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It is said that a picture speaks 
a thousand words – for what 

is art if not a window into 
the deepest corners of the 

natural world and the human 
heart? In this issue of Prabha, 

we celebrate art in all its 
glorious manifestations
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For the Love of 
Literature and Art

Edward Hopper, the American realist painter said, “If I could 
say it in words, there would be no reason to paint.” Indeed, 
for centuries, art has been able to communicate emotions 

in a way that has seldom been replicated. Those who have seen 
Leonardo Da Vinci’s Mona Lisa cannot forget that piercing, 
yet amiable gaze; those who have stared at Vincent van Gogh’s 
Starry Night have rarely been able to get past its allure. Art, true 
to its nature, has mesmerised people across ages, and has often 
accompanied literature in giving life to words printed on a page. 

Thus, it only seems fitting that illustrations and cover art would 
adorn books that take us on journeys undefined. With Prabha 
Khaitan Foundation’s unwavering commitment to furthering 
the cause of art in all its manifestations, this issue of Prabha takes 
a deep dive into the minds and hearts of several individuals who 
have been instrumental in redefining the relationship among art, 
literature and India. 

As lovers of literature, we are always looking forward to 
stimulating our minds; thus, Shashi Tharoor’s discussion with 
other luminaries about his book on B.R. Ambedkar gave us a 
lot to ponder. So did Navdeep Suri’s translation of several of his 
grandfather’s works. You can also read about the invigorating 
conversations on music, climate change and the environment 
with Ricky Kej in the bustling cities of Gurugram, Patna and 
Bhubaneswar, as well as the eye-opening discussions with Amish 
Tripathi and Saksham Garg, both of whom have transformed the 
way we approach Indian mythology.

We hope you enjoy reading this issue of Prabha. Write to us at 
newsletter@pkfoundation.org with your suggestions and feedback!
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  WISHES EHSAAS WOMEN BORN IN NOVEMBER

Malika Varma Esha Dutta

Anubha Arya

Priyanshi Patel

Geeta Malhotra

Smriti Raj 
Aggarwal Sonia

Aarti Gupta

Kulsum Malik

Seema Singh

15th November 16th November

2nd November

17th November

5th November

23rd November

10th November

24th November

11th November

SNAPSHOT 
OF THE MONTH

 A tweet by the Honourable 
Defence Minister of India, 

Rajnath Singh, on launching 
the Hindi translation of 

Reporting India, a book by 
the veteran journalist and 

Chairman of ANI, Prem Prakash. 
The translation was initiated by 

Prabha Khaitan Foundation. 
Read more about it in the  

next issue of Prabha
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Scenes from a 
Happy Union

It is often said that one should not judge a book by its 
cover. But that increasingly sounds like bad advice, given 

the leaps and bounds with which the realm of literary 
illustrations and cover art has been progressing. From 

novels to books of poetry, from nonfiction titles to graphic 
novels — literature is slowly but surely coming to be 
defined as a marriage of text and image. And what a 

happy union it is! Prabha Khaitan Foundation  
brings together 11 stellar voices from the worlds  

of literature, art, publishing and design to tell  
us why pictures speak thousands of words
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Why are Art/Illustrated 
Books Important?

Priya Kapoor

Priya Kapoor is Editorial Director, Roli Books, where she 
oversees the publishing list and the day-to-day functioning of 
the company. She has commissioned and edited bestselling 
books such as Dongri to Dubai: Six Decades of the Mumbai 

Mafia by Hussain Zaidi, Taj Mahal Foxtrot: The Story of 
Bombay’s Jazz Age by Naresh Fernandes, Black Warrant: 
Confessions of a Tihar Jailer by Sunil Gupta and Sunetra 

Choudhury and The RTI Story: Power to the People by Aruna 
Roy. She is also the co-founder of CMYK, India’s only chain of 

bookshops dedicated to art and illustrated books, and is on 
the Board of Woodstock School, India.

Imagine a book 
on Mughal 

miniatures, the 
murals of Alchi, 
the Chola bronzes 

or the finest Indian textiles, 
but without any visuals. Imagine a cookbook with no 
photographs to accompany the recipes. How would you 
understand the nuances and intricacies of art, architecture, 
photography, design or textiles without looking at images? 

No book on the arts is complete without visuals. 
Illustrated books (commonly known as coffee table 
books — a term no publisher appreciates!) are essential 
to our understanding and appreciation of the visual arts. 
The format of marrying text and visuals with sensitive, 
intelligent book design makes art more accessible to 
readers. You can ‘see’ the works of the masters of the Uffizi 
Gallery or the Louvre, read the facsimiles of Vincent 
van Gogh’s original letters to his brother, and acquaint 
yourself with Nainsukh’s painfully beautiful works without 
visiting a museum or having the good fortune of viewing 
the originals in private archives around the world. In 
many ways, illustrated books, despite being regarded as 
expensive, have democratized art for millions around the 
world by publishing scholarship, and, therefore, making it 
more accessible.

Art books offer new perspectives on finding 
meaning; they provide an understanding of motivations, 
influences, confluences and styles in art. In a world 
where information, knowledge and entertainment are 
becoming increasingly visual, art and illustrated books 
remain relevant in enriching our understanding of 
visual mediums, be it fine art, botanical art, tribal art, 
architecture, design, textile, photography, cinema or 
paintings. 

There is a sense of ceremony in buying, borrowing or 
being given a book. Art and illustrated books are lasting 
objects of beauty. There is no ebook version of such books, 
and that’s because there is no demand for them either. 
Apart from the subject and content of such books, their 
form — size, shape, paper, design, cover, binding and 
printing — creates a complete experience for the reader. 
The next time you pick up an art book, pay attention to the 

book designer’s work: the interplay between text, visuals, 
and design elements as minute as running heads, page 
numbers, choice of font and other such details that come 
together to create an aesthetically pleasing impact along 
with a smooth reading experience — one that unfolds page 
by page, depending on how you look at it.

It is joyful to see good design becoming vital to books 
of all formats, even mass-market paperback fiction. To 
prevent the print book from becoming obsolete (it isn’t!) 
publishers went back to the basics and paid more attention 
to the physical form of the book — they ensured better 
production quality, creative cover design and suitable 
fonts. In short, they experimented with whatever it took to 
make the book an object of desire once again. This resulted 
in books with clever covers, thought-provoking designs, 
coloured edging and interesting binding vying for your 
attention in bookshops. 

A rising, aspirational middle class with diverse 
interests and an incredibly rich cultural legacy coupled 
with some of the most refined talents in terms of writers 
and photographers benefit our job as originators and 
publishers of art and illustrated books. There was a time, 
not too long ago, when we had to secure an international 
edition in order to publish large-format books priced 
above Rs 1,500. There was just not enough buying power 
in India to sustain a print run of 3,000 copies. Today, we 
are not only commissioning and publishing books solely 
for the Indian market, but also buying rights for books 
with Indian themes from leading international publishers 
and selling co-editions to them.

There is no better time to be a publisher of such books 
in India.
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It was an arranged 
marriage. The 

matchmaker was 
Karthika VK, editor 
extraordinaire, and 

my vague friend. 

She called me one afternoon in the spring of 2016, 
when the neem trees in Delhi were just beginning to shed 
their leaves, and outlined the prospect: she wanted to 
commission a graphic novel on the life of Indira Gandhi 
whose birth centenary was coming up in November 2017. 
And she wanted me to write it.

“Graphic novel? Me?” I sputtered, my brain instantly 
pulling up a panorama of graphic novels I’d read (not 
that many, to be fair), all of which were created by artists. 
Meanwhile, the last time I had sketched something was 
when my pitiful diagrams of dissected frogs adorned the 
biology answer script in Class 12 — a memory I have 
eviscerated from my very soul.

“You’d write it,” Karthika clarified, “and I thought Priya 
Kuriyan — do you know Priya? She’s lovely! — could 
illustrate it. My gut feeling is that it should be an all-

Arranged Marriage
Devapriya Roy

woman team.”

Like the best of matchmakers, K is intuitive and 
mathematical. She is sanguine about both project and 
pairing.

Like the worst of authors, I am indecisive and in the 
middle of several other projects, all going badly. (I am 
never sanguine about anything ever, except the need for 
cake.)

However, after I have spent the next two weeks 
conducting my initial research on Mrs Gandhi, and 
having had a tentative conversation with Priya on the 
phone, both of us shy and eager-to-please, I find myself 
unable to say no. 

*

The early days of the venture are heady. In Bangalore, 
Priya spends her time conducting visual research while I 
spend my time surrounded by books and old magazines, 
looking up newspaper articles and ranging far and wide 
to understand my subject. The rigour of research, is oddly 
comforting, reminding me of the familiar hum of my 
PhD days. It is only when I get to the writing that I am 
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utterly foxed — HOW DOES ONE WRITE A GRAPHIC 
NOVEL?

Through trial and error and instinct, we eventually find 
a way.

I write a chapter in prose, exactly as I would if I were 
writing a regular book. (In one aspect, perhaps, there is a 
marginal difference: Priya advises me to err on the side of 
details, so that wherever I can, I describe specific things 
that have been recorded by historians or journalists or in 
books or anecdotes — the colour of a saree, the wording 
of a slogan, the sepia of a photograph. I then email my 
chapter — black words on a white background, Times 
New Roman, size 12, double-spaced — to Priya.

A few weeks later, Priya would send me her version 
of the chapter, rendered in visuals, my black-and-white 
ants on a page transformed into colourful winged swans. 
Panel after panel after panel, the characters and events 
translated into art. Without the use of a single word, what 
I had written has been communicated effortlessly back 
to me — arguably, more democratically — via lines and 
colours and shapes. It is a breathtaking transformation, 
words becoming images, breath becoming air.

Every time I am transfixed; my process is reconfigured 
by hers.

The third stage would come later. I would compose 
the dialogue for the panels separately. The (frankly 
unnecessary) boxes would nestle within the borders of the 
visual depiction, giving background information, context, 

history. Priya would then edit these, making them leaner. 
With her gentle touch, I learn important lessons about the 
superfluity of words.

*

With each chapter, the process becomes easier, more 
intuitive. We begin to tread into each other’s territories 
on twinkly toes — I have ideas for the art, Priya has ideas 
for the text, the collaboration becomes so complete that 
we can no longer tell when the form and the content 
have become one organic whole. By the time the book 
is published, both author and illustrator have been 
transformed by their subject — the remarkable Mrs G — 
and each other. 

 It’s been five years now; the marriage is going 
strong; we can’t wait to start a new project together.

Devapriya Roy is the author of three best-selling novels — 
The Vague Woman’s Handbook (2011), The Weight Loss 

Club (2013) and Friends from College (2019). In 2015, she 
published The Heat and Dust Project, co-written with Saurav 
Jha, the story of an epic journey across India on a very, very 

tight budget. The book debuted at No. 1 on the Hindustan 
Times-AC Nielsen list. In 2018, she published Indira, a 

unique graphic biography of Prime Minister Indira Gandhi, in 
collaboration with artist Priya Kuriyan. Roy is an alumnus of 

Presidency College, Kolkata, and Jawaharlal Nehru University, 
New Delhi, where she spent many years apparently in pursuit 

of her PhD on Bharata’s Natyashastra. She is currently 
obsessed with translating Tagore’s Gora into English. She lives 

in Delhi, and is a Senior Writing Fellow at Ashoka University.
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In 2018, in what was 
seen as a landmark 

moment in the world 
of literature, a graphic 
novel called Sabrina 
by Nick Drnaso, 
about a girl who goes 

missing and leaves behind a 
videotape with clues as to what might have happened 

before her disappearance, made it to the Man Booker long list 
for the first time. This novel came out very close to the election 
of Donald Trump in 2017, and, with its stark yet discomfiting 
illustrative style, managed to make a strong comment on the 
environment of fake news and online conspiracy theories that 
muddle the political discourse and ruin personal lives. The 
judges had this to say of the novel: “Giving the changing shape 
of fiction, it was only a matter of time before a graphic novel 
was included.” The jury had recognised that, in the increasingly 
visual times we are living in, the way that readers processed 
information had changed; that the twinning of words with 
images as a form did something to a reader that had to be 
given its due.

