backwards on the donkey is 

a famous high-caste bully (the implications for 
Chaat Samrat are interesting!). 

Holi functions, in brief, as a 
carnivalesque rite of reversal.

A very preliminary 
speculation, but it seems to 
me that whether Holi works 
or doesn't work depends on 
whether it enables a reversal 
of hierarchies, or simply 
reinforces the dominant power 
equations. In the North Indian 
city, it is certainly not men who 
need ritual licence — and if 
Holi seems to give them that, 
it will feel wrong. My Holis, 
from childhood onwards, have 
always enabled rather than 

disabled, letting me embrace the bodily excesses of 
carnival; do things I might not have done otherwise. 
Of course, there is no reason why you should need a 
festival to free you — but for all the other creatures of 
ritual out there, Holi is waiting for you to claim it for 
yourself.

My Holis, from childhood onwards, 
have always enabled rather than 

disabled, letting me embrace 
the bodily excesses of carnival; 
do things I might not have done 
otherwise. Of course, there is no 

reason why you should need a 
festival to free you — but for all 
the other creatures of ritual out 
there, Holi is waiting for you to 

claim it for yourself
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Holi is here again! The much-awaited festival of 
colours, catharsis and unfettered joy is around 

the corner. For me, the significance of this festival 
lies in the fact that of all the festivals of India, this 
is the one where music has a very central presence, 
lending a sense of sublime euphoria.

Traditionally Holi begins with the basant raga, 
moves on to chautaal, desh taal, dhamar, phag, dhaf 
kee holi, hori, rasiya, holi ki thumri and finally, ulara. 
Within the sufi tradition, the qawwali celebrating 
Holi is called ‘rang'. The syncretic tradition within 
South Asia celebrates the human soul's quest for 
union with the divine through music and dance. 

I remember Girija Devi of the Banaras and Senia 

gharanas imparting a uniquely Benarasi flavour 
to Holi's playfulness, singing Rang darungi nand 
ke lalan pe. Her Saanvre rang lal kari darihaun/
mali gulal dou galan pe rang daroongee, sung in 
her eighties, transports one to a unique space of 
union. Songs of Holi are both exhilarating and 
liberating; they liberate from pain, inhibition, and 
everyday pettiness. Daf, manjeera, dholak, khartal, 
tabla, sarangi and bansuri are instruments which 
are typically associated with the wide range of Holi 
songs, both folk and classical. Keherwa, dadra, jat 
and deepchandi modes burst with the abundance of 
jubilation, like abir-gulal-filled lacquer balls. 

I remember the beautiful Holi bandishes which 
heralded Holi at home through my childhood 

Holi As I Love it
Rang Daarungi Nand Ke Laalan Pe...

Yatindra Mishra
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and adolescence. I have grown up listening to my 
grandmother's soulful rendition of the tender 
Sahana lament, O rasiya na mane ri mori ankhiyan 
mein dale gulal, and it is still the cornerstone of 
my fondness and affection for this festival. This 
soft complaint in the kafi raga is unique; though it 
runs through the gamut of feelings — love-plaint-
surrender — associated with Radha and Krishna, it 
has no hint of coquetry. I remember Girija Devi too 
has sung a similar bandish — Ankhin bharat gulal, 
rasiya na mane re. Much 
later, grandmother informed 
me she had learnt the song 
from a 1954 film, Rajyogi 
Bharthari, where the music 
was by Shankarrao Vyas. It 
was a pleasant surprise that 
a film song had imparted 
a Holi song such rare 
tenderness, steering clear 
of the ubiquitous flirtatious 
eroticism synonymous with 
Holi. She also sang sweet 
songs of love related to Ram 
and Sita. Her favourite was 
Ae ri donon rajdulare holi 
khelat sarju teer/ ae ri donon 
mahlon se nikle leke abeer.... 
Ram ke hath kanak pichkari, 
Lachiman hath abeer. 

Begum Akhtar Sahiba 
presents a different aspect 
of love in Kaisee yeh dhoom 
machai, and singing dhaph 
ki hori, Dhaph kahe ko bajae 
main to avat rahi, dhaph kahe 
ko, she carries you to delight 
and a festive mood. Following the tradition of her 
mother, the great Menakabai Shirodkar, Shobha 
Gurtu saucily belts out Main to khelungi unheen se 
holi guiyan and moves on to unabashed invitation 
of intimacy in Kesariya angia rang daro ji. Holi is a 
many-splendoured jewel for me, with gems such as 
Dr Anita Sen's sedate rendition of Barsat rang gokul 
mein, Shubha Mudgal's sweetly playful Kanhaiya 

ghar chalo mori guiyan aj khelen holi, Shruti 
Sadolikar's ecstatic Jamuna tat Shyam khelen holi, 
Sunanda Sharma's melodious Holi in raga peelu 
— Holi khelan kaise jaun, Vidya Shah's achingly 
sonorous Phir kabon na maili hoye aisi rang rang de 
chunariya, Savita Devi's splendorous Hori khelan 
aaye Shyam, aaje yahe rang mein boro ri, the list is a 
long one. 

When it comes to the folk tradition, one is spoilt 
silly for choice, from the esoteric nirguns to the 

double entendre of kabeers, 
the naughty Holi songs from 
the Braj region, to domestic 
songs of joy and celebration… 
there is a world of emotions. 
I remember Vandana Telang's 
fizzy lightness of Mope jabran, 
han han mope jabran rang 
dio dar jasoda tere lala ne and 
Malini Awasthi's evergreen 
playfulness in Sakhi solah 
hazaar, sakhi solah hajar, 
inmen Kanhaiya akele hain 
from the recent past. And 
last but not least, Baleshwar 
Yadav's Kauno mahinva barse 
na barse, phagunva ma rang 
rasi-rasi barse aptly sums up 
the overarching spirit of Holi 
— both the festival and the 
musical tradition.

Holi is a many-splendoured jewel 
for me, with gems such as Dr Anita 

Sen's sedate rendition of Barsat 
rang gokul mein, Shubha Mudgal's 

sweetly playful Kanhaiya ghar 
chalo mori guiyan aj khelen holi, 

Shruti Sadolikar's ecstatic Jamuna 
tat Shyam khelen holi, Sunanda 

Sharma's melodious Holi in raga 
peelu — Holi khelan kaise jaun, 

Vidya Shah's achingly sonorous 
Phir kabon na maili hoye aisi rang 
rang de chunariya, Savita Devi's 
splendorous Hori khelan aaye 

Shyam, aaje yahe rang mein boro ri, 
the list is a long one

Yatindra Mishra is a Hindi poet and music and cinema 
scholar. He has written four collections of Hindi poetry, 

several books on Indian classical music and cinema, 
as well as translations. His book Lata: Sur-Gatha won 
six awards. His latest book, Akhtari: Soz Aur Saaz Ka 

Afsana, is based on the life, times and music of Akhtari 
Bai Faizabadi, aka Begum Akhtar. He is currently 

working on a book on eminent lyricist, poet and 
filmmaker Gulzar saab



A cultural evening was organised on the occasion of 
Holi by Prabha Khaitan Foundation, curated by 

film-maker and Ehsaas Woman of London Sangeeta 
Datta. Titled "Laglo Je Dol", the programme was held 
at the ITC Sonar lawns, Kolkata, following social 
distancing and other Covid-19 protocols. 

Designed as a festival of hope, inspiration and 
revolution, the event showcased the diverse cultural 
repertoire of India's performing artistes.

Welcoming the audience, Datta said that it is 
imperative to pass on India's rich traditions of music 
and dance and our cultural ethos from one generation 
to the next. Given the times that we are living through, 
she realised the importance of such evenings in 
everyone's lives and expressed her gratitude to Prabha 
Khaitan Foundation for making this cultural evening 
possible. 

Laglo Je Dol

24

Dona Ganguly's troupe Dikshamanjari

Priti Patel

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lSRaL18BZfw


25

Dona Ganguly as Radha

Last year Holi was cancelled, so this year 
we participated in this programme. I am 
happy to celebrate Holi this year. We have 
no such plans this time. We will celebrate 
a distanced Holi but remember the spirit of 
Holi. I want to tell the people ek bochhor holi 
na khelle kichhu hobe na. Everyone should 
stay safe and healthy 

— Dona Ganguly

"Holi brings in a mood of joy and exuberance and 
I sincerely hope this evening is able to emulate that 
for the audience," she smiled, before handing over the 
stage to celebrated Bengali poet Srijato. 

"Happiness has been so fleeting for the past year 
now, that it has been reduced to a handful. However 
that handful of joy translates to a handful of abir, 
which when shared with everyone present will 
definitely yield higher joy," Srijato said.  

He started off by reading some compositions of 
Rabindranath Tagore, as without his works, every Dol 
event stands incomplete, he said. He followed it up 
with a string of beautiful poetry recitations, including 
Eibar Brishti Hobe by Shakti Chattopadhyay, Shukno 
Patar Daal-e by Joy Goswami and the self-composed 
Basanter Notun Calendar. 

When one starts with Tagore, it is quite impossible 
to not end with the Bard, and Srijato ended his 
presentation with the famous song, Akash Amay 
Bhorlo Aloye. 
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Srijato concluded by remarking that the biggest 
difference in Holi this year was the lack of ‘touch'. 
But he drew solace from the fact that while such 
an evening may not afford us a sense of touch, it 
definitely gives us a sense of closeness.

Next up, leading Odissi dancer Dona Ganguly 
and her globally renowned dance troupe 
Dikshamanjari performed a recital to a medley 
of songs. The performance captured the beautiful 
diversity in the celebration of Holi across India. 
They also incorporated the story of Radha-Krishna 
and how Holi was integral to their relationship. The 
dancers effortlessly explored the various moods of 
the festival and its different manifestations through 
festive songs from across the country. Ganguly, 
portraying Radha, stole the show with her grace. 

After her performance, Dona reminisced that 
last year her Holi show was cancelled because 
of the eminent pandemic and thus being able to 

Performance by Baithak

Srijato
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Nadam dance troupe from Sonarpur perform Kathak

participate in Laglo Je Dol this year made her 
very happy. 

The audience was then captivated by another 
round of poetry readings, by theatre personality 
Soumitra Mitra and poet Sandeep. Next on stage 
came Baithak, an arts company that performs 
dance with live music. The performers brought 
alive the magic of the full moon of Dol Purnima 
and the riot of colours as seen in Nature with 
their expressive dance movements in the 
Rabindrik style. They also danced to a Hindi 
translation of Tagore's Kon Alo Te Praan er Pradip 
by Javed Akhtar, signifying the unifying spirit of 
this festival. 

Priti Patel and Anjika dance company 
performed a Manipuri dance. Patel said, "The 
Manipuri style is a very soft and lyrical form of 
classical dance that is slowly getting lost. So, I 
bring native North-easterns with me to come 
and train in Kolkata in an effort to keep this form 
alive." Manipuri dance is mainly based on stories 
of Radha and Krishna and thus was perfect for 
this occasion. 

Tejinder Singh



28

The troupe danced to Manipuri songs and even put up 
‘dhol dance', which is traditionally performed by men. 
The gracefulness of the female dancers teamed beautifully 
with the energy of the male dancers to cast a spell over the 
audience, which responded with resounding applause. 

The penultimate performance of the evening was by 
Nadam troupe from Sonarpur, who showcased Kathak. 
They performed their piece on Basant raga and folk songs 
depicting the joys of the season. They too depicted the love 
of Radha and Krishna, to the tunes of Vrindavan Mei Raas 
Rachavat. 

Next, Tanushree Shankar Dance Academy took the 
stage to depict the joys of celebrating Holi with friends and 
family in the Uday Shankar style of dance. 

The evening ended on a note of hope, with the joyful 
hues of Holi brightening up the lives of everyone present. 

Priti Patel's troupe Anjika

It is a very beautiful event because 
anything to do with Holi is very special, 
but more so because Prabha Khaitan 
Foundation got us all together. In this 
pandemic we were all isolated and we 
never met for any celebration. So this is 
really my first celebration and the first 
time I am meeting with all my dancers 
and musician friends. I am really, really 
happy to be here. So thank you very 
much Prabha Khaitan Foundation, for 
arranging this 

— Priti Patel
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A performance by Tanushree Shankar Dance Academy

Dona Ganguly's troupe Dikshamanjari
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Esha Dutta

It was a delight and privilege to witness such a 
great gathering of performers, of entertainment, 
of colour, of cheer. This is much-needed in 
these very hard times. And what a wonderful 
audience. Everybody came together to support 
and to be present and that’s a big thing. To 
get Dona, Priti, Tanushree Shankar, Srijato 
all together on the same stage and the same 
platform, I think that’s an achievement in itself. 
So, keep up the good work, Prabha Khaitan 
Foundation

— Esha Dutta

Shefali Rawat Agarwal
Priti Patel's troupe Anjika

Audience
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Holi Hai! Laglo je Dhol was presented 
by Shree Cement Ltd in association with 

YFLO Kolkata and ITC Sonar

Sangeeta Datta

Diplomats

I think we’ve all had a delightful 
evening celebrating Holi. A very 
special programme, where we 
had so much talent from the city 
come together. It’s been delightful 
curating this and I am really, 
really thankful to Prabha Khaitan 
Foundation for picking up this 
idea, for bringing it here to the 
ITC Sonar and making it a special 
evening with so many people 

— Sangeeta Datta

We, at Prabha Khaitan Foundation, are feeling extremely 
accomplished that after almost 1.5 years, despite a pandemic, 
we have been able to organise this event. We give our hearty 
thanks to Ehsaas Woman of London Sangeeta Dutta for helping 
us organise this programme. I want to extend my thanks to 
the various performers, especially Dona Ganguly, Priti Patel, 
Tanushree Shankar, Nadam dance group, Srijato and Baithak UK 
for giving us such wonderful performances and starting Holi on 
such a beautiful note in Bengal and worldwide

— Anindita Chatterjee
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This year on Holi some Ehsaas Women dug out memories from 
past Holi celebrations and shared them with us. 

Anshu Mehra

Archana Dalmia

Dipali Bhasin

Nidhi Garg

Praneet Bubber
Priyanka Kothari

Garima Tiwari

Neelima Dalmia Adhar

Arundeep Plaha

Deepa Mishra

Anubha Arya

Apra Kuchhal
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@Kalam_Rajasthan @RajasthanKalam

       
    


Sanjeev Paliwal

Rekha Verma

Apra Kuchhal Rishi Mattu

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WbReRPyAH1g&t=15s
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From writing words for on-screen heroes like Amitabh Bachchan to scripting Hindi 
versions for superheroes like Baahubali and Black Panther to penning lyrics of 
popular songs like Galliyan, Tere sang yara and Kaun tujhe, Manoj Muntashir has 
many feathers in his cap. The lyricist, poet and scriptwriter gave Prabha a peek into 
his life and work through this interview while he was "Passing Through" Kolkata.

Passing Through, a new column in Prabha, will give the readers an up close and 
personal look at some of Prabha Khaitan Foundation's regular guests who visit the 
City of Joy.

PASSING THROUGH

Manoj 
Muntashir's 

Mastana 
Fitrat
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A six-year-old to a Korean artist is churning out 
soulful renditions of Teri mitti. Which cover has 
caught your attention the most?

Teri mitti is a song that is owned 
more by the listeners than the 
creators. The love and emotions that 
I have received through this song 
are enormous and that's the reason 
I become very uncomfortable when 
I have to judge anything about Teri 
mitti. I have seen thousands of covers 
and all have one thing in common, 
respect towards the motherland. I 
will refrain from judging if one's 
respect is higher than another's.

Let's rewind. You left for Bombay with Rs 700 in 
your pocket. The first film you signed, Rang Rasiya, 
was delayed by a decade. What were some of life's 
lessons from those days of struggle?

Patience is the key. Talent is important but it's 
just one brick in the castle of success. If talent is not 
supported by patience, the castle will eventually 
collapse. I wrote all the songs of Rang Rasiya way back 
in 2005. It took 10 years for the film to release and 
those were the toughest days of my life. Every morning 
I used to open the newspaper with the hope of seeing 
some good news about the film's release. I was dying 
to get recognised, not because I needed fame, but 
because the recognition would bring more work, more 
opportunities to showcase my talent. At times I used to 
feel hopeless, but a shloka from Shrimad Bhagwat Gita 
kept me going, ‘Karmanye Vadhikaraste, Ma phaleshou 
kada chana', which loosely means, you have a right to 
perform your prescribed duty, but you are not entitled 
to the fruits of action. Understanding this theory 
needed patience. I knew if I could somehow stay in the 
game, scoring singles, eventually I will get a ball to hit 
out of the park.

A book that inspired you to write poems for the very 
first time?

It was not a book, but my first heartbreak. I started 
writing when I was seven years old, but let's say 
it was more of scribbling than writing. I was very 
passionate about reading and would read anything I 
got my hands on, from novels to non-fiction and from 
Ramcharitmanas to the manual of making sweater 
designs, absolutely anything. So in a way, nature was 
subconsciously preparing to mould me into a writer. 
When I experienced the pain of losing my love, I was 

ready to scream out that pain with my poetry. That 
particular nazm ‘Main tere khat lauta doonga, tu 

meri jawani wapas de' is included in 
my first collection of poetries, Meri 
Fitrat Hai Mastana, which became 
a bestseller soon after its launch.