It was in the early nineteenth century that the novel as a 
form had become really popular in the West, and publishers 
sold editions of these novels that were often accompanied 
by very detailed woodcuts. In India, in the nineteenth 
century, Bankim Chandra Chatterjee’s books were serialised 
in magazines. Similarly, novels like The Pickwick Papers 
were serialised in magazines with illustrations before they 
were made into books. At the end of the nineteenth century, 
most books were illustration-heavy. Soon after, things took 
a different turn, and publishers seemed to want to make the 
novel appear more cerebral: not something that was merely 
for entertainment, but something that one would engage with 
intellectually. Their solution to that was perhaps to make it 
look very distinct from a children’s book. So, the somewhat 
misinformed notion was that the interaction with a visual was 
not a mature activity, as it was something that children did. 
Soon, what came to be considered as ‘serious’ and more mature 
literary fiction was unfortunately the book without images!

In recent years, however, the publishing industry has 
definitely had to sit back and notice a completely new 
generation of readers that is born into the visual culture of 
Instagram and other apps of the online world that give them 
a more visceral experience, thanks to a constant blend of text, 
sound and imagery. In India, there has, of course, in the past 
decade or more, been a consistent rise in the popularity of the 
graphic novel as a literary form — artist/writers like Sumit 
Kumar, Amruta Patil, Orijit Sen, Appupen, Ita Mehrotra, 
Sarnath Banerjee and Vishwajyoti Ghosh have brought 

A Return of the Image
Priya Kurian

out some fine work spanning different genres, but what is 
exciting as a trend has been the re-emergence of illustrations 
in other literary forms of the book. In the past two years, I 
have had the chance to work on at least two books for adults 
— a book on historical essays (Manu Pillai’s The Courtesan, 
the Mahatma and the Italian Brahmin) and an anthology 
of Indo-Pakistan stories (The Other in the Mirror edited by 
Sehyr Mirza) — that required me to not only make the book 
covers, but also illustrate the inside pages for the same. I 
have also come across at least four poetry books that have 
uniquely integrated art within them. Over and Under Ground 
in Mumbai and Paris by Sampurna Chattarji and Karthika 
Naïr has beautifully rendered black-and-white drawings by 
Joëlle Jolivet (illustrator) and Roshni Vyam (illustrator), Like 
Blood On The Bitten Tongue: Delhi Poems by Akhil Katyal 
has gorgeous art by Vishwajyoti Ghosh, and Amitava Ghosh’s 
Junglenama has stunning artwork by the renowned artist, 
Salman Toor. If I could expand the definition of illustrations 
to photographs as well, there is also the recent For, In Your 
Tongue, I Cannot Fit, edited by Shilpa Gupta and Salil Tripathi.

 Moving to a completely different genre, there is also the 
really fun illustrated cookbook, Cooking to Save Your Life, 
published by Juggernaut, that is authored by none other than 
the Nobel laureate, Abhijit Banerjee, with illustrations by 
Cheyenne Olivier that are not at all instructional, but elevate 
the cookbook to another level.

I feel the signs are that publishers will be looking more 
closely at integrating art and text within the novel, and are 
willing to put more capital into producing these books. The 
emergence of Harper Design as a separate imprint is also a 
wonderful indication of things to come. Writers being more 
open to collaborations with artists and being willing to shed 
the baggage of their books being perceived in a certain way is 
also refreshing to see.

 As a person who thinks visually, I am, of course, biased 
towards seeing more books taking this direction and seeing 
the rise of the illustrated book as a phenomenon in the coming 
times.

Priya Kuriyan is a children’s book writer-illustrator, comics maker 
and chronic doodler. She has directed educational films for the 

Sesame Street show (India) and the Children’s Film Society  
of India, and has illustrated numerous children’s books for various 

Indian publishers. In 2019, she won the Big Little Book Award  
instituted by Parag, an initiative of Tata Trusts, to recognize  

her contribution to children’s literature in India. She lives  
and works in Bangalore, and, in her spare time, makes  

funny caricatures of its residents.

https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/2913742.Sampurna_Chattarji
https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/7232403.Karthika_Na_r
https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/7232403.Karthika_Na_r
https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/71325.Jo_lle_Jolivet
https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/18823428.Roshni_Vyam
https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/14424188.Akhil_Katyal
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Books today compete with a 
multitude of visual mediums, 

short attention spans, and ever-evolving 
technological advancements. Yet, the physical book has survived 

and remains a deeply entrenched part of our lives. 

Book design is an art form in itself. It has improved the 
reader experience and made it more immersive, exciting, and 
illuminating. Additionally, it also helps in making books reach 
out to a wider audience. This holds true not only for illustrated 
books, but also for text-driven non-fiction and fiction titles. 
Photography and art books are a source of powerful story-
telling and serve to become an archive of our times. 

I started my design journey at Penguin Random 
House India as its first art director in 1999. That was 
the time when there was no internet, photo libraries 
or art archives. Today, the world has opened up to 
resources from across the globe, and that is reflected 
in the quality of design we see in our books. 

I feel a tremendous sense of satisfaction when 
books are reprinted with a new cover and we see a spike in 
sales. It’s an endorsement of the book designers’ and artists’ contribution 
to the book trade and underlines the power of visual language.

Visual Art in the  
World of Books

Bena Sareen
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Bena Sareen is an independent graphic designer.  
With a career spanning over two decades, she set up  

the design department at Penguin India in 1999, and, later, at 
Aleph Book Company. She is currently a consulting  

creative director at Aleph Book Company.
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Kenya Hara suggests that “A human being is a 
bundle of delicate sensors”. According to him, “Our 

experience depends on our senses and our senses depend 
on the material. Even with the rise of electronic media 
[...] intelligent people still read the newspaper.” Therefore, 
visual appeal becomes as important as the feel of the cover 
or the entire book. Some designers approach book design 
not merely in 2D, but also 3D, and treat it as an object 
of beauty and function. To illustrate this point, I can’t 
help but mention the masterpiece created by the Dutch 
graphic designer, Irma Boom, for the book, Sheila Hicks: 
Weaving as Metaphor, which is based on the woven and 
wrought works of the artist, Sheila Hicks. It remains one 
of my personal favourites till date. With the narrative 
construction through type and imagery, coupled with the 
politics of viewing, she went on to champion the sensory 
experience on the cover and the edges of the book.

In my view, originality is not in the straightforward 
use of images (from photo agencies like Getty, Alamy and 
so on), but lies at the heart of making. As in the case of 
making a cover, one gets to employ the head, heart and 
hand. This is a philosophy that I believe in, and one that 
has worked successfully for me. In this field of work, one 
must operate with an open mind and realise that they are 
on a grand adventure into the literary world — a world 
of words. I feel, just as the author creates and makes, the 
cover designer should too. For me, a cover or the book 
design should not only be original, but should also have 
an extra edge to make it work and satisfy my creative 
self. One can achieve this through a dramatic crop, the 
placement of type, or a simple play of post-production 
effects. Some experiments in the past yielded successful 
results that have been both rewarding and gratifying. 
This also satiates the artist and illustrator in me, who 
needs to make and create. Moreover, the joy of putting 
an image together is a therapeutic process for me. Truly, 
self-designed cover visuals are the most original images 
that can be used. Some examples of these kinds of covers 

Celebrating  
Bookmaking as a Craft

Gunjan Ahlawat

of books are Moong over Microchips: Adventures of a 
Techie-Turned-Farmer, Eleven Ways to Love: Essays, and 
Republic of Rhetoric: Free Speech and the Constitution of 
India, among others. Some of the designers who built 
on the same practice are Sunandini Banerjee, editor and 
graphic designer at Seagull Books, and Peter Mendulsund, 
designer, author, and currently the Creative Director of 
The Atlantic.

With a rapid surge in technology and a shift in reading 
trends and buying patterns, today’s readers are far 
more informed and educated. They have an appetite for 
something fresh and experimental, which creates newer 
possibilities for visual books. Designers are attempting 
cookbooks, non-fiction titles and illustrated fiction titles 
in courageous ways. The illustrated version of The Bell 
Jar, the anniversary edition of The Room on the Roof, and 
many other reissues of classics are popular purely because 
of the designers’ unique take on visually interpreting the 
existing narratives. Not only did the reissues excite the 
readers with charm and feeling, but offered a new lease of 
life to the books. 

However, all of this is only sustainable when the culture 
of bookmaking supersedes the need for commercial gains. 
At the end of the day, the entire process of designing a 
book is driven by the passion of the designer to make the 
book stand out and be uniquely different without drawing 
attention to itself. 

Gunjan Ahlawat is a multiple award-winning designer, self-
taught painter, TEDx speaker and design educator.  

His overlapping interests in art and literature inform his  
keen interest in visual authorial interventions and  

curatorship. This allows him to shape the visual personality  
of the book at every step of its creation. He strongly  

believes in the art and power of making and, therefore,  
himself constructs most of the images for his book covers. 

Ahlawat has worked closely with Penguin, Faber and Faber, 
Hachette, Little Brown, Hodder, Random House,  

Quercus, Hurst, Scribe AUS, Pantheon and  
Knopf Doubleday USA. Currently, he is Head of Design  

at Penguin Random House, India.
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A Private Space
Sarnath Banerjee

For Sarnath Banerjee, 
reading is a deeply 

private preoccupation that 
is primarily enjoyed in 
isolation. In the following 
piece, he has made drawings 
of four such self-contained 
spaces that echo the private 
world of reading.
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Sarnath Banerjee is a comic book artist and an  
erstwhile publisher of graphic novels. He is currently  

a CAST fellow at the Massachusetts Institute of  
Technology and is based in Delhi and Berlin.
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are interspersed 
with seventeen 
recipes of cake 
by Scott-Goodman. In the book, Kalman 
hand writes the text, making the text a visual element in 
the book. Thus, in the book, text and images become two 
forms of representation; two visual signs that integrate 
and reinforce one another to communicate messages, 
emotions, ideas or visual commentary. 

Yet another cookbook that is beautifully designed by 
designer Josh Williams is Ottolenghi Simple: A Cookbook 
by celebrity cook Yotam Ottolenghi. The concept of 
simplicity, as is emphasised by the title, becomes an 
integral concept of the book. It forms the basis for the 
colour and visual codes that help categorise every recipe 
included in the book. So in the book, ‘Simple’ stands for:

S — Short on time

I — Ingredients: 10 or less 

M — Make ahead

P — Pantry

L — Lazy

E — Easier than you think

The book’s pages are filled with vibrant, delicious 
photography and playful graphics, while the image of a 
large, yellow lemon on the white cover makes it instantly 
recognizable. 

Cookbooks have come a long way as illustrators, 
designers and artists continue to push the visual 
boundaries of what a cookbook can be. It will be exciting 
to see what comes next in this space. 