Prior to your Bollywood break, 
you were making waves in the 
television circuit with scripts 
for major shows such as India's 
Got Talent and Kaun Banega 
Crorepati. How much of the KBC 
script was done in collaboration 

with Amitabh Bachchan and what 
stood out for you in your interactions with him?

Mr Bachhan has zillions of qualities but if I am 
asked to choose one, it will be his respect for the 
written word. I was a newbie when I got to write for 
him but I never felt the lack of respect for my scripts. 
He would pay complete attention to every word as 
if I was as big as Salim-Javed. His suggestions added 
great value to the scripts and let's also admit, only 20 
percent of KBC was scripted, the rest of it was his wit 
and smartness.

Patience is the key. Talent 
is important but it's just 
one brick in the castle of 
success. If talent is not 
supported by patience, 

the castle will eventually 
collapse

Mr Bachhan has zillions of qualities but if I 
am asked to choose one, it will be his respect 

for the written word. I was a newbie when I 
got to write for him but I never felt the lack of 
respect for my scripts. He would pay complete 

attention to every word as if I was as big as 
Salim-Javed

Amitabh Bachchan in Kaun Banega Crorepati
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How challenging was the shift from scriptwriting to 
songwriting?

It was never a shift in the real sense. I was always a 
songwriter. Scripting was my means to stay afloat in 
Mumbai till I got to write songs. Once Galliyan happened, 
I took to songwriting full time and it was a joy to shift my 
gears to my original passion.

Who inspires you in the realm of songwriting and in 
scriptwriting?

Oh, the list is endless. I am heavily inspired by Sahir 
Ludhiyanvi, Kaifi Azmi, Shailendra and Anand Bakshi. At 
times, Raja Mehdi Ali Khan, Rajendra Kirishan and Prem 
Dhawan also influence and inspire me. These are all the 
greatest songwriters of all time but poets like Faiz Ahmad 
Faiz, Ahmad Faraz, Mahadevi Verma and most of all 
Dinkar have shaped my style of writing.

Who is your closest friend in the industry now?

I wish I had a fancy answer to this question but don't. 
Industry is a family. A group of people I enjoy working 
with. When it comes to friends, I still have the same set 
of people I used to have in my school days. Deepak from 
Amethi is the closest, we have been sticking together for 
more than 25 years now.

The lyrics for Phir bhi tumko chahunga was a nazm 

written for your wife while you sat near the Dal Lake in 
Kashmir. Where and for whom would you write your 
next nazm?

My subjects for writing are more surreal than before. I 
may get inspired more by an idea than an actual person. 
When I wrote Phir bhi tumko chahunga for Neelam, I was 
too young. Life was all about a girl. Now my relationships 
have matured and by that, I don't mean my passion for 
romance has extinguished. Now I can dive even deeper 
where romance becomes a dance of the universe.

Baahubali and Black Panther: Your biggest takeaway 
from each of these prized projects?

If you refrain from lazy translations, dubbed films are 
the future.

What is your message for listeners of your latest 
patriotic song, Watan?

Nothing in the world is more important than mother 
and motherland. Don't be afraid to die for them.

In an age where fast-paced, upbeat party tracks are 
dominating the music charts with modernised lyrics, 
what advice would you give budding lyricists who are 
inspired by you?

You can dance for an hour or two but listen to soft 
music all through the day. That's why Chaar botal vodka 
may die with the next tide, but Lag ja gale will live on. 
However, it's completely a person's choice what he 
wants to write. I can only suggest that in our country, 
meaningful lyrics are weighed in gold.

If you could use social media to champion a good 
cause, what would it be?

One of the biggest pains I go through every single day 
of my life is seeing children selling flowers at the signals. 

PASSING THROUGH

Teri mitti from Kesari

Baahubali 2
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They should be in school. That's where they belong. I am 
planning to bring some change to the scenario.

If you didn't call yourself Manoj ‘Muntashir', what 
name would you choose and why?

Atal Bihari, for some reason I have always loved this 
name. Of course I am a huge admirer of Vajpayeeji 
and that could be one of the reasons his name heavily 
resonates with me.

When you think of Kolkata, what are the images and 
sounds that come to mind?

I have grown up watching Byomkesh Bakshi on 
Doordarshan. That show is technically my first 
introduction to the City of Joy, decades before I visited 
the city. So when I think of Kolkata, I think of Byomkesh 
Bakshi first, followed by the incredible Kolkata food and 
Durga Puja celebrations.

Any films, any songs with a Kolkata connection that 
have left a mark on you?

A nazm ‘Qahte-bengal' by Jigar Moradabadi, which I 
heard in Jagjit Singh's album, Kahkashan. ‘Bengal ki main 
shamo-sahar dekh raha hoon'. This nazm is a painful 
sketch of the infamous famine of Bengal that was perhaps 
one of its kind in history.

What, according to you, sets Kolkata as a city and the 
people of Kolkata apart?

The unparalleled culture of music, dance and art. 
Rabindranath Tagore alone is enough to put Kolkata on 
top of the world map.

Tamil, Telugu… any Bengali film on the horizon?

I wish I knew these magnificent languages. The 
limitations of my vocabulary deny me the pleasure of 
writing in languages other than Hindi.

How did you get associated with Prabha Khaitan 
Foundation and what have been some of the highlights 
of this association?

The publisher of Meri Fitrat Hai Mastana, Aditi 
Maheshwari Goyal from Vani Prakashan, introduced me 
to PKF. I had already heard a lot about Sundeep Bhutoria 
and I was well-versed with his massive contributions to 
society and literature both. So, the moment I was offered 
to do my book tour with PKF, I was overjoyed. I visited 
more than 20 cities with them, in India and abroad, and 

everywhere I saw a uniformity in the passion of people 
associated with PKF.

My London tour was a major highlight as I was 
introduced to some of the finest literary minds residing 
outside the borders of India and yet adding so much value 
to Hindi. Padmesh Gupta is one such proud son of Hindi 
who is relentlessly spreading the magic of the language 
across nations.

What has been your experience of attending Kalam 
programmes across different cities?

Ehsaas Women is a group of like-minded and most 
amazing ladies on the planet who organise Kalam. 
Frankly, when I did my first Kalam in Bangalore and met 
the amazing women there, I thought it must be a fluke, 
my experience will not be the same in another city. But 
city after city, I was proved wrong. I still fail to understand 
how in the world Sundeep Bhutoria channelled these fine 
females towards one common goal. How did he even trace 
them? Kalam is an experience beyond words.

Galliyan from Ek Villain

Ehsaas Women is a group of like-minded and 
most amazing ladies on the planet who organise 

Kalam. Frankly, when I did my first Kalam in 
Bangalore and met the amazing women there, I 

thought it must be a fluke, my experience will not 
be the same in another city. But city after city, I 

was proved wrong 
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The tale of the "dead butcher and his fiend-like 
queen" is a well-known one. Wrought with violent 

ambition, betrayal, bloody retribution and an element of 
the supernatural, Macbeth or "The Scottish Play" is often 
considered William Shakespeare's masterpiece. It is also 
an actor, director or theatre-watcher's dream.

From numerous stage productions to critically 
acclaimed screen adaptations, Macbeth has come alive 
time and again in the hands of the likes of Peter Goold, 

The Bard  
with a 

Bengali 
Twist

Orson Welles and Akira Kurosawa. The play has managed 
to defy the ravages of time and remains relevant even 
today — be it delivered in Lawrence Olivier's crisp British 
English, Toshiro Mifune's Japanese or Irrfan Khan's 
nuanced Mumbaiya Hindi. It is no surprise then that 
Macbeth was adapted in Bengali and staged at a time 
when political ambitions are soaring and all hands are 
being scrubbed clean.

However, what was unique about this most recent 
Bengali production of Macbeth, staged at Alka Jalan 
Foundation's Daga Nikunj in Ballygunge, was the skilful 
mingling of the Bard and the Baul.

Organised by the Prabha Khaitan Foundation as 
part of its Sur aur Saaz initiative, the event was curated 
by writer-filmmaker and Ehsaas Woman of London, 
Sangeeta Datta. It was an attempt by Datta to forge a 
bridge between the heritage of the land she calls home 
now (England) and the land she hails from (West Bengal). 
Datta directed a successful adaptation of Shakespeare's 
King Lear, set against the backdrop of the Indian diaspora, 

Girish Mondal

Sangeeta Datta

KOLKATA
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in her film Life Goes On. She was, therefore, the perfect 
candidate to shed light on the universality and versatility 
of Shakespeare's works — even when set in rural Bengal.

The repertory "Ebong Amra" from Tepantar — a 
theatre village in Satkahania, in the Paschim Bardhaman 
district — staged this adaptation of the Shakespearean 
tragedy under the direction of Kallol Bhattacharya, a 
reputed playwright, actor and director. The play was 
interspersed with soulful Baul gaan, which added a local 
anchor to the otherwise universal 
themes of the play. The evening started 
with baul Girish Mondal taking 
the stage to woo the audience with 
renditions of songs like Tomay hrid 
majharey rakhbo and Khachar bhitor 
achin pakhi before — a sort of choral 
ensemble that merged into the play.    