Shweta Mohapatra is an educator, author, illustrator and 
designer based in India. In her career spanning over 20 years, 
she has made animated films for the Children’s Film Society of 
India and has worked on the show, Sesame Street (India). She 

is a published children’s book illustrator. She works at  
the intersection of technology, education and craft.  

A published author, Mohapatra has written for various 
publications and is a visual archivist of food practices.

Visual Cookbooks

 Shweta Mohapatra

Cookbooks have always been absorbing reads. From 
showcasing beautifully styled and photographed 

dishes, these books have now moved on to becoming 
visual or design books that also tell the personal stories of 
their writers and illustrators.

Illustrated cookbooks have taken centre stage in the 
world of cookbooks. Illustrators are visual communicators 
and picture-makers who construct meanings and 
convey ideas, narratives, messages and emotions to 
specific audiences and readers. Fundamental to this 
process is personal creative expression, the pleasure 
and sheer enjoyment of creative image-making, and the 
interpretation of words and ideas into images. Illustration 
has been defined as the amplifying, enhancing and 
extending of the text, but can be much more than a 
literal translation of the text; it can function as an oblique 
counterpoint to the copy. 

For example, let’s take the cookbook, Salt, Fat, Acid, 
Heat: Mastering the Elements of Good Cooking written by 
Samin Nosrat and illustrated by Wendy MacNaughton. 
When we look at the illustrations in the book, we soon 
realise that it’s a cookbook that could not have been 
photographed. Food photography is largely about 
precision, and Nosrat’s book is all about concepts. 
MacNaughton’s lush watercolours and visualisation of 
Nosrat’s cooking methods are both witty and engaging to 
the readers in a way photographs could never have been. 
She amplifies simple cooking techniques through her 
illustrations. 

The illustrator’s domain is personal and idiosyncratic. 
By being sympathetic to the emotions and rhythm of the 
words, they make effective use of the visual language. 
Illustrations can be life-affirming, absurd, coherent, 
intelligent, beguiling, incisive and visceral; they are signs 
and symbols manipulated to amuse, inform, entertain,  
or educate.

Let’s examine the cookbook, Cake, by writer and 
illustrator Maira Kalman and food writer Barbara Scott-
Goodman, dedicated to cakes and beautifully illustrated. 
In the book, Kalman speaks of her memories of the 
different kinds of cakes that she had grown up with which 
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Kolkata Cliché
Pinaki De

Kolkata and its 
visual quiddities 

have almost 
degenerated into an 
over-used template. 
So, whenever a 
cover brief arrives 

about a fiction or non-fiction book 
based on or set in Kolkata, there is a temptation on the 
part of the designer, goaded with equal enthusiasm by 
the editors, to fall back on similar kinds of images while 
designing its book cover. For example, although Geoffrey 
Moorhouse’s Calcutta: The City Revealed (2000, Penguin 
India) and Strangely Beloved: Writings on Kolkata edited 
by Nilanjana Gupta (2014, Rupa) are born as books 
almost 14 years apart, both have similar freeze frames 
on their respective book covers — a bird’s eye view of 
the cityscape teeming with yellow taxis and hand-pulled 
rickshaws. Already, the hand-drawn rickshaw on the 
cover of Dominique Lapierre’s book, City of Joy, carries 
the legacy of iconic image-making that started in films 
like Do Bigha Zameen and continued thereafter. This is 
not an isolated example. Amit Chaudhuri’s novels like A 
Strange and Sublime Address, Afternoon Raag, Freedom 
Song, or A New World (all published in India first by 
Picador and then by Penguin), mostly about quotidian 
Kolkata, have changed covers with the publication 
of new editions. Most of them use photographs that 
depict dour interiors or crumbling exteriors of a faded 
city. The newly published The Bengalis: A Portrait of 
a Community by Sudip Chakravarti (2017, Aleph) 
just added another Bengali passion — a boy playing 
football against the usual backdrop of a North 
Kolkata façade. Even an experimental book cover 
like Ruchir Joshi’s The Jet Engine Laugh (2004, 
HarperCollins), designed by the inimitable Itu 
Chaudhuri, cannot avoid the mandatory Howrah 
Bridge or the Durga pratima. When Amitav 
Ghosh’s books were acquired by Penguin India, 
it went for a comprehensive rejacketing under 
the watchful eyes of Bena Sareen, probably one 
of the best cover designers in India. The covers, 
otherwise brilliant in execution, inevitably use 
repetitive imagery when they try to depict the 
city. Ghosh’s The Calcutta Chromosome has a 
unique narrative, and is not a usual novel about 

the city at all. However, there is nothing unusual about 
the image of the dead fish on its cover evoking the idea 
of maach-obsessed Bengalis. Even when photography is 
avoided, the hand-drawn painting warps back to the same 
imagery. Indrajit Hazra’s Grand Delusions (2013, Aleph) is 
a case in point.

In my short career as a designer, I fell into the same 
trap. Whenever I got an assignment to design a Kolkata-
centric book cover, I would inevitably search for the 
same iconic images that apparently (re)presented the 
soul of the place. So, when I designed books like Bunny 
Suraiya’s Calcutta Exile (2012, HarperCollins India) or 
Krishna Dutta’s Calcutta: A Cultural And Literary History 
(2012, Supernova), the covers emerged like postcards 
— postcards that are dispatched only too often. When 
retro-themed Kolkata-based books came up, like Sharbari 
Zohra Ahmed’s Dust Under Her Feet (2019, Tranquebar) 
or Hemendra Kumar Roy’s Calcutta Nights, translated by 
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Rajat Chaudhuri (2020, Niyogi Books), I went mad with 
sepia/yellow tones, as if those colours will help to locate 
the book to the past where it belongs. 

I forgot that Calcutta has turned into Kolkata. 
Things have changed. There are new visual idioms and 
vocabularies in the making. However, the book covers 
around the city remain trapped within a certain visual 
paradigm — an archaic, nostalgia-driven world of 
timelessness which inevitably harks back to its glorious 
past and faded present. North Kolkata bylanes, old 
houses, political graffiti, fish, trams, yellow taxis, hand-
drawn rickshaws, Durga idols, Howrah Bridge, Shahid 
Minar, Victoria Memorial Hall, pat paintings — the 
repetitive use of motifs about these places, objects or 
events have reduced Kolkata to a visual cliché. Many may 
argue that this dictum is applicable to any book cover 
that tries to project the essence of any iconic city, as some 
images have the maximum recall value for anyone who 
wishes to buy a book set in a particular city.  Still, I think 
it is time to break out and forge together a new visual 
language that will speak to the present as well as the past 
in a different way. Some attempts have been made, like 
the brilliant covers of Amit Chaudhuri’s book, Calcutta: 

Two Years in the City (2013, Penguin India). The book 
has been re-jacketed quite a few times, each different 
from the other in nuance and appeal. When it made 
its debut, it used a stunning photograph by Saibal Das 
which depicted an almirah full of curiosities. In another 
edition, it uses a photograph of two empty red chairs to 
make a subtle political and social comment, while a later 
reissue just plays around with art deco fonts of the title. 
The covers don’t force the reader/onlooker to immediately 
think of Kolkata, but once it gets the attention, it tries 
to draw him/her within the labyrinthine subtexts of the 
city. I am also fortunate to work closely with the author, 
Kunal Basu, whose cover brief for his book, Kalkatta 
(2015, Pan Macmillan), was precise and simple — to 
create an image on the cover that will not reduce Kolkata 
to its banal repetitive self. In fact, Kunal da’s vision 
for the city was so psychedelic and unique that it also 
changed my perspective of how I look at those spaces. 
Initially we dabbled with surreal night photographs of the 
cityscape shot by Kunal da, and it was only after many 
brainstorming sessions that I came up with the idea of 
the dog-man — a creature that encapsulates the pain 
and tragedy of the main protagonist in the novel. The 
vulnerable eyes of the street dog-man also became the 
metaphor for a city that is slowly becoming a memory of 
its past. It was an attempt to portray the underbelly of the 
city that remains unique despite the cloying proliferation 
of the stereotypes that frequently project it with the same 
pretentious monotony. The city repertoire needs a new 
set of imageries that will let others view Kolkata in a 
completely new light, and it is up to us, the designers, to 
light the dying embers and start a fire.

Pinaki De is a graphic illustrator-designer who 
regularly works for renowned publishers across the 

world. He won the PublishingNext prize for the best 
book cover design in India twice in 2017 and 2019. He 

won the prestigious Oxford Bookstore prize for the 
best cover design in India at the Jaipur Literary Fest 
2017, and finished as runner-up in 2021. His layout 

design on Satyajit Ray’s archival manuscripts has 
drawn accolades from all across the globe. A Charles 

Wallace Trust Fellow, his PhD is on comics theory. 
Pinaki is one of the editors of the prestigious annual 

magazine Longform (Volumes 1 and 2, published 
by HarperCollins and Penguin respectively) and 
also the comics advisor of Mangasia, the biggest 

ever exhibition on Asian comics curated by  
Paul Gravett for the Barbican, London.  

De juggles his creative work with academics,  
as he has a day job as an Associate Professor at 

Raja Peary Mohan College, Uttarpara.  
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Remember 
that recent 

afternoon when 
WhatsApp was 

down? It seemed that, 
for an afternoon, the world had lost its platform 

to speak, if not its language. We all stood somewhere 
between losing the ability to connect and a state of 
disbelief that such a thing could happen. Taking a leaf out 
of that afternoon, would that 
mean that the world would 
be visually paralysed if 
Instagram was down? One 
prays not, but that’s how 
pervasive these tools in our 
palms are. They connect 
us, cohabit in our heads, 
and even create content 
out of us. And these are 
not GenZ things anymore; 
they involve us all. Images 
pop up on our phones, 
both moving and still, and 
demand our engagement in 
a 48x7 cycle. Thus, in this 
process, we are all visuals 
and content in ourselves. 

In a world that is 
engaging with visual 
content more than ever, 
one deliberates the role of 
a visual director — if at all 
there’s a term like that — or 
a designer now, especially 
in the world of publishing. 
When Instagram is the new 
visual library, the visual influencer, the pinboard of our 
zeitgeist, when UX/UI are the more dynamic tools of 
visual expression, how does a designer look at his/her 
position in this ever-influenced world? This is something 
I often wonder.

Talking about one’s early years in practice, work 
and the process, celebrated graphic designer M. Bierut 

Rethinking on the 
Drawing Board

Vishwajyoti Ghosh

said, “What I found exciting was the fact that graphic 
design particularly, design in general, but graphic design 
specifically, is a very social activity. You’re mediating 
between different groups of people.” (Before we go any 
further, he said this in a podcast interview, and I also 
found this in an Insta post.) True, design is a social 
process, or it was, or it should be. It is the same in the 
world of publishing, or it should be. But it takes effort to 
move from the conservative monolith of a ‘cover designer’ 

to that of a designer as visual 
mediator or director, an 
independent department 
of consequence, at par 
with sales, marketing or 
production, and not a 
service provider to the 
editorial side. While some 
parts of the publishing 
world acknowledge that, 
most prefer the status 
quo. In a world where the 
printed word is competing 
with the digital text, 
where CMYK is standing 
up to RGB, where the 
visual is becoming a 
language and the text also 
metamorphoses into an 
image, it is the designer’s 
drawing board that often 
becomes the conference 
room for sales, marketing 
and, of course, the editorial. 
Designing thus becomes 
a social process, but most 
often with that slant of 

‘Dept. of Cover Design and all 
that has to be done’. It may help that way, but increasingly 
not.

In a world where the visual is a language, rather 
a creole of influences and learnings, disciplines and 
preferences, it is also the role of a visual artist or a 
designer to define his/her space as a part of a social 

The book cover, as we know it, should be more than 
a cover. It is often expected to be a visual synopsis, 

a teaser, and in order of one’s preference as it should 
be — a visual statement. The contribution of a book 
cover is no longer a visual topping with a statutory 
photo and the title as a text. The engagement is far 

more complex, with typography, visuals, illustrations 
and photographs all being equal opportunity 

players in this venture. And this, too, is not a recent 
phenomenon, but a larger process of evolution. Art 
directors, designers and even authors have worked 
on forming their visual language over the years, and 
beyond the world of publishing. From Rabindranath 
Tagore, Milton Glaser and Kiyoshi Awazu to Satyajit 
Ray, Chipp Kidd, Paula Scher and Oliviero Toscani, 

the list is long and inspiring. It is this engagement a 
designer looks for and wants to explore the endless 
visual possibilities of, however stunted by the peer 

pressure of trends and emulation
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process — to engage with the text, react and play, and, 
to quote the poet, Dom Moraes, ‘form a language 
from a language’. However, trends and the ‘can-we-do-
something-like-that’ are often the bigger influencers 
that run into the danger of ‘the pretty’ rather than that 
which must be visually articulated. And often, lately, 20 
book covers of the season, by different publishing houses, 
created by different designers reacting to all different 
ranges of texts, end up looking like they are from the 
same school, if not the same design. This happens for 
a reason. Because our collective visual library is bigger 
than ever, our references change by the minute and our 
visual exposure is now diversely influenced — by films, 
posters, public art, memes, gaming, animation, you name 
it. Yet the trends and the number of likes are often the 
momentary influencers of our times.

The book cover, as we know 
it, should be more than a cover. 
It is often expected to be a visual 
synopsis, a teaser, and in order 
of one’s preference as it should 
be — a visual statement. The 
contribution of a book cover is 
no longer a visual topping with a 
statutory photo and the title as a 
text. The engagement is far more 
complex, with typography, visuals, 
illustrations and photographs all 
being equal opportunity players in 
this venture. And this, too, is not 
a recent phenomenon, but a larger 
process of evolution. Art directors, 
designers and even authors have 
worked on forming their visual 
language over the years, and beyond the world of 
publishing. From Rabindranath Tagore, Milton Glaser 
and Kiyoshi Awazu to Satyajit Ray, Chipp Kidd, Paula 
Scher and Oliviero Toscani, the list is long and inspiring. 
It is this engagement a designer looks for and wants to 
explore the endless visual possibilities, however stunted 
by the peer pressure of trends and emulation. 

It is this search from the drawing board, the visual 
social engagement that has also led to the acceptance 
of every publishing house producing graphic narratives 
rather than a niche few. The demand for visual 
engagement is far stronger and the genres diverse, an 
engagement that is now being addressed by thinking 
art directors and design heads, steering strong design 
departments, creating independent design imprints 
within the framework of a larger publishing house. And 
this is the beginning of a visual conversation that may 
be starting from the drawing board but, before it reaches 

the reader, is a conversation that convinces the publisher, 
the management, sales, marketing, and production teams 
as much — more than a collective plea to broaden their 
respective perspectives but also to be a partner in this 
visual world. And this is a welcome move, with the hope 
of realizing engaging visual content, through photo and 
design books, where the visual is the content and not 
an illustrated appendix. This is happening in poetry, 
fashion, cookbooks and photography with a thematic 
diversity that ranges from navel gazing, romance, self-
help and business to the complexities of caste, dissent, 
economics and serious non-fiction. A complex work 
like The Handmaid’s Tale, thus, is a literary masterpiece 
turned film turned graphic novel as much as a work of 
nonfiction like Sapiens. This, of course, is not in isolation, 
not ignoring the efforts before, however old or recent. 

Whether inside a publishing house, 
or in the book store, it is just that 
the space for visual engagement 
is far more enlarged than before. 
Graphic novels and photo books are 
independent shelves in a bookstore, 
no longer slotted in a children’s 
section. It’s cool to read comics in 
the classroom and pen a PhD thesis 
as a graphic narrative on a graphic 
novel, in a world where a particular 
selfie can also be considered serious 
photography. 

And one hopes this is only the 
beginning. We no longer live in the 
future where AI will be our skilled 
better halves, but in a present where 

a painting generated by AI has won 
an award in a Fine Arts competition. The engagement, 
from the reader, the viewer and the creator has and will 
get only more intense, discovering new possibilities 
of visual articulation, creation and interdisciplinary 
collaboration. Hence, for those in the world of publishing, 
including the designers, the visual artists and art directors 
on the drawing board who still dabble in the realm of 
‘Dept. of Cover Design’, it is this moment one needs to 
rethink, and on the drawing board.

Vishwajyoti Ghosh is a graphic novelist, designer and now  
a podcaster at Kissa Stories. His graphic novel, Delhi Calm 
(Harper Collins India), was published in 2010, and, in 2013, 
he curated This Side, That Side: Restorying Partition (Yoda 
Press). His most recent publication is WE Mean Business –  

20 Women Entrepreneurs, 20 Stories (Yoda Press), a  
non-fiction graphic anthology on 20 grassroot women 

entrepreneurs from India. Ghosh has also served as the  
design head at Westland Books from 2018-19. 

In a world that is engaging with visual 
content more than ever, one deliberates 

the role of a visual director — if at 
all there’s a term like that — or a 

designer now, especially in the world 
of publishing. When Instagram is the 

new visual library, the visual influencer, 
the pinboard of our zeitgeist, when UX/
UI are the more dynamic tools of visual 
expression, how does a designer look at 
his/her position in this ever-influenced 

world? This is something I often wonder
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How many 
times have 

you walked into 
a party, met 
someone, forgotten 
their name but 

remembered their 
face? We’re wired for pictures. Most of the 

information our brain processes is visual, and we’re good 
at processing it really fast because we’ve been doing it for 
millions of years. Stories also usually originate as visuals 
in our imagination. The process of writing is nothing but 
translating those visuals into descriptive words that will 
help the reader to see the same things. 

While designing book covers, I realise that it’s not the 
haiku of the story to be told, but the whole heart and 
soul of the author. A book cover is a visual personality of 
someone’s years of work. More often than not, a book is 
judged by its cover. Hence, the cover art becomes a very 
important part of publishing. 

Writers are traditionally ‘word’ people — my 
challenge as a designer is to plug into the power of 
visualisation to create books and book covers that 
translate them visually without sacrificing the beauty, 
creativity and depth of stories and ideas. The aim, in 
fact, is to enhance them in the process.

With so much visual stimulation across mediums, 
it’s even more challenging to create designs that 
compel the reader to pick up a book just on the basis 
of its cover. I believe the concept has to be strong, in a 
way that is suggestive and thought provoking. When I 
design book covers, even the type becomes an image 
for me because people see before they read.

It’s exciting to see so many comics and graphic 
novels being revived in recent years. Graphic novels 
bring stories to life with expressive illustrations that 
take readers on epic adventures. From cartoon-like 
reads to historical novels, graphic novels cover a 
diverse range of stories and can be for readers of  
all ages.

A lot of publishers are doing graphic adaptations 
of some bestsellers. One great example is Yuval Noah 
Harari’s Sapiens: A Graphic History. Adapting an existing 
work into a graphic novel involves more than just 

Visuals In Our Imagination 
Rachita Rakyan 

providing pictures to 
words. Other than 
editing, it’s about 
choosing an aesthetic 
that is true to the story, 
and deciding where 
and how to let the art 
do the talking. 

I recently worked 
on possibly one of 
the most visually 
captivating books 
— Abhishek 
Singh’s Namaha: Stories From 
The Land Of Gods And Goddesses. With its rich 
and captivating illustrations, the book transports you to 
another time and space. It is the first book of paintings 
and stories handpicked from the body of work of author-
artist Abhishek Singh, created over a span of 12 years and 
exploring India’s literature of ancient wisdom.

Rachita Rakyan is the founder of YME design and the 
Drawing Room. She has 20 years of rich experience in the 

graphic design world, specialising in the creation of Corporate 
Identity, Packaging, Books and Book Covers. She also 

provides coaching, consultancy and training to children and 
adults in the field of graphic design and design thinking.
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Long before man mastered the art of communicating 
through language, visual illustrations served the 

purpose. The complexities of language meant that it took 
a long time to document life and its intricate flavours 
— an achievement that, today, 
makes us proud as a race.   

Books, the vessels of 
knowledge, transcended time 
and geographical barriers. 
And yet, the recipe for their 
success didn’t change: great 
written content along with a few 
illustrations and images, bound 
between well-designed covers. 
In a world where we were taught 
not to judge a book by its cover, 
content remained the king.

That concept is almost extinct 
today. In the age of social media, 
a book cover must receive a 
significant number of ‘likes’ on 
Instagram and Facebook so that 
readers feel inclined to hold 
it, flip through the pages and 
appreciate the content. Although 
book designers and graphic 
artists have done exceptional work 
for centuries, the unstoppable social media and its love of 
images have forced us to take book covers more seriously.

The effect of social media, quite interestingly, has 
a limited lifespan. So, for designers and artists, the 
proverbial light at the end of the tunnel remains 
elusive. Realistically speaking, their abilities are seldom 

The Power of Art 
Beyond Book Covers

Priti Paul

recognised.  

Since the prehistoric era, art has served as a medium 
of communication and education. Around three million 
years ago, people from the Lower Palaeolithic period 
engaged in activities that could be interpreted as art. 
From cave wall paintings or parietal art to rock carvings 
or petroglyphs, examples have been discovered from 
sites across the globe. Images drawn by cavemen were 
supposed to communicate with and teach young men 
how to hunt, or propagate a belief, ages before the 
alphabet was born.

The first use of the word ‘art’ from 
the 15th century onwards implies 
that even the Egyptians, Greeks 
and Romans had no defined term 
to describe their magnificent 
monuments, colosseums and 
statues.  

‘Art’ is a post-Norman 
conquest Middle English word 
derived from the Latin ‘ars’, which 
means skill or technique. Plato 
first defined art as ‘mimesis’, 
which, in Greek, means copying 
or imitation. For centuries, the 
primary meaning of art was the 
representation or replication of 
something significant.

 Throughout history, 
illustrations in books have 
demanded something more than 
trained skill. An artist has to see 
beyond the physical limitations of 
his eyes to create images of what 

his brain conceptualises.

It is the mind’s eye that provides humans with an 
advantage over other species. It helps us formulate 
survival strategies and understand complex phenomena.

An illustration can be found in a Chinese copy of 
The Diamond Sutra, the world’s oldest printed book 
that appeared over 1,100 years ago! Preserved at the 

The value of art in books is timeless. From 
cave paintings and scrolls to modern e-books, 
art can drive a message home. The success of 
a book depends on art, pictures, graphics and 

illustrations. The industry needs more  
and more individuals to recognise this… To 

help everyone understand how important art  
is to book production, we should respond 

to the following question: If art is an 
integral aspect of human civilization, is it 

not necessary for books? The definition and 
value of art have evolved over the centuries. 