Speaking about this unique 
initiative, Datta, who is a member 
of the British Shakespeare Association and is always 
searching for interesting adaptations, was all praise for 
Bhattacharya's initiative and vision. "I was at Tepantar 
in late December when a mini theatre festival was 
happening. It was an absolute discovery for me to see 
a community of artistes staying in an eco-sustainable 
environment. Kallol has brought in a lot of people from 
the community into theatre," she said.  

Tepantar, where mostly local tribals and people from 
the economically weaker sections stay, was set up by 
Bhattacharya in 1994 to train residents to take part in the 
various productions staged in the village, while sustaining 
themselves through poultry and fruit farming.

Why did Datta, who works ceaselessly to promote 
the arts through her non-profit organisation Baithak, 

feel that Kolkata needs to get a taste of Tepantar and its 
brand of dramatics? "Performance, art and culture is a 
way of living in Tepantar. This is social transformation 
through theatre…. I told Kallol that I wanted to bring 
him to Kolkata. I thought it was important for the 
urban audience to get an idea of what kind of work was 
happening in rural theatre," explained Datta, who believes 
that art and culture have to become more egalitarian and 
the gap between rural and urban culture needs to narrow 

now.

And what better way to celebrate 
the evening's powerhouse rustic 
production than by melding folk 
music into it! It was deliberate then, 
that without the addition of elaborate 
sets or costumes, the focus of the 
evening's entertainment was purely 
on the performance of the actors and 
musicians — something that was much 

appreciated by the audience.  

Bhattacharya himself acknowledged that the universal 
themes and political overtones of Macbeth, still so 
relevant in today's world, made him choose this particular 
play for adaptation. Moreover, he also admitted that since 
so many film and theatre directors have successfully 
adapted Macbeth, he too was inspired to try and transpose 
the story to rural Bengal and set it to the soulful strains of 
Baul music.

And pull it off he did… if the rounds of applause from 
the audience was any indication!

The play was interspersed 
with soulful Baul gaan, 

which added a local anchor 
to the otherwise universal 

themes of the play

KOLKATA

This session of Sur aur Saaz is presented in association  
with Alka Jalan Foundation, EZCC and  

Ministry of Culture, Government of India
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@Kalam_East @EastKalam

Geet Chaturvedi

Poonam Anand

Seema Singh

Rashmi Sharma

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DCYaiobVP_4
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@write_circle @WriteCircle

To pen a meaningful 
and memorable short 

story is akin to pirouetting 
across a tightrope — 
achieving that fine balance 
of brevity, skill and a magic 
touch. It is a difficult genre 
to tackle at the best of 
times: creativity calibrated 
by conciseness. But this 
tough medium is exactly 
what Mumbai-born author Anushka Jasraj chose as her 
tool of creative expression and triumphed.

"This was something that I really wanted to 
do and was maybe better at than anything 
else I did. So it seemed like a natural path 
from there," said the two-time winner of the 
Asia Regional Commonwealth Short Story 
Prize about her story-writing to educator 
Pankhuri Agarwal during a recent virtual 
session of The Write Circle, Raipur. The chat 
was initiated by Kalpana Choudhary, an Ehsaas 
Woman of Raipur who welcomed and introduced 
the guest speaker. 

Jasraj attributed her love of writing to a sixth-grade 
teacher who encouraged her to pen down her thoughts. 
She also admitted that being a single child — "the quiet 
kid who liked to read a lot" — definitely taught her to 
keep herself engaged by creating her own world. She 
believes that her inclination to tell stories also stems from 
another family tradition. "When my family gets together, 
they like to tell funny stories…. It is part of the bonding 
experience. Maybe that's part of the impulse that drove 
me to write," she mused. She then moved on to discuss 
her recently released book, Principles of Prediction. 
Comprising 13 short stories across several genres — 
historical to detective to science fiction — the collection 
received positive reviews.

"I have reached this place where I look at my own work 
as an outsider because some of it was written so long ago 
that I am a stranger to myself," she said, pointing out that 
failure to communicate is one of the themes that keep 
getting repeated in her works.

When asked whether Jasraj wants to rethink what she 
has called the lack of "mass appeal" in her works, she said, 

The Principles of

"I have been thinking about it differently now with the 
book out in the world…. If you'd ask me a few years ago, 
I would have said I am going to write whatever I want…. 

My writing is if not weird, then unconventional."

Choosing to walk the fine line between the 
commercial and critical, she has now devised 
a vision for her next projects. "I was doing 
my Masters in gender studies while I wrote 
some of the stories. That's a world where 
people write and speak in a more academic 

way and that's definitely something I want 
to be more conscious of avoiding in future. 

I want to be accessible but that does not mean I 
want everyone to like my work. Thematically, I would still 
choose to write about things of interest to me. So, it is still 
about following my own curiosity rather than what other 
people are interested in."

Talking about her writing process, Jasraj revealed that 
her ideas often come from just a single word or sentence, 
which she then fleshes out. She revealed that writing every 
day in her diary — "putting pen on paper" — helped her 
be more disciplined about her craft.

Jasraj also touched upon topics such as learning to take 
criticism impersonally, the challenge of teaching creative 
writing to students, her favourite authors and future 
projects. She even read out a few lines from her short 
story, Luminous.

The session concluded with Shrishti Trivedi, Ehsaas 
Woman of Raipur, thanking Jasraj and Agarwal for 
keeping everyone interested and entertained. 

 The Write Circle Raipur is presented by Shree Cement Ltd, 
in association with Hyatt Raipur and  

Ehsaas Women of Raipur

Penning Thoughts

Pankhuri Agarwal

Kirti Kirdatt

Anushka Jasraj

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0IIjq--tkbY
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Nidhi Dugar Kundalia

AJMER 
UDAIPUR

I don't think a writer can be born. If 
you have something to tell and you are 

writing it honestly enough, that works," was 
the candid confession of journalist-turned-
author Nidhi Dugar Kundalia at a recent virtual 
session of The Write Circle Ajmer and Udaipur 
where she was the guest speaker.

The hour-long conversation was opened by Ehsaas 
Woman of Udaipur, Swati Agarwal. Ehsaas Woman of 
Bhubaneshwar, Nidhi Garg, moderated the session.

Kundalia started the conversation saying that despite 
being a student of commerce, she realised her calling was 
elsewhere. This realisation made her get an internship 
with a leading national daily while she completed 
her graduation. "That's when I realised that perhaps 
journalism, things to do with people and discovering their 
stories, is my calling," said the young mother of two.

It so happened that a publishing house eventually 
expressed interest in compiling Kundalia's magazine 
columns into a book and The Lost Generation: Chronicling 
India's Dying Professions was born. Speaking about 
the book, Kundalia revealed that growing up in her 
grandmother's ancestral house with its cupboard full 
of obscure yet intriguing knick-knacks stoked her 
imagination. "Every time she would open that Godrej 
almirah, treasures would just spill out…. Amongst all 
these treasures was this little ice cream scooper thing and 
my grandmother said ‘It was used to clean my children's 
ears!' She would then tell me a story about this street 
ear-cleaner whom she bought it from," she recalled. From 
lamplighters and rat catchers to telephone operators, 
Kundalia got glimpses of a life that used to be thanks to 
her grandmother.  

It was only when she moved to Kolkata in 2011 that 
she realised that a lot of that India still exists. "Kolkata is 
a city which is stuck in time… everything that happens 
in the city is before your eyes. There is no cosmetic layer 
that distinguishes the old and redundant from the new 

Giving Form to 
Fading Worlds

and modern…. I could see the bhishtiwala 
(water bearers) and the ear-cleaner…. I 
realised this needs to be documented," 
she said. Her publishers, however, asked 
her to broaden her horizons from Bengal 
to pan-India. This led her to explore the 

Rudaalis of Rajasthan, the genealogists of 
Haridwar, the BurraKatha artistes of Andhra 

Pradesh, the street dentists, the letter writers and 
more.

But can these dying professions be revived? Kundalia 
thinks not. "It is very difficult to revive cassettes in times 
of iPhones," she quipped. Moreover, she wanted the 
readers to understand that while preserving our heritage 
is necessary, most of these professions are intrinsically 
linked to a rigid caste system. "If you want the caste 
system to go away, this is, unfortunately, the natural 
consequence," said Kundalia.  

The author also spoke about her latest book, White 
As Milk and Rice: Stories of India's Isolated Tribes, which 
documents bits of Adivasi history via stories told by 
natives from six tribes. "All the accounts available about 
the tribes were either of decorated dance, drama, jewellery 
and costumes or the dismal conditions of their lives. 
There was nothing about who they are at a human level…. 
I was very curious about how things have changed for 
them. I wanted to know the stories of their lives. That's 
when I decided to write."