However, when it came to books, art remained 
a representation of what the author thought 

and was presented in a tangible way for  
others to see and interpret
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British Library, the book is one of the most intriguing 
documents in the world because of its content. Its sutras 
are a conversation between the Buddha and Subhuti, one 
of his disciples. Kneeling on a prayer mat in front of the 
Buddha, Subhuti is the elderly man illustrated on the 
frontispiece of the scroll. The artist undoubtedly made 
the book invaluable and helped readers comprehend the 
sutras.

Most books we read today have appealing visual 
content. The creative canvas has widened. Artists enjoy 
the flexibility of expressing themselves beyond the covers. 
New recipes that make books of all genres appealing to an 
internet-savvy world include intricate artwork, pleasing 
graphics and story-telling images 
in addition to doodles and line 
drawings. From coffee table books on 
art and fashion to comics and graphic 
novels — images and illustrations 
have reached new heights.

From our experience in running 
the century-old Oxford Bookstore, 
we have observed how scores of 
designers and illustrators working 
around the globe and especially in 
India’s publishing industry have gone 
almost unnoticed.

 Nobody can refute the fact that 
a book’s cover design is an essential 
factor behind its success; designers 
and illustrators can make a book 
iconic and usher in its recall. So, 
in March 2015, we instituted the 
Oxford Bookstore Book Cover 
Prize to honour the creative minds 
behind enigmatic covers. Through this prize, the iconic 
bookstore attempts to encourage the extraordinary 
work of illustrators, designers and publishers from 
across India. The award honours designers with much-
needed recognition for their role in interpreting and 
irradiating the content, which ultimately contributes to 
the success of a book. Given out seven times till now, 
the Oxford Bookstore Book Cover Prize has become the 
most prestigious award for book cover designing. Amid 
increasing demand for visual content, such appreciation is 
now more important than ever.

The Oxford Bookstore Art Book Prize, another 
endeavour of ours, begins its journey this year. It is the 
only award in India that recognizes the worth of all forms 
of art coming under the category of art publication. The 
Art Book Prize acknowledges a book’s contribution to the 
extensive realm of art and culture.

Priti Paul is Director, Apeejay Surrendra Group, an author and 
a philanthropist. She is also the creative force behind the  

iconic Oxford Bookstore, and the creator of ABC Desi,  
an alphabet book with a distinct Indian flavour, handcrafted 
using various techniques giving a charming new life to the 

typical ABC book through the revival of the almost lost  
Indian craft of billboard painting. Paul is also the Founder 

Festival Director, Apeejay Kolkata Literary Festival,  
which celebrates books, music, art, film and more  

with the finest creative minds in the nation and world.

The Oxford Bookstore has been pulling down obstacles 
in the path of boosting the publishing sector and 
celebrating every creative achievement in the business. A 
memorable art design, just like a seamless flow of written 
words, is an essential contributor to a book’s success. 
Designers and illustrators, just like the author, can play an 
important role in helping a book achieve immortality.

The value of art in books is timeless. From cave 
paintings and scrolls to modern e-books, art can drive 
a message home. The success of a book depends on art, 
pictures, graphics and illustrations. The industry needs 
more and more individuals to recognise this.

To help everyone understand how important art 
is to book production, we should 

respond to the following question: 
If art is an integral aspect of human 
civilization, is it not necessary for 
books? The definition and value of 
art have evolved over the centuries. 
However, when it came to books, art 
remained a representation of what the 
author thought and was presented in 
a tangible way for others to see and 
interpret.

 The use of art in books has 
persisted as a way to represent 
something concrete as well as a 
notion or an emotion. It has conveyed 
the full range of human experience 
in the pages of books. The beauty of 
this art form somehow whipsaws our 
sense of time. You 
are suddenly 

sucked into 
a landscape the book’s 
author wants us to explore. 
It is for that reason that art in 
books has endured all external 
influences and will continue to do 
so as we move forward.

Most books we read today have 
appealing visual content. The creative 
canvas has widened. Artists enjoy the 
flexibility of expressing themselves 
beyond the covers. New recipes that 
make books of all genres appealing 
to an internet-savvy world include 

intricate artwork, pleasing graphics 
and story-telling images in addition 

to doodles and line drawings.  
From coffee table books on art and 

fashion to comics and graphic novels 
— images and illustrations have 

reached new heights
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Since 2018, Prabha Khaitan Foundation and its 
associate organisation in New York, Jhilmil, have 

collaborated to curate regular sessions of the Kalam 
initiative. After conducting several virtual sessions 
through the pandemic, the first post-Covid live sessions 
in the United States kicked off in style recently. The series, 
which featured the celebrated Indian woman-centric 
writer and manager with the Power Grid Corporation, 
Pratyaksha Sinha, witnessed two events — one hosted 
by the Consulate General of India, New York, and the 

The
Euphony of 
Emotions

saga of three generations of women searching for love and 
trying to be wise with their feelings as they go through 
the journey of life,” replied the author, who admitted 
that juggling two intense careers has greatly influenced 
her writing. “I am not interested in the obvious, 
straightforward narratives. I inevitably tread the intricate 
paths of layered emotions. As a reader, I like to imagine 
and connect with a world full of mysterious allusions and 
intricate possibilities, a world where nothing is right or 
wrong, but things exist just as they are. That is what I try 
to give to my readers.” 

The event concluded with a vote of thanks by Suman 
Singh, who was instrumental in making the Kalam series 
a success in the US.

Kalam New York is in association with  
Jhilmil, Consulate General of India,  
New York and New York University

I am not interested in the obvious, straightforward 
narratives. I inevitably tread the intricate paths of 

layered emotions. As a reader, I like to imagine  
and connect with a world full of mysterious allusions 
and intricate possibilities, a world where nothing is 

right or wrong, but things exist just as they are.  
That is what I try to give to my readers

other at New York University. At the former, several 
renowned dignitaries were in attendance, including A.K. 
Vijayakrishnan, Consul, Community Affairs, and Suman 
Singh, Consul, Head of Chancery, who were representing 
the Consulate. 

Sinha is known for portraying women’s intense and 
complex emotions through her stories and poems.  
The author, who writes to escape professional monotony, 
has 11 published books to her name, including notable 
works like Barishghar and Globe Ke Bahar Ladki.  
Sinha was in conversation with the accomplished 
poet and founder of Jhilmil, Anoop Bhargava, who 
also delivered the welcome note and highlighted the 
Foundation’s many initiatives and the author’s literary 
achievements. 

What is Sinha’s new novel, Para Para, about? “It’s a 

Pratyaksha Sinha and Anoop Bhargava

Pratyaksha Sinha with members 
of the audience

Pratyaksha Sinha interacting with audience members at New York University

NEW YORK
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Not having their own mythological 
tales serialised into memorable 

works of fiction had always been a 
sore point for fantasy lovers in India. 
Saksham Garg, the author of Samsara: 
Enter the Valley of the Gods, came up with 
the perfect solution. An editor at Penguin 
Random House India, Garg conceptualised 
a mythological fantasy novel at the tender age 
of 18, and, over the course of 10 years, perfected 
his craft to produce one of the finest works of fantasy 
fiction that the country has seen in recent years. Released 
in 2022, Samsara offers a thrilling read with a plot that 
is intricately crafted and perfectly executed. Prabha 
Khaitan Foundation hosted a special session of The 
Write Circle in Jaipur with the debut author, who was 
in conversation with Urvi Bhuwania, COO of Siyahi, the 
Jaipur-based leading literary consultancy. The welcome 
note for the event was delivered by Mita Kapur, the 
founder and CEO of Siyahi. 

“Even today, there’s talk of a mythical hidden valley 
in India called Gyanganj,” said Garg. “This is supposedly 
the land of Hindu gods, mythical creatures and immortal 
people. The story is about 10 modern-day individuals 
from India who not only find it, but also reveal to the 
world that it secretly controls India.” Elaborating upon 
his 10-year-long journey, Garg spoke about how the 

Creating India’s Own 
Fantasy Fiction

process of writing the book involved 
in-depth research. “I had to read several 

translations of the Rig Veda to ensure that 
the verses were as true to the original text as 

possible,” explained the author. “The process of 
writing was research-intensive.”

What about the comparisons that have been made 
between Samsara and the Harry Potter novels? “I had 
expected such comparisons to eventually arise,” replied 
Garg. “Having read the Harry Potter and the Percy 
Jackson series as a teen, I have felt that Hindu mythology 
has remained untouched and neglected.” However, the 
author did not shy away from admitting that his editorial 
experience did contribute positively to the creation of the 
book. “For each book proposal that I had to go through 
as an editor, I made a note of the factors that worked 
and didn’t,” he revealed. “I went back to that when I was 
submitting my proposal.”

While marketing has been an important contributor 
to the success of the book, Garg wants Samsara to speak 
for itself, and thinks that word-of-mouth marketing is the 
best kind. Having co-created an audio track to accompany 
the reading experience, Garg hopes for the trilogy to be 

adapted for OTT platforms.

The session came to a close 
with a riveting Q&A round 
with the audience. Mita Kapur 
delivered the closing speech and 
Subodh Sharma felicitated the 
author.  

The Write Circle Jaipur was 
presented by Shree Cement Ltd  

in association with Siyahi,  
Spagia Foundation, ITC Rajputana 

and with the support of  
Ehsaas Women of Jaipur

Saksham Garg

Urvi Bhuwania

Mita Kapur

Nandini Atal and Ajay Atal

Subodh Sharma Meeta Singh

 Rita Nayar  Teena Kothari

Sarojini Hoon

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2yw3ODehLTE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2yw3ODehLTE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2yw3ODehLTE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2yw3ODehLTE
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BHUBANESWAR

Songs For 
Mother Nature

Two pillars have influenced the course 
of Ricky Kej’s life: music and the 

environment. In fact, the Grammy 
Award-winning music composer 
of global eminence has been a 
strong advocate of environmental 
preservation, and was tasked by 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi to 
compose an album that connects 
the environment and music. Thus, Kej 
recorded the album, Shanti Samsara, which 
was launched by Modi at the United Nations climate 
conference in Paris in 2015. Kej also composed music 
for Wild Karnataka, a natural history documentary 
narrated by Sir David Attenborough, which was also the 
first Indian documentary film to be released in theatres. 
Kej spoke about all this and more at a special session 
of Ek Mulakat in Bhubaneswar, organised by Prabha 
Khaitan Foundation. Kej spoke to Parveen Tuli, Ehsaas 
Woman of Nagpur, about his evolution as a musician 
and an environmentalist. Nidhi Garg — who, along 
with her fellow Ehsaas Woman of Bhubaneswar, Vedula 
Ramalakshmi, was instrumental in organising the event 
— delivered the welcome speech. 

Kej believes that living in the North Carolina 
countryside during his formative years sowed the seeds of 
environmental consciousness in him. “Living in a house 
surrounded by forests led to frequent encounters with 
reptiles and insects,” he said. “My parents advised me to 
either run away or kill these creatures. But I was always 
curious to know why these creatures existed if they were 
a danger to others.” This went a long way in fostering his 
compassion and respect for the animal world.

What about music? “My life is centred around 
music,” was Kej’s reply. “My knowledge of music from 

all over the world is owed largely to my father’s music 
collection. Exposure to music was also an integral part 
of my education, as it shaped my cultural and political 
ideologies. Music has the power to communicate with 
people and bring positive changes in society. I want 
to harness the power of music to raise awareness and 
improve environmental and social conditions.”

“India is still finding it difficult to reduce the burden 
of poverty, hunger, gender inequality, malnutrition, 
water deficit and sanitation,” said Kej, when quizzed 
on the nation’s environmental concerns. “People can’t 
care about the environment if they have no food to eat. 
That’s why it’s difficult to find support for environmental 
causes from the masses. So, we must rely on alternative 
ventures like the Zero Budget Natural Farming which 
is a collective effort of the UN, the World Bank and the 
Andhra Pradesh government to eradicate old and harmful 
farming techniques by stopping pesticide and fertiliser 
use and farming multiple crops on a single piece of land 
depending on region, soil and climatic conditions.” 

Kej participated in a Q&A session before Ramalakshmi 
delivered the closing remarks. Ajay Kumar Padhi, 
Commandant SOG, Chandaka, felicitated Kej, and 
Namrata Chahal, President of FICCI FLO Bhubaneswar, 
felicitated Tuli.

Ek Mulakat Bhubaneswar 
was presented by Shree 

Cement Ltd in association 
with Mayfair Hotels & 

Resorts and with the support 
of Ehsaas Women of 

Bhubaneswar

Ricky Kej

Parveen Tuli

Nidhi Garg Vedula Ramalakshmi Ajay Kumar Padhi Namrata Chahal

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i41lQYeFucg&t=10s 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i41lQYeFucg&t=10s 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i41lQYeFucg&t=10s 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i41lQYeFucg&t=10s 
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Bishambhar Newar

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-cChlr4j3y4&t=30s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-cChlr4j3y4&t=30s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-cChlr4j3y4&t=30s
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He has a degree in dentistry, but Ricky Kej followed 
his instincts and pursued his passion to become 

an internationally-acclaimed Grammy Award-winning 
music composer and an advocate for environmental 
preservation. He is UNESCO’s Global Kindness 
Ambassador and amplifies the ‘Kindness 
Matters’ campaign globally. Kej also works 
with other organisations like UNCCD, 
UNHCR and UNICEF. He collaborated 
with the legendary Senegalese 
singer and guitarist, Baaba Maal, to 
compose the UNCCD land anthem, 
Born from the Land. 

Prabha Khaitan Foundation 
hosted Kej at a special session of 
Ek Mulakat in Jodhpur, where 
he shared insights into his musical 
journey, in the course of which he 
has delivered extraordinary albums like 
Winds of Samsara, Shanti Samsara: World 
Music for Environmental Consciousness and Divine 
Tides. He also spoke about his approach to Nature and 
addressing environmental concerns through his musical 
compositions. He was in conversation with Preeti Mehta, 
Ehsaas Woman of Jodhpur. 

Kej spoke to Mehta about some of his musical works 
and his drive to urge everyone to save the environment. 
Among his best works, Kej considers Divine Tides to be 
special, as he got the opportunity to collaborate with 
his idol and legendary drummer, Stewart Copeland. “I 
reached out to Copeland and was surprised to see that he 
liked my music,” said Kej. “We collaborated to record the 
album without ever meeting in person. The album went 

The Heart Of 
Everything Is Kindness

on to top the Billboard charts! 
Meeting Copeland was a surreal 

experience for me. After receiving 
our Grammy Award, he insisted that 

I deliver the acceptance speech. I could 
only think of Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam 

at that moment, which means co-existing in 
harmony with all entities of Nature. We have disturbed 
the balance of the ecosystem. Harmonious coexistence 
is the only way to restore and maintain  
that balance.” 

Why do Nature, compassion and the environment 
always find a place in Kej’s creations? “Music and the 
environment are the two pillars of my life,” revealed 
Kej. “All my decisions are influenced by them. Music 
is a powerful medium to communicate a message and 
instil it in the consciousness of the listener. Take the 
national anthem, for example. Hearing the anthem 
evokes a sense of patriotism every time. It has a 
profound effect. When I realised that, I decided to 
dedicate my craft to conveying my beliefs, personality 
and ideas, instead of chasing money-making projects. I 
want my music to make this world a better place.”

The session concluded with a round of Q&A and an 
interaction with the audience. Mehta delivered the vote 
of thanks and Niraj Sethia felicitated Kej, drawing the 
evening to a close.

Ek Mulakat Jodhpur was presented by Shree Cement 
Ltd in association with Taj Hari Mahal Jodhpur and 

with the support of Ehsaas Women of Jodhpur

JODHPUR

Ricky Kej

Preeti Mehta

Ricky Kej is felicitated by Nitish Sethia

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o5WVyRMQDaE&t=6s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o5WVyRMQDaE&t=6s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o5WVyRMQDaE&t=6s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o5WVyRMQDaE&t=6s
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I am just a musician. Everything for me happens 
through music.” That’s how the Grammy Award-

winning music composer, Ricky Kej, defined himself 
while speaking to Nidhi Garg, Ehsaas Woman of 
Bhubaneswar, at a special Ek Mulakat session in 
Patna, organised by Prabha Khaitan Foundation. 
Kej excels in connecting people with 
Nature through his music. He has 
worked on award-winning projects with 
stalwarts like Sir David Attenborough and 
legendary drummer Stewart Copeland. At 
the request of Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi, Kej even collaborated with 
musicians from different countries to 
record Shanti Samsara: World Music for 
Environmental Consciousness. The album 
was launched in 2015 at the climate 
conference in Paris. At the session, Kej spoke to 
Garg about Indian music and his journey. Anvita 
Pradhan, Ehsaas Woman of Patna, delivered the 
welcome speech to begin the session.

Kej spent the first eight years of his life in North 
Carolina, where he was exposed to a lot of music 
from a young age. “I was always surrounded by good 
music,” he said. “My father had a varied collection 
of works by popular artists and world musicians. I 
enjoyed listening to different artists and their unique 
styles. It was an education for me. I focused on the 
lyrics, and this played a vital role in shaping my 
understanding of different places, people, cultures 
and politics. The identity of a nation and its history 
can be found in music.” Perhaps this is the reason 

why Kej chose to follow his 
passion for music even though 

he holds a degree in dentistry. 

After working on 
commercial productions 
for 13 years, Kej decided 
to switch tracks when he 
realised what his music 

could achieve. “The impact 
of communicating a message 
through music is unparalleled,” 

he revealed. “That’s why I decided to follow my 
heart and write music that’s true to my beliefs 
and thoughts.” Elaborating on Indian music, Kej 
remarked, “No matter how popular Bollywood is in 
India, it’s not as successful as Indian classical music is 

on the global stage. Musicians must explore, 
but they must also remain connected to 
their roots. Copying the West is not the 
right path. Pandit Ravi Shankar achieved 
global stardom by staying connected to 
his roots and culture, which was reflected 
in his music. It’s sad that most Indians 
may know who he is, but cannot recognise 
or hum his tunes.”

Before concluding, Kej spoke about his 
collaboration with the Foundation called 

ReWear4Earth, which promotes sustainable fashion. 
Pradhan closed the session with a vote of thanks as 
Ajit Pradhan felicitated Kej. 

Ek Mulakat Patna was presented by Shree Cement 
Ltd in association with Dainik Jagran, the Navras 

School of Performing Arts, Hotel Chanakya and with 
the support of Ehsaas Women of Patna

History Is Chronicled 
Through Music

PATNA

 Ricky Kej
Nidhi Garg

Anvita Pradhan

Ajit Pradhan felicitates Ricky Kej

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qph4DPhfcCY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qph4DPhfcCY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qph4DPhfcCY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qph4DPhfcCY
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Ricky Kej is not only an 
internationally acclaimed music 

composer and a Grammy Award winner, 
but also an environmental activist. 
Music is his tool for raising awareness for 
environmental protection and to help people 
form a bond with Nature. Kej’s music often revolves 
around Sanskrit hymns and the concept of Vasudhaiva 
Kutumbakam, which talks about living in complete 
harmony with everyone and everything around us. 
To hear more about his motivations, influences and 
progress both as a musician and an environmentalist, 
Prabha Khaitan Foundation hosted 
Kej at a special Ek Mulakat session in 
Gurugram. Neelima Dalmia Adhar, 
Ehsaas Woman of Delhi, welcomed Kej, 
who was in conversation with Shinjini 
Kulkarni, Ehsaas Woman of Noida. 

“I cannot take the Indianness 
out of my music,” Kej said. “So, my 
compositions are a fusion of my 
influences, which include Indian music. 
Ultimately, the intention is to connect 
emotionally with the audience.” Kej 
also believes that Indian classical musicians 
are breaking cultural boundaries and have already built 
a solid reputation on the global stage. Classical music, 
however, fails to reach the masses in India owing to 
Bollywood’s strong influence on the industry. “I was 
heavily inspired by Pandit Ravi Shankar,” said Kej. “His 
music was powerful, and he stayed true to his roots. 
Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan is another personality who had a 
major influence on me. The younger generations are being 
deprived of many classical masterpieces owing to undue 
interference from record labels that still believe the Indian 
audience isn’t intelligent enough to appreciate this genre 
of music. This notion has to change.” 

What about his motivation to raise environmental 
awareness through his music? “Living around a forest 

Melodies That Express 
The Beauty Of Nature

during my childhood led to many encounters 
with different creatures, most of which are 
considered dangerous,” Kej replied. “And 
although killing them was a common 
practice in the area, I refused to accept the 
norm, as I believed that these creatures are 
a part of Nature like us, and an essential 

part of our environment.”

“Music has the power to change the 
world, and I was delighted when Prime 

Minister Narendra Modi met me after my Grammy 
win and insisted that I work on a musical project for 
environmental consciousness,” 
reminisced Kej. “That’s when 
I recorded Shanti Samsara: 
World Music for Environmental 
Consciousness, which was a 

collaboration of 
500 musicians 
from 40 
countries. The 
PM launched 
the album at 
the United 
Nations climate 
conference in 
Paris in 2015. 
It changed the 
course of my 

musical career.”

The evening came to a close 
with a Q&A session with the 
audience, before Anantmala 
Potdar, Ehsaas Woman of Delhi, 
felicitated Kej. Adhar concluded 
the ceremony with a formal vote 
of thanks. 

Ek Mulakat Gurugram was 
presented by Shree Cement Ltd 

in association with Radisson Blu 
Plaza Delhi Airport and Dainik 
Jagran, and with the support of 

Ehsaas Women of Gurugram

I cannot take the Indianness 
out of my music. So, my 

compositions are a fusion of 
my influences, which include 

Indian music. Ultimately, 
the intention is to connect 

emotionally with the audience

Ricky Kej

Shinjini Kulkarni

Neelima Dalmia Adhar

Dipali Bhasin

Anwar Arshi

Archana Dalmia and 
Anantmala Potdar

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KOKjx1JmNZM&t=16s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KOKjx1JmNZM&t=16s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KOKjx1JmNZM&t=16s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KOKjx1JmNZM&t=16s
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Who hasn’t heard of Shashi Tharoor? The serving 
member of Parliament is a former Indian diplomat, 

a public intellectual and a politician, but his showmanship 
comes from his mastery of the English language, his 
wit and his wisdom. His perspectives, knowledge and 
experience are reflected in his writing, which is why he is 
a distinguished and internationally acclaimed author with 
over 20 published books. His latest work, Ambedkar: A 
Life, is a lucid and insightful telling of 
the life of B.R. Ambedkar, the driving 
force behind India’s Constitution. In 
the book, Tharoor traces every strand 
of Ambedkar’s life and expresses his 
own admiration for the father of the 
Indian Constitution. Prabha Khaitan 
Foundation celebrated the launch 
of Ambedkar: A Life, published by 
the Aleph Book Company, at Delhi’s 
Nehru Memorial Museum & Library. 
The evening was graced by eminent 
personalities from different walks 
of life, including Indian dignitaries 
like Justice Madan B. Lokur, former 
Judge of the Supreme Court of 
India, Dr Bhalchandra Mungekar, 
economist, educationist, social worker 
and member of the Rajya Sabha, and 
Karuna Nundy, a renowned lawyer 
at the Supreme Court of India. Neelima 
Dalmia Adhar, Ehsaas Woman of Delhi, delivered the 
welcome note at the book launch. 