During the chat, Kundalia also answered questions 
about juggling the personal and the professional, 
and confessed to several scary encounters — thakurs 
with guns and Naxals in forests — while researching. 
Wrapping up, she summed up her motivation behind 
undertaking such projects. "What was exciting for me 
was to document a part of history, put it on paper and 
make it relevant… something of use to other students, 
scholars and researchers. That gives me the biggest thrill," 
concluded Kundalia. 

The Write Circle Ajmer and Udaipur is presented by Shree 
Cement Ltd, in association with WeCare, Radisson Blu 

Udaipur and Ehsaas Women of Ajmer and Udaipur

Nidhi Garg

@write_circle @WriteCircle

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ENkqyRmcHxs
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@Kalam_Central @CentralKalam

Naveen Choudhary

Priyanka Kothari

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Rg5JznAFPj8
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Prabha Khaitan Foundation has been 
working for the emancipation of 

women since its inception. To this end, the 
Foundation, a Kolkata-based registered 
charitable trust founded by Late Dr Prabha 
Khaitan, formed Ehsaas – a collective of women 
from all walks of life across India. 

Ehsaas is an initiative which brings different women 
together who all have one goal – betterment of society. It 
is in tune with the Foundation's belief that "the women of 
today are the catalysts for change tomorrow." 

The Ehsaas website was recently launched by Indian 
classical dancer Sonal Mansingh, who is also a Member 
of Parliament in the Rajya Sabha. She was welcomed to 
the launch by Ehsaas Woman of Jaipur, Apra Kuchhal. 
Also an Honorary Convener of Rajasthan and Central 
India Affairs of the Foundation, Kuchhal said, "The 
Foundation's women's initiative, Ehsaas Women, is a 
conglomeration of women from all walks of life who act 
as galvanising agents. We feel that culture is at the heart 
of development policy and it constitutes an essential 
investment in the world's future. Late Dr Prabha Khaitan's 
vision guides us." 

Manisha Jain, Branding and Communication Chief 
of the Foundation, provided an in-depth description of 
the Foundation and the women who make up Ehsaas 
Woman. "The Prabha Khaitan Foundation website 
highlights our efforts to uphold the cultural capital of 
the country and promote Indian culture and literature in 
India and overseas. Literature, culture and heritage, basic 
education, women's empowerment and social welfare are 
the five pillars of inspiration for the Foundation," said 
Jain. 

She also thanked the Ehsaas Women for their 
unprecedented support towards the Foundation, 
especially in these difficult times. Addressing the 
audience, Mansingh said that India has always been 

Ehsaas at the 
Click of a Button

a "Devi worshiping" 
country, however it is 

an irony that neither are 
the women respected nor 
treated well in this country. 
She quoted Prime Minister Narendra Modi 

to assert that where there is female power, 
there is divinity. 

Mansingh said that in the holy books of India, 
it is shown that the women win over everything and 
nothing and nobody can win over her. This symbolism of 
freedom of choice is what is needed for women today. She 
addressed the issue of orthodox mentality and how the 
country needs to have strict laws to address rape, abuse 
and harassment. 

She also said that women must be respected in the 
workforce and given the same pay as men. "Equality 
should not be the goal of women, equity should be the 
goal," Mansingh added. 

She also said that "Ehsaas" was a beautiful and strong 
word as it meant that one was aware of the strength that 
one had, before experiencing it. Women should be able 
to create a space of their own to have the "ehsaas" of not 
just themselves but also their strengths. Emphasising on 
the importance of a digital medium, she hoped that the 
website would be able to reach several people and help 
them. 

"One should not be a socialite, they should be a social 
worker and think how they have had an impact on other 
people's lives." 

The launch ended with Kuchhal thanking Mansingh 
for her beautiful and inspiring words for the women of 
today and tomorrow. Ehsaas is just one of the ventures 
the Foundation is involved with. Over the past few 
decades, the Foundation has built a strong network of 
talented individuals for socio-cultural causes across 
the globe and has organised various events such as An 
Author's Afternoon, Kitaab, Kalam, Tete-a-Tea, and 
more, in over 35 cities.

Sonal Mansingh

Apra Kuchhal

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_XcF3JxdxdI
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Santosh Choudhary

Pramod Sharma

Monika Gour

Rekha Lodha 

Vimla Bhandari

@aakharrajasthan @aakhar.rajasthan
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Sujit Kumar Panda

Chandra Shekhar Hota

Nidhi Garg Vedula Ramalakshmi 

@aakhar_easte
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Rakhshanda Jalil

Deepa Mishra

@Kalam_West @WestKalam

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KNq-nrfJX7I
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The desire 
for a simple 

yet meaningful 
existence and the deep 
understanding of divinity, 
devotion and dedication 
expressed through soulful 
strains is the Baul way of life. 
We have all heard the twang of 
their ektaras and their haunting, 
raw voices raised in song. But how 
much do we actually know about 
these mystic musicians and their 
philosophy and craft? Who are these 
Bauls? The documentary Who is Baul, 
which was recently screened at Nandan, 
Kolkata, makes an attempt to find answers to 
these questions. 

A collaborative venture by well-known 
Bengaluru biographer Vikram Sampath, 
Bengaluru-based Grammy Award winner Ricky 
Kej and filmmaker Sairam Sagiraju, the 54-minute 
documentary film seeks to find out what's at the heart of 
the Baul ‘mon' (state of mind). 

The film has been directed by Sagiraju and produced 
by Sampath, Kej and Rajib Sarma. Kej has also supervised 
and created the original score for this documentary about 
this nonconformist fraternity that dates back to over a 
thousand years. 

Speaking about the experience of being a part of Who 
is Baul, Kej revealed that it was often difficult to shoot, 
thanks to the nomadic life many of them lead and their 
reluctance to talk to strangers. 

However, through well-researched and heartfelt 
interviews Sagiraju tried to decode what it means to 
live with no dogmas, rituals, religious institutions or 
scriptures — what it means to seek divinity and love 
through music. 

Getting 

to the 

Heart of 

the Baul 

Mon



Getting 

to the 

Heart of 

the Baul 

Mon

According to Sampath, the project was initially 
conceived as a means to archive videos of musical 
tribes in the Northeast, but ended up being about 
the Bauls and about conserving their indigenous 
musical form after detailed research. 

The documentary not only details how the 
small but culturally vibrant community has left 
an indelible mark on the culture of West Bengal, 
Bangladesh, parts of Assam and Tripura, but 
it also focuses on how modern demands have 
threatened their simple, enlightened lifestyles. 

It also addresses biases and prejudices which 
often paint the Bauls in an unfavourable light, 
despite being deemed an Intangible Cultural 
Heritage of Humanity by UNESCO. This labour 
of love, according to Kej, has "been an insightful 
journey" and three years in the making. However, 
Sampath, who is known for establishing the 
Archive of Indian Music — India's first digital 
sound archive for vintage recordings — admitted 
that one can never do justice to the Bauls of 
Bengal with just an hour of screen time. 

He does harbour hope that this documentary, 
if loved and shared, might pave the way for 
more such documentation related to different 
indigenous peoples of India. Who is Baul has also 
been screened in Bangalore as well and will soon 
be submitted for international film festivals.

49

(From left) Ekavali Khanna, Rajib Sarma, Vikram Sampath and Esha Dutta

Priti Patel, Darshan Shah and Sangeeta Datta

Soumitra Mitra

The film has tried to 
decode what it means 

to live with no dogmas, 
rituals, religious 

institutions or scriptures 
— what it means to seek 
divinity and love through 

music
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Anant Vijay

 Vartika Nanda



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ISOXHWK0h_4
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@Kalam_North @NorthKalam

Aradhana Pradhan

Geeta ShreeVandana Singh, Anant Vijay, Shinjini Kulkarni, Shweta Aggarwal, Dipali Bhasin
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What is the meaning of integrated nutrition and how 
can it be incorporated in diets? Which are the food 

items to avoid and which are the ones to embrace? What 
is the role of the gut in keeping us healthy?

To answer such questions and provide a comprehensive 
insight into health and wellness, An Author's Afternoon 
hosted Payal Kothari, an integrative nutritionist and 
author of The Gut: Story of Our Incredible Second Brain. 

Kothari began her health and wellness journey at 
the Institute for Integrative Nutrition (IIN), New York, 
before receiving training at several other institutions — 
Medvarsity, India's leading training academy, Kaizad 
Kapadia's K11, and Q1 academy. A prolific writer on 
health issues for multiple Indian publications like The 
Times of India, Vogue India, The Indian Express, Hindustan 
Times, and ET Panache, Kothari holds certifications 
from the American College of Sports Medicine (ACSM). 
She has also been a part of some of the most powerful 
global transformation programmes such as Date with 
Destiny and Unleash the Power Within with Tony 
Robbins. Presently, Kothari is one of the few IIN-certified 
coaches in India who practise integrative nutrition and 
transformation.