David Davidar, publisher and co-founder of Aleph 
Book Company, and Kapish Mehra, managing director 
of Rupa Publications, were joined by Archana Dalmia 

and Anantmala Potdar, Ehsaas Women of Delhi, Shinjini 
Kulkarni, Ehsaas Woman of Noida, Shruti Agarwal, Ehsaas 
Woman of Allahabad, Anindita Chatterjee, Executive 
Trustee of the Foundation and Manisha Jain, Branding and 
Communications Chief of the Foundation, on stage for 
the book’s unveiling. This was followed by a discussion on 
Ambedkar by Justice Lokur, Mungekar, Nundy and Tharoor.

“How do I scale Ambedkar’s greatness 
in words?” pondered Tharoor. “He 
was poor and a Dalit, but he overcame 
these barriers to become the first Dalit 
individual to enter an Indian college. 
He became a professor at prestigious 
colleges and earned multiple doctorates 
in economics, politics and law in the 
United States of America. His writing 
and books are a testament to his 
eclectic mind and sharp, provocative 
intellect.”

How does Mungekar assess the 
contribution of Ambedkar to Indian 
society of the past and future? “After 
independence, Ambedkar and 
Nehru’s intellect and modern political 
approach were pivotal in making 
India what it is today,” said Mungekar. 
“Despite facing discrimination for 

being a Dalit, Ambedkar’s contribution to 
building this nation is unparalleled. He never compromised 
on liberal democracy, and wanted to transform political 
democracy into a social democracy. That never happened, 
and, unfortunately, he got labelled as a hero of the minority. 
Ambedkar even championed women’s empowerment, but, 

How do I scale Ambedkar’s greatness 
in words? He was poor and a Dalit, 
but he overcame these barriers to 
become the first Dalit individual to 
enter an Indian college. He became 
a professor at prestigious colleges 
and earned multiple doctorates in 
economics, politics and law in the 

United States of America. His writing 
and books are a testament to  
his eclectic mind and sharp, 

provocative intellect
— Shashi Tharoor

Anindita Chatterjee, Neelima Dalmia Adhar, Sonia Aggarwal, Anantmala Potdar, Archana Dalmia, Shinjini Kulkarni and  
Manisha Jain with Shashi Tharoor, Justice Madan B. Lokur, Karuna Nundy, Bhalchandra Mungekar, David Davidar and Kapish Mehra

DELHI

Ambedkar’s Vision Is 
His Legacy

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Educationist
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rajya_Sabha
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Supreme_Court_of_India
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5tbr4jDX1B4&t=668s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5tbr4jDX1B4&t=668s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5tbr4jDX1B4&t=668s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5tbr4jDX1B4&t=668s
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sadly, no one remembers that today.”

When Tharoor asked for Justice Lokur’s insight on the 
impact of Ambedkar on constitutional life, Lokur was quick 
to admit that there’s no person in law who does not look up 
to Ambedkar as a great constitutionalist. “It’s not uncommon 
to have constitutional drafts for reference, but Ambedkar 
drafted the Constitution almost single-handedly,” he said. 
“He was an optimist, so he devised a Constitution to achieve 
greater good for the country and each of its citizens, even 
though he faced massive deprivation for being Dalit. That’s 
why Article 21 of the Constitution gives everybody the right 
to live a life of dignity. We must strive for social, political, 
and economic justice to honour Ambedkar.” 

“The purpose of the citizen is the focus of the 
Constitution,” continued Justice Lokur. “There is a 
fundamental right to life and personal liberty. Ambedkar 
wanted the Constitutional morality of the society, not 
just an individual. In that respect, we have faltered in our 

understanding and implementation of the Constitution.”

Nundy took the opportunity to talk about the continuing 
resonance of Ambedkar’s life and teachings even today. “I 
urge everyone to read Annihilation of Caste to understand 
Ambedkar’s intellect and his values better, and how deeply it 
resonates even today,” Nundy remarked. “Baba Saheb’s real 
project was social transformation. Sadly, that transformation 
is absent today. Look at how vile and abusive people are 
towards minorities. What goes viral are instigation and 
hate. This problem needs to be tackled because it leaves an 
impression on the world as to who we are as Indians. So, I 
try not to be a social activist but a Constitutional soldier who 
takes constitutional rights and values and structures them 
forward.”

Before moving on to an interactive session with the 
audience, Mungekar had a few concluding thoughts. 
“Ambedkar laid down the roadmap to a successful 
democracy. But caste is still an entrenched element in our 
social structure. That’s why the condition of minorities is 
worsening.”

Geetu Martolia of Aleph Book Company delivered the 
formal note of thanks to conclude the session.

This session was in association with  
Aleph Book Company

Baba Saheb’s real project was social transformation. 
Sadly, that transformation is absent today. Look at 

how vile and abusive people are towards minorities. 
What goes viral are instigation and hate. This 

problem needs to be tackled because it leaves an 
impression on the world as to who we are as Indians. 
So, I try not to be a social activist but a Constitutional 

soldier who takes constitutional rights and values 
and structures them forward

— Karuna Nundy

Shashi Tharoor, Justice Madan B. Lokur, Karuna Nundy and Bhalchandra Mungekar

Neelima Dalmia Adhar David Davidar

DELHI
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Prabha Khaitan Foundation organised a special 
session of Kalam in the city of Edinburgh in 

association with the Scottish Centre of Tagore Studies 
(ScoTs) to listen to the author, filmmaker, social activist 
and educationist, Mamta Mehrotra, speak on a host of 
topics, the most important of which were issues that 
plague women. Accompanied by her daughter, son and 
son-in-law, Mehrotra also discussed her latest book in 
Hindi, Mahabharat Ki Madhavi. 

Established by Edinburgh Napier University, ScoTs 
is a centre for Scottish-Indian collaboration and global 
engagement which honours the life and work of 
Rabindranath Tagore. It was represented at the event by its 
Chair, Lady Joyce Caplan, and the Vice-Chair, Lord Charles 
Bruce. The in-person event was a welcome change after 
three years of virtual meetings during the pandemic, and 
reinforced the sense of friendship and togetherness that had 

been largely missed during the virtual sessions. 
Bijay Selvaraj, the Consul General of India in 
Edinburgh, delivered the welcome note, while 
Bashabi Fraser, CBE, a poet, children’s writer, 
editor, academic and the director of ScoTs, 
chaired the session. The audience, which was 
a mix of Indian and Scottish book lovers, were 
enthralled by Mehrotra’s discussion on women’s 
issues, which also form an important part of her 
writing and social work. 

Talking about the women in her family, 
Mehrotra recounted how her grandmother and 
mother were all “strong, loving, liberal women” 
who inspired and encouraged her to express 
herself and realise her dreams. Elaborating 
on the story of Madhavi in the Mahabharata, 
she explained why she felt this was a story 

that needed to be shared. In the Mahabharata, 
Madhavi’s plight involved staying youthful after giving 
birth, and being passed around by powerful men to be 
exploited. This was a story of patriarchal exploitation 
which holds relevance even today. Mehrotra’s talk 
generated a lively discussion with the audience, as she 
responded to questions about the struggles of women in 
present-day India. 

In the Mahabharata, Madhavi’s plight 
involved staying youthful after giving birth, 

and being passed around by powerful 
men to be exploited. This was a story 

of patriarchal exploitation which holds 
relevance even today

When did Mehrotra know she was a writer? “I am not a 
writer,” replied the author of 50 books, with a smile. “I feel 
as if someone else writes for me!” Lady Caplan delivered 
the vote of thanks, and the audience at the event certainly 
had a memorable experience that they will cherish for a 
long time. 

Kalam Edinburgh was in collaboration with the  
Scottish Centre of Tagore Studies and the  
Consulate General of India in Edinburgh

Mamta Mehrotra Bashabi Fraser

Neil Fraser, Bashabi Fraser, Abhijeet Chatterjee, 
Bijay Selvaraj and Rani with Mamta Mehrotra

Putting Women’s  
Needs in the Spotlight
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India’s landmark detective television 
series, Karamchand, gave us a 

memorable character in Kitty, and also 
introduced the country to a consummate 
artist. Susmita Mukherjee was destined 
to be successful because of her talent, 
hard work and dedication. Today, she is a 
revered personality that young artists look 
up to. With her book, Baanjh: Incomplete Lives 
of Complete Women, Mukherjee stepped into a new 
role with a piece of artistic brilliance. Prabha Khaitan 
Foundation organised a session of The Write Circle 
where Mukherjee candidly revealed how she made it 
through times of uncertainty. She also shed light on her 
book, which tells the stories of different women. Neelam 
Seolekar, Ehsaas Woman of Pune, welcomed Mukherjee, 
the moderator Ketki Bhatia, Ehsaas Woman of Mumbai, 
and the audience. 

Writing was not a new hobby for Mukherjee; she had 
always been passionate about it, but feared that pursuing 
it could jeopardise her career in acting. 
“I used to ghost-write for my husband’s 
production company,” revealed Mukherjee. 
“I even wrote the screenplay for Surendra 
Verma’s novel Mujhe Chand Chahiye. I didn’t 
crave the credit; it was the pleasure of writing 
that mattered.” 

Bitter Struggles, 
Sweeter Victory  

Mukherjee’s journey towards 
becoming a professional actor was 

replete with challenges. “I worked with 
street theatre pioneer Badal Sarkar when 

I was 16,” she said. “I was convinced that 
acting was my calling, but convincing middle-

class parents isn’t easy. I refused to compromise, and 
my rebellion finally paid off when I joined the National 
School of Drama. But that’s just the beginning. Living in 
Mumbai without friends and money was overwhelming. 
My determination and love for acting helped me 
withstand the difficulties, and they eventually passed.  
And that’s why I have no regrets.”

Baanjh is a collection of accounts from Mukherjee’s 
experiences that she recorded over a period of 40 years. 

It tells 11 hard-hitting but relatable stories 
that will resonate with every Indian woman. 
“The patriarchal imprints in society leave 
women with a sense of incompleteness,” 
said Mukherjee. “They are seen as nothing 
but child-bearers, who need validation from 
men to feel complete. This has to change. 
Women must realise that they create life and 
shape generations and cultures. They have to 
find their best selves and shine bright. This 
process must begin from childhood through 
encouragement and by nurturing their 
imagination.”

When the engrossing session came to a 
close, Sujata Sabnis, Ehsaas Woman of Pune, 
delivered the vote of thanks, and Amita 
Munot, Ehsaas Woman of Pune, felicitated 
Mukherjee.  

The Write Circle Pune was presented by 
Shree Cement Ltd in association with  

The O Hotel, Lokmat and with the  
support of Ehsaas Women of Pune

I was convinced that acting was 
my calling, but convincing middle-

class parents isn’t easy. I refused to 
compromise, and my rebellion finally paid 

off when I joined the National School of 
Drama. But that’s just the beginning. Living 

in Mumbai without friends and money 
was overwhelming. My determination and 
love for acting helped me withstand the 
difficulties, and they eventually passed. 

And that’s why I have no regrets

Susmita Mukherjee

Ketki Bhatia

Neelam Seolekar

Sujata Sabnis

Amita Munot

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u7vKwR2tOQ4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u7vKwR2tOQ4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u7vKwR2tOQ4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u7vKwR2tOQ4
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“We want to be more than ourselves… We want to see with 
other eyes, to imagine with other imaginations, to feel with 
other hearts, as well as with our own… In reading great 
literature, I become a thousand men and yet remain myself.” 

— C.S. Lewis, on reading (An Experiment in Criticism)

Literature is a luxury; fiction is a necessity.” 
— G.K. Chesterton 

“[T]he most important stuff I’ve learned I think I learned 
from novels. It has to do with empathy…” 

— Barack Obama 

“Fiction is empathy technology.” 
— Steven Pinker

“Fantasy is hardly an escape from reality. It’s a way of 
understanding it.” 

— Lloyd Alexander 

These are a few of the great minds who attribute 
some of the greatest lessons in their lives to 
their habit of reading fiction. I could now 
just type, “Here I rest my case” and end the 
article here. But I have so much research 
and its conclusions to cite! Much of fiction is 
concerned with protagonists’ understanding 
and misunderstanding of the beliefs and motives of 
other characters, and is only comprehensible if the reader 
is exercising cognitive empathy (Lodge, 2002; Zunshine, 
2007). Affective empathy has also been proposed as an 
essential component of the understanding and enjoyment 
of fiction (Hogan, 2010). Or take the prominent 2006/2011 
Oatley and team report, which found that the more names 
of fiction authors that participants knew — and the more 
fiction they probably read — the higher they scored on 
empathy tests.

Dan Johnson’s research showed that readers of a book 
called Saffron Dreams — a fictional story of a Muslim 
woman in New York — had greater empathy for people 
of a different race/ethnicity, compared with those who 
read a synopsis of the excerpt, devoid of descriptive prose 
and dialogue. The study participants viewed 12 images of 
ambiguous-race faces expressing varying levels of anger. 
Participants who read the synopsis or the history piece 
tended to categorize the most intensely angry faces as 
Arab. But those who read the narrative showed no such 
bias: thus, showing more racial tolerance and empathy

A meta-analysis of many such pieces of research has 
also concluded the same.

So, both psychologists and thinkers have asserted and 
inferred that fiction reading awakens or fine-tunes the 
reader’s empathetic sensibilities. And why not? Fiction 
exposes us to paragons of complex protagonists stuck in 
multifarious situations that we otherwise would not or 
could not humanly encounter in a single lifetime. While 
reading, we stand by our protagonists, irrespective of 
their age, gender, faith or geographical position. We weep 
and laugh with them; we either embody them or become 
their cheerleaders. This love, fear and anger in our virtual 
world seamlessly extrapolate to our real world. I can say 
for myself, as an avid fiction reader: after completing each 
book, something, maybe a little, does change in me. 

This is where the type of fiction one reads has a role to 
play. Fiction that is more immersive, embellished with rich 
imagery, where one can get lost only to find oneself, and, 

in the process, others — that kind of fiction, in which 
we deep-dive, sans inhibition, into an unsuspecting 

setting — does the magic that pulp fiction can 
barely do. 

This is not to undermine genre-specific fiction, 
though. Watching fiction has a similar effect, but 

reading is more personal. The characters look and 
dress our way, and have our sensibilities — something 

which seldom happens in movies. Books are long forms 
of fiction that worm their way to the very insides of the 
moral and wicked capacity of any living soul (fictional 
or otherwise). How can we lose out on this spiritual, 
emotional, socially cognitive, hedonistic journey of the 
lives of so many, right from the comfort of our rooms? 

Reading fiction is an emotional workout that fortifies 
more empathy than sympathy, because now we know the 
hows and whys of the situation. We are better equipped 
to help people, instead of just barely commiserating with 
them. We can speak up for people, because now we know 
what to say. We can react more humanely, instead of just 
humanly, because we can probably rationalise people’s 
actions and convince others, too. 

So, get up and read — not because it is good for us, but 
because reading is good.

I hope you are convinced that fiction is more than 
elaborate stories or fancy vocabulary. At least now you 
won’t tag fiction readers as socially awkward loners, 
because it looks like they are more capable of ‘reading the 
room’.

— Priyanka Kothari, Ehsaas Woman of Nagpur

Envisioning and Empathy
Can reading fiction evoke empathy in its readers?
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Prabha Khaitan Foundation organised 
its first Delhi session of The Universe 

Writes as a part of the Freedom Project 
of the EUNIC cluster of Delhi at Alliance 
Francaise de Delhi. ‘EUNIC’ stands for EU 
National Institutes for Culture — a network that 
consists of 136 clusters drawn from EU member states 
and their associations engaged in cultural relations. 
Their work involves promoting interaction in the arts, 
creative industries, youth affairs, digitalisation and 
education. 

The Universe Writes, as a literary initiative, facilitates 
interaction between overseas writers and their Indian 
readers. The panel at this unique event was graced by 
eminent scholars such as Professor Ramin Jahanbegloo, 
Executive Director at the Mahatma Gandhi Centre for 
Nonviolence and Peace Studies, and the Vice-Dean of 
the School of Law at Jindal Global University; Professor 
Nicolas Tenzer, the Editor of Le Banquet, founding 
President of the Centre d’étude et de réflexion pour 
l’action politique (CERAP) and the Director of the 
Aspen Institute from 2010 to 2015; and Professor R. 
Krishnaswamy, Associate Professor and Co-Director 
for the Centre for Social and Political Research, Jindal 
School of Liberal Arts and Humanities, who works on 
issues concerning philosophies of the mind, particularly 
in relation to the Israelian phenomenology. 

Are Democracy and Freedom Incompatible? This was 
the title and the theme of the discussion, which was 
moderated by Krishnaswamy. The panellists put forth 
their expert views drawn from their illustrious careers 
in the diverse fields of culture and philosophy. The 
welcome note for the session was given by Stephane 
Amalir, Director of Alliance Francaise de Delhi, 
followed by a formal introduction to the EUNIC by Her 
Excellency Ljubica Pevec, Cultural Attaché, Embassy 
of Slovenia, President of the EUNIC Cluster of Delhi. 

The panellists were felicitated by Neelima 
Dalmia Adhar, Ehsaas Woman of Delhi. 

The session started with the students of 
the Alliance Francaise expressing their views 

on what they understand freedom to be; this 
was followed by their discussion of the various 

political and historical implications of freedom. 
“Democracy cannot succeed unless those who 
express their freedom are ready to fight for it,” opined 
Jahanbegloo. “We may have freedom movements 
without democracy, but to realise or to achieve 

freedom, we must have democracy,” said Tenzer. “For 
freedom, we have to consider three entities: the State, 
the society and the individual. There is no freedom 
without the individual.”

Threats to the ideal concept of democracy in the 
current geopolitical scenario were discussed and 
analysed, and the audience actively participated in 
the conversation. There were also concerns regarding 
the misalignment between the theoretical principles 
discussed and their practical implications. The 
fascinating session concluded with a formal vote of 
thanks delivered by Stephane Amalir.

The Universe Writes was presented with  
Alliance Francaise de Delhi and with  

the support of Ehsaas Women of Delhi

On the 
Subject  

of Freedom
Nicolas Tenzer

R. Krishnaswamy

Stephane Amalir Ljubica Pevec

Ramin Jahanbegloo

DELHI

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qtt9qjPt_JY&t=5s 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qtt9qjPt_JY&t=5s 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qtt9qjPt_JY&t=5s 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qtt9qjPt_JY&t=5s 
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After facing rejection from publication houses, 
Amish Tripathi self-published his debut novel, The 

Immortals of Meluha, and made the first chapter free for 
all to read on digital platforms. The book, which is the 
first instalment of The Shiva Trilogy, was a resounding 
success. His bestsellers have been translated into 20 
languages and are critically acclaimed. Tripathi has been 
bestowed with several awards, and finds his name among 
the top modern Indian writers owing to the research 
he puts into his work, his profound thought process, 
his deep-rooted pride in Indian mythology and his 
liberal, progressive outlook. Tripathi also hosts television 
documentaries, produces films and works as a diplomat 
for the Indian government. His new book, War of Lanka, 
is a well-researched and riveting story that weaves 
together the narratives of the first three books of the Ram 
Chandra series to depict the victory of Dharma over 
Adharma. Prabha Khaitan Foundation hosted a special 
session of Kitaab in Kolkata to launch the much-awaited 
War of Lanka. Esha Dutta, Ehsaas Woman of Kolkata, 
moderated the event. 

The book launch witnessed the presence of Shilpa 
Sethia, the Chairperson of FICCI YFLO, Anindita 
Chatterjee, Executive Trustee of the Foundation, 
Manisha Jain, Branding and Communications Chief of 
the Foundation, Dona Ganguly, danseuse and Ehsaas 

The Different 
Stories Of 
Gods And 

Goddesses

Woman of Kolkata, and Malika Varma, Ehsaas Woman of 
Kolkata. Tripathi was in conversation with Aarti Gupta, 
Ehsaas Woman of Kanpur and former chairperson of 
FLO Kanpur. Sethia delivered the formal welcome note 
to mark the beginning of an engaging discussion between 
Tripathi and Gupta. 

“I was never looking to be an author,” began Tripathi, 
as he spoke about his decision to quit finance and pursue 
his career as a writer. “I was a voracious reader. I never 
displayed any creative abilities in my youth. That’s why my 
friends still doubt whether I have truly written the books! 
The Shiva Trilogy started as a pure philosophical thesis, 
but turned into an adventure. The thesis answered the 
question as to what evil is, and the books were a medium 
to present the idea wrapped in adventure.”

Did the author feel any pressure in writing the Ram 

Aarti Gupta

 Amish Tripathi

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mppltByjDtw&t=15s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mppltByjDtw&t=15s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mppltByjDtw&t=15s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mppltByjDtw&t=15s
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Chandra series, as it’s inspired from the revered Indian 
epic, Ramayana, and because he is known for taking 
creative liberties in his interpretations of mythological 
tales? “You feel pressured if you think you’re a genius 
adapting a foundational scripture,” Tripathi replied. 
“When I sit down to write, a parallel universe opens up in 
front of me. I can see the characters, hear them and feel 
their emotions. It just flows, and I am not trying to adapt 
to anything. That is why I love to 
write. It is the only part of my life 
where I am completely instinctive 
and completely emotion-driven.  
In fact, all of us must do 
something creative to balance  
our rational side.”

Tripathi’s stories have always 
had interesting backstories and 
characters, and the same can 
be said about the Ram Chandra 
series. “To match up to the 
original narrative, you must first 
know what the original version 
is,” said Tripathi to Gupta. “The 
original version of the Ramayana 
by Valmiki does not mention 
the ‘Lakshman Rekha’, but it’s 
mentioned in later devotional versions. Even Ramanand 
Sagar interpreted the idea of the ‘Lakshman Rekha’ in his 
own way while filming the series for television. Writing 

your interpretation of the Mahabharata, Ramayana or the 
Puranas is not an act of rebellion, but an act of honouring 
our gods and goddesses.”

Tripathi also had a few thoughts on his multilinear 
approach for the Ram Chandra series and its characters. 
“The first three books are based on the perspectives of 
the three main characters in the Ramayana: Ram, Sita 
and Ravan,” he explained. “