In conversation with Kothari was Nilisha Agarwal, 
Ehsaas Woman of Kolkata. Welcoming them to the 
discussion was Sourabh Mitra of Taj Bengal.

"Integrative nutrition is all about combining our 
physical and emotional demands. Emotions are our 
primary foods, followed by the physical items our bodies 
ingest," said Kothari, starting the interaction. 

Whereas mainstream nutrition often advocates a 
one-size-fits-all approach, integrative nutrition is all 
about tailoring medical advice based on individual 
requirements. While mainstream nutrition only comes 
in handy once an illness has manifested itself through 
symptoms, integrative nutrition functions in a more 
wholesome manner, detecting the root causes of disorders 
and eliminating them altogether.

A firm believer in individuals calibrating their own 
diets, Kothari emphasised how one has to be "their own 
guinea pig, to know what suits them and what doesn't."

Kothari proceeded to share a story from her childhood 
and how she was diagnosed with tuberculosis when she 
was just two years old, developing what is known as a 
"leaky gut". Having a leaky gut means that the walls of the 
gut become extremely porous, allowing different kinds 

Payal Kothari Nilisha Agarwal

The Importance 
of Integrated 

Nutrition

KOLKATA

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QA7SGh_Xns0&t=4s
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of bacteria and pathogens to enter the bloodstream. 
Kothari's personal health struggles, she admitted, had 
played an important role in her career choice besides 
serving as motivation for her first book.

Shedding light on what is colloquially known as 
"the gut feeling", Kothari described how our gut, or 
the gastrointestinal system, is key to our physical, 
mental, and emotional well-being. She highlighted the 
importance of heeding our gut feeling — an "evolved 
instinct" based on thousands of years of civilisation — 
to prevent ourselves from overeating or undereating at 
any time. The gut is the second mind that equips us to 
make split-second decisions, playing a vital role in our 
fight or flight response during critical situations.

According to Kothari, any form of diet must 
maintain an 80:20 balance for proper gut functioning, 
the former signifying the consumption of food items 
our body needs and the latter 
referring to food items we all want 
to indulge in.

As a child, Kothari faced both 
malnutrition and obesity issues. 
When she hit puberty, she started 
gaining weight and was on the verge 
of becoming obese. The weight 
gain took a toll on her physical as 
well as mental wellness. During 
that spell, she was taking dance 
training from Shiamak Davar, and 
it was there while training with 
the other dancers that Kothari saw 
her fellow students managing their 
diets through healthy, nutritious 
food that allowed them to dance for 
hours on end. 

As someone who has dealt with 
weight issues personally, Kothari 
went on to speak about how India 
faces a double burden today, as most 
Indian youngsters are considerably 
underweight or obese. She sees this problem in Indian 
society as another reason to embrace integrative 
nutrition as part of a wellness wheel that can 
synchronise our emotions with our diet.

Getting down to specific items one should 
incorporate in their diet, Kothari highlighted the value 
of harnessing good bacteria through probiotics and 
prebiotics, which can boost the gut. She also listed 
five must-have ingredients, which can harness good 
bacteria in the gut and help them multiply: coconut 
water, spirulina (an algae that stimulates the gut), 

fruits, soup and salad. She insisted on frequent water 
intake and developing a habit of spacing out meals 

so that the gut does not have to 
function overtime.

For non-vegetarians, Kothari 
suggested trying out free-range 
eggs and grass-fed poultry. She 
warned against consuming any food 
item that has been injected with 
antibiotics as such items only serve 
to erode a healthy body in the long 
run.

Kothari also spoke about her 
desire to pen a book compiling 
her favourite recipes that she has 
learnt through years of training and 
experimentation. 

The integrative nutritionist 
took several questions from the 
audience, providing personal 
recommendations and dietary 
tips. Before the end of the session, 
she provided some final words of 
wisdom on channeling our inner 
food detectives: "Become a food 

detective, find out where your foods come from and 
what they mean for your body. At the end of the day, 
you have to take care of yourself and figure out what 
works best for you."

An Author's Afternoon is presented by Shree Cement 
Ltd, in association with Taj Bengal Kolkata

@authorafternoon

anauthorsafternoon.in

Kothari listed five must-
have ingredients, which 

can harness good bacteria 
in the gut and help them 
multiply: coconut water, 
spirulina (an algae that 

stimulates the gut), fruits, 
soup and salad. She 

insisted on frequent water 
intake and developing a 

habit of spacing out meals 
so that the gut does not 

have to function overtime

Esha Dutta

KOLKATA
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@Kalam_Rajasthan @RajasthanKalam

Anu Singh Choudhary

Anubha Arya

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FBbYQlB_Wmc
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Dilip Kumar Jha

Rupesh 

@aakhar_east @aakharbihar
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"Write what you know," said the great storyteller, Mark 
Twain. No wonder then that lecturer-author Yashaswini 
Chandra, with her love of history and horses, chose to 
yoke her two areas of interest together and write about 
them in her recently published book, The Tale of the 
Horse: A History of India on Horseback.

An avid horse rider and a horse owner, Chandra, 
who has a PhD in History of Art from SOAS University 
of London, spoke about her book to moderator Swati 
Vashishtha at an edition of The Write Circle, Jaipur. The 
event started with Urvi Bhuwania welcoming the speakers 
and the audience warmly.

Introducing Chandra's book as "a monograph on 
the intertwined history of the horse and humankind, 
focusing on the medieval to the modern period in the 
subcontinent", Vashishtha asked the author what drove 
her to write on horses. Chandra revealed that apart from 
her personal interest in horses, her experience of co-
editing Right of the Line: The President's Bodyguard, made 
her "realise that horses are not just great fun to ride but it 
can be a pleasure writing about them".

Chandra explained that though horses lend themselves 
to a rich study of history and their cultural contribution 
is immense, most past treatises have handled the topic 
of horses in a very utilitarian and prosaic manner. This 
disheartened her greatly and she wanted to treat the 
horse as a "living, feeling being". She touched upon the 
mythological references on horses across religions and 
geographies, and spoke about their loss in status with the 
mechanisation of society. Chandra shared a slideshow 
of photographs used in her book to depict "the exalted 
beginnings of the horse in the Indian imagination" and 
pointed out that "we very often miss how the horse has 
been a silent witness, how it has been a sentinel to some of 
the most crucial moments in our history and culture".  

Chandra also spoke about early trade routes and 
imports stemming from high demand for horses, 
indigenous horse breeds like the Marwari horse, the 
extinct Bhimthadi Deccan horse, and more.

However, the most intriguing part of the evening's 
conversation was about Chandra's findings of 
horsewomen amidst very male-dominated accounts. 
Deeming it a "super challenging" feat, Chandra said that 
she kept digging for stories of women riders beyond Rani 
Lakshmibai. As a horsewoman herself, she "refused to 

A History of the Horse 
and Humankind

believe that there were no women riders in India" and 
was very sure that she "didn't just want to write about 
great men on horseback". So, a portion of her book details 
breakthroughs found in art-historical sources, since not 
much was available by way of textual resources.

Chandra found out that the accounts of Peter Mundy, 
a 17th century British traveller, noted that in Mughal 
times, women who belonged to the higher classes tended 
to ride horses whereas women from the lower classes 
rode oxen. What surprised Chandra most, however, was 
the fact that these high-class women used to ride astride 
like men, unlike their European counterparts, who until 
recently rode side-saddle. Not just Mughal, Chandra gives 
examples of women from the Rajputana and the Deccan 
Sultanate as well.

Chandra emphasised that though the horse is an 
elite animal and one cannot escape talking about the 
elite history of India associated with it, she also wanted 
to make the book more inclusive by focusing on 
communities such as the charans and the banjaras of 
Rajasthan, who were heavily involved with horses. She 
said that she wanted to focus on "the horse culture of the 
off-beat remote areas like Manipur — the birthplace of 
modern polo".

Her aim with this book, concluded Chandra, was to 
make people realise that the horse being central to Indian 
culture meant that "it had to be present in almost all 
aspects, across gender, across class….".  

The Write Circle Jaipur is presented by Shree Cement 
Ltd,  in association with Siyahi, Spagia Foundation, ITC 

Rajputana and Ehsaas Women of Jaipur

@write_circle @WriteCircle

Yashaswini ChandraSwati Vashishtha

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T16IGtebPlM


An MBA graduate from 
Pune's Symbiosis 

Institute of Business 
Management, Deepa went on 

to complete her postgraduate diploma in computer 
science before working in a series of roles across different 
sectors. Since 2019, she has been an integral part of 
METAPHOR, the Lucknow Literature Festival. Involved 
in curating different aspects of METAPHOR and 
handling the coordination of a number of verticals, Deepa 
has demonstrated her versatility in juggling a variety of 
positions and the vast responsibilities that come with 
them.

Deeply passionate about wildlife conservation 
and appalled by the rate at which our fellow species 
are disappearing from the planet, Deepa frequently 
volunteers for events associated with promoting greater 
awareness about endangered wildlife as well as the 
importance of environmental sustainability in general. 
As part of her mission to work towards a greener and 
healthier planet, she has also helped organise a series of 
plantation drives that have raised the need for increasing 
afforestation in the present era of global warming.

A thorough people's person who thinks that age is just 
a number, Deepa has experience in the corporate world as 
well as in working from home. In the latter capacity, she 
has helped educate and nurture underprivileged children, 
especially by providing skill development training for girls 
from humble backgrounds.

A perennial optimist, Deepa shares an inherent 
curiosity for her core domains like education and event 
management. A firm believer in the value of hard work, 
she remains unfazed by having to do whatever it takes in 
order to bring about meaningful change in society.

of Lucknowof Lucknow
LLadiesadies

58EHSAAS WOMEN

Hailing from one of the 
most illustrious and 

socially prominent families of 
Lucknow, Madhuri has been 

closely associated with FICC FLO's Lucknow chapter 
since its inception. In 2019, she became the chairperson 
for FLO Lucknow.

An extremely dynamic woman who can seamlessly 
juggle a number of roles, Madhuri is a certified Sujok 
practitioner (Sujok is a form of therapy meant to cure 
ailments present in the hands and the feet) and runs a 
free Sujok clinic that helps alleviate pain for patients of 
all ages and backgrounds. Additionally, she also manages 
the CSR activities for the BP Halwasiya Foundation, one 
of Lucknow's most important and effective agencies for 
social change.

Currently, Madhuri is serving as president of the Deaf 
Women's Welfare Foundation, an organisation which 
works towards making auditorily impaired women 
socially and financially independent. She is also the 
present secretary of the Samvad Samajik Sansthan, an 
organisation dedicated to the uplift of the marginalised 
and downtrodden sections of society by providing a 
voice and sources of livelihood to the most vulnerable. 
Moreover, she is associated with the Navyug Radiance 
Senior Secondary School, a charitable school for girls, and 
Cheshire Home, an old-age home in Lucknow.

Recognised by the Governor of Uttar Pradesh for her 
wide range of social work, Madhuri has emerged as one 
of the most recognisable faces for social empowerment in 
Lucknow, acting as an inspiration for many other women 
who, like her, want to do their bit to enrich their city and 
state even more in terms of education, culture and the 
most essential social amenities.

DEEPA MISHRA MADHURI HALWASIYA
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As someone who 
believes that the 

path to success lies in 
climbing small ladders, Dimple 

has been actively involved in a wide range of activities 
in an attempt to make society more developed as 
well as more humane. Since 2014, she has been one 
of the core members at METAPHOR, the Lucknow 
Literature Festival, cementing her status as one of 
the indispensable women who make the Festival the 
annual success it is. Her participation in METAPHOR 
stems from her love for art and culture, a passion she 
has always managed time for in her life.

Dimple has been running a successful business of 
her own for the better part of a decade through her 
brand store, Surammya Apna Ethnic Adda, besides 
working with a number of NGOs.

She has been a part of the Anupama Foundation in 
working towards saving the female foetus alongside 
collaborating with Neel Abhivyakti, where she has 
been contributing towards greater social equality, 
generating awareness about public and private violence, 
and facilitating development of children through co-
curricular activities.

Author of the book Taaza Coffee Thoughts, an 
account of her feelings and experiences from years 
of work in the business and social sectors,  Dimple 
is a member of Wordhazard, a group of volunteers 
inspiring youngsters to write and recite.

Dimple has assumed the responsibility of helping 
two families with their educational needs and daily 
sustenance and has received a number of accolades for 
her contributions to society. Besides being felicitated 
by the Anupama Foundation, she has been recognised 
by the Bank of India as one of the leading women 
entrepreneurs of her generation.

The founder-director 
of METAPHOR, the 

Lucknow Literature Festival, 
as well as the Kanpur Literature Festival, Kanak 
has enjoyed an illustrious career and contributed 
significantly to expanding literature and culture in 
her home state of Uttar Pradesh. Having obtained 
a diploma in management studies from Mumbai 
University, she completed her Master's in chemistry 
from the same institution.

Recognised as the "Pride of Uttar Pradesh" and 
felicitated by the Governor of the state for her 
efforts, Kanak has, over the years, held a series of 
key positions across a number of organisations. 
Currently, she is the vice-president of the Lucknow 
Expressions Society, which works for literary and 
cultural promotion, and is in charge of organising 
the Lucknow Literature Festival. She is also the co-
convener of the Indian National Trust for Art and 
Cultural Heritage (INTACH), UP chapter, for which 
she started the project, Our Heritage, Our Children, 
in order to sensitise children about the tangible as 
well as the intangible or abstract heritage of India. 
Earlier, she was-ice president at the Society for the 
Promotion of Indian Classical Music And Culture 
Amongst Youth (SPIC MACAY), Lucknow chapter, 
where she played a pivotal role in promoting classical 
music and other arts in the city.

In 2011, Kanak was selected as Penguin 
Ambassador for Lucknow after emerging as one 
of the winners in a pan-India short story contest 
held to celebrate Penguin Publications' silver jubilee 
anniversary in India. A frequent author of articles 
and poems across Indian newspapers and magazines, 
Kanak assisted her husband, Capt. P. Chauhan, 
in his voluntary project to reconstruct Lucknow's 
Hussainabad clock tower, which is among the tallest 
in India.

A firm advocate of the Each One Teach One 
policy, Kanak has also taken up the cause of 
educating the underprivileged girl child, assuming 
personal responsibility to complete the education of 
several children, from kindergarten to postgraduate 
studies.

EHSAAS WOMEN

DIMPLE TRIVEDI

KANAK REKHA CHAUHAN
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Hotel Crystal 
Palace, 

Meerut: Where 
Business Is a 

Pleasure 

HOSPITALITY 
PARTNER

Located in a residential area in the heart of 
Meerut, Hotel Crystal Palace has emerged 

as a premier business hotel in a little over 
two decades. It has found the right blend 
of service, luxury and efficiency — thereby 
providing guests with multiple reasons to 
keep coming back for more.

Hotel Crystal Palace is a 70 km drive from 
India's capital city, New Delhi. It is located 
between the Meerut Cantonment railway station 
and the early 20th-century Mustafa Castle which was built 
as a memorial to the poet Nawab Mustafa 
Khan Shefta. The hotel is close to the city 
centre, with easy access to commercial and 
shopping areas and is situated strategically 
across the serene cantonment area, making it 
a popular venue for both business and leisure 
travellers.

From in-house conferences to press 
conferences and product launches, this 
30-room hotel can be relied upon for a 
professional approach to services. The hotel 
staff are also committed to providing world-
class services on occasions such as cocktail 
evenings, receptions and weddings. There 
are a variety of facilities to choose from, 
depending on one's needs. The Glass House 
is a luxurious banquet hall with a translucent 
crystal roof and sliding glass walls that open 
into lovely greenery. There's also the more relaxed and 
informal Opal Room which too connects to a garden. The 
Coronation Hall is perfect for smaller meetings, while The 
Wild Orchid Hall with its wooden flooring is a versatile 
space that works well for a business conference that 
segues into a party. 

Whether you're looking to host a breakfast meeting 
or just have a fun night out with friends, Hotel Crystal 
Palace has various dining options. There's the all-day 

multicuisine restaurant, Mineral, for a formal 
meeting or an off-hour craving. Carbon 

Cocktail Bar and Cafe with its hand-blown 
glass chandeliers and sink-in leather seats 
is perfect for a date night. To let your hair 
down, head to Moon Stone, the open-air 
restobar known for its wood-fired oven pizza, 

handmade pasta and innovative cocktails. 

The trendy, cutting-edge facilities with 
dependable service from attentive staff make 

Hotel Crystal Palace in Meerut the ideal venue for 

Prabha Khaitan Foundation's initiatives. Services and 
amenities are frequently customised to make one's stay 
as comfortable as possible. The hotel is efficiently run by 
a team with years of experience in the industry. Their 
attention to detail has helped Hotel Crystal Palace emerge 
as Meerut's most graceful and elegant hotel. With its 
contemporary design and understated elegance, its facade 
embodies an artistic vision that runs through the entire 
hotel. 

Deepa Garga



61

I had always apologised… even when 
I was 10. [Expra sp] I didn't want 

to cycle or swim as it might ‘ruin' 
my skin with scars and a tan. As a 
teen, flipping through those glossy 
lifestyle magazines, I was sure that 

my acne-dotted face looked like crap, 
and people around me would never let 

me forget that. People felt commenting or making fun of 
my acne, genetically acquired dark circles, fine hair and 
skinny body was a potent way to motivate me to ‘FIX 
MYSELF'. I got the message loud and clear. I am good or 
bad skin, hair and body first, a person second. 

Three decades later, the number of girls voluntarily 
deselecting themselves from activities has escalated and so 
have the unsavoury comments, sometimes not even garbed 
as bits of advice. These unsolicited ‘comments' can be from 
complete strangers, and sadly no one finds anything wrong 
in it, neither the giver nor the taker. 

Why do people with skin disorders have to be called 
names? You don't do that to people with diabetes. No one 
chooses their skin, surely not a bad and painful one at that. 
Lookism is at its peak now, but is it truly Instagram or is it 
us? Are we using anonymity, invisibility, lack of authority, 
and the fact that we are not communicating in real time as 
a mask to be rude? 

The locker room just went virtual (quite literally, 
recently). Is this our best? If social media is awash with 
these skin-influencers promising miracles, there is a 
growing tribe of skin positivity advocates. A big shoutout 
to a horde of Insta celebrities who started the various skin 
positivity and acne positivity crusades online. 

And a big hooray for our social media celebrities Kusha 
Kapila and Dolly Singh flaunting their acne and grey hair. 
The acne-positivity community is working to destigmatise 
zits. They regularly post photos of their unretouched, 
blemished skin, with captions like "Acne or not, you are 
beautiful" and "Your skin isn't your life, so don't make it 
that way." 

More celebrities are becoming honest about their 
trysts with acne and disparate other skin issues and are 
attempting to normalise it. This could create an inclusive 
definition of body positivity and lessen the opprobrium. 
And, not surprisingly, social media networks are feeling 
the heat and the platforms are making changes. Like now, 
on Instagram, even if your account is public, you'll be able 
to customise who can or can't comment on it. They have 
launched a filter to block certain offensive comments. 

Brands are increasingly using ‘unaltered images' of their 
models and models with vitiligo and shaven heads. Mattel 
unveiled a new Barbie doll with vitiligo. But until the rest of 
the world catches up, the onus is on us. 

At the crux of this movement lies Self-Love. Let's face it 
(like, literally): we all have bad-skin days. Most of us have 
acne, and soon enough more of us will have acne with 
wrinkles. We despairingly self-care to bring out the glow, 
but sometimes the constellation does show up with a big 
bang due to the lack of sleep, digital overdose, pizza (pasta, 
dairy, cheese, wine, insert your own) and stress. 

And so, you slap another filter, smile, and get on with 
your life. Or do you?  Haven't many of us sighed at our 
pictures and wished they were for real?  Skin-shaming starts 
with us… when we make those hateful comments about 
our skin. We don't bat an eyelid before saying "I hate my 
skin". We'd be remiss to be oblivious to the inner stirrings 
that take place as we scroll through posts — anxiety, 
comparison, jealousy. But smart women know better, 
right? We know the photos and videos have been altered 
copiously, with extreme Frankenstein photoshop, underage 
models, body doubles. 

That these perfect beauties are no more an illusion, but 
a delusion… we know, right? So, how did we get to a point 
that so much of our time, energy, and moolah is taken up 
by concerns that used to belong only to professional models 
and actresses or people with grave skin deformities? 

Why are 13-year-olds hankering to look like 30 and 
contrariwise? Teens think about their appearance for 
anywhere between one to three hours, that is too much of 
the waking hours unlived! Stop self-objectification. Skin 
is just another sense organ, not a tool to attack or reassure 
someone's self-esteem. It may not function properly 
sometimes, but that's OK. Yes, I am a cosmetic chemist and 
by saying this, you might think that I am trying to stand in 
the deep-end of a shallow industry but I'm also saying this 
self-acceptance will not bring the industry to its knees. 

It would only uplift it from a fear-mongering industry 
that it has been tagged as, to the personal care industry 
that it is. And as for me, I don't apologise for the way I look 
anymore. Nah! Not even for the constellation of adult acne 
I have. The lifelines that run across my tummy as stretch 
marks, the natural contouring called chloasma. Yeah, my 
skin issues did swell. But so did my ATTITUDE. 

Priyanka Kothari
The author is a cosmetologist and an Ehsaas Woman of 

Nagpur

Lot More Than Skin-DeepA
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"The earth will not continue to offer its harvest, except 
with faithful stewardship. We cannot say we love the 
land and then take steps to destroy it for use by future 
generations." — John Paul II

The progress of human civilisation has come at 
a great cost, a cost borne disproportionately by our 
planet. The fact that the Earth is enduring one of the 
most turbulent periods in its existence is no secret. 
However, what remains baffling is the human apathy to 
address that fact and mitigate environmental damage. 

Perhaps this apathy towards the Earth stems from 
complacency, too much faith in the resilience of the 
planet and its ability to regenerate and recuperate 
according to the timeless laws of nature. But it is 
precisely this kind of complacency that puts both 
humans and the Earth at the greatest risk, for the 
destiny of the Earth is ultimately determined by 
the symbiotic relationship between itself and those 
who inhabit it. Once this symbiosis is destroyed and 
humans only seek to profit from the planet without 
providing for it in return, a catastrophe is inevitable. A 
catastrophe that comes with the warning that there is 
no alternative, no second Earth, no planet B.

While dialogue surrounding environmental 

pollution and global warming has rightly shot up in 
the 21st century, the acknowledgement that the Earth 
is in peril had come long before, even though it is still 
in the process of being universally accepted.

In January 1969, American Senator Gaylord 
Nelson witnessed the ravages of a massive oil spill in 
Santa Barbara, California, and wanted to raise public 
consciousness about the hazardous effects of air and 
water pollution. Senator Nelson announced the idea 
for a teach-in on college campuses to the national 
media, and recruited Denis Hayes, a young activist, to 

There Is  
No  

Planet B
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organise the campus teach-ins. They choose April 22 
as the date to maximise student participation. 

Hayes chose a national staff of 85 to promote events 
across the country and the effort soon broadened to 
include a wide range of organisations. April 22 was 
christened as Earth Day, which immediately sparked 
national media attention and caught on across 
America. Earth Day inspired 20 million Americans 
to take to the streets, parks and auditoriums to 
demonstrate against the devastating impact of 150 
years of industrial development on humans and the 
environment.

In the 1990s, Earth Day went global, mobilising 
200 million people in 141 countries and advancing 
environmental issues on to the world stage. Earth Day 
1990 significantly boosted recycling efforts worldwide 

and helped pave the way for the 1992 United Nations 
Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro. An important 
achievement of this summit was an agreement on 
the Climate Change Convention, which in turn led 
to the Kyoto Protocol (signed in 1997) and the Paris 
agreement (signed on Earth Day in 2016).

Today, Earth Day is widely recognised and marked 
by more than a billion people every year as a day of 
action to alter human behavior and initiate policy 
changes at a local, national, and international level.

Earth Day 2021, based on the theme of "Restore 
Our Earth", saw three parallel climate action summits 
on climate literacy, environmental justice, and 
youth-led climate-focused issues. Earth Day's official 
website (earthday.org) hosted the second-annual 
Earth Day livestream event featuring global activists, 
international leaders, and influencers.

According to data released by the United Nations, 
the Earth is losing 4.7 million hectares of forests every 
year — an area larger than Denmark. It is estimated 
that close to a million animal and plant species are 
now faced with the threat of extinction.

The outbreak of the coronavirus and the massive 
toll that the pandemic has taken on public health 
and the global economy have made the problem of 
environmental degradation even more complicated to 
tackle. 

At Prabha Khaitan Foundation, we have always 
supported building systems of synergy that balance 
economic growth with environmental care and 
protection. Industrialisation and the rapid expansion 
of factories around the world are consistently 
hollowing the future of the Earth as a sustainable 
planet to live on. At such a time, the onus is on each 
and every one of us to do our bit in tempering the 
desperate drive for development, which does not 
factor in environmental costs and consequences. As 
a species, we must ensure that we heed Mahatma 
Gandhi's words, which stressed on how the "world 
has enough for everyone's need, but not for everyone's 
greed".

Once our Earth is irreparably damaged, our 
future generations have nowhere to go. It is naive to 
think that humans can extract every last bit of utility 
from the Earth and capitalise on science to relocate 
to another planet. For now, and for the foreseeable 
future, the Earth is our solitary home. The sooner we 
realise this and reflect this realisation in our actions, 
the higher the chances of our planet to sustain us for a 
few more millennia.

ARTWORK BY 
SUDIPTA KUNDU

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kyoto_Protocol
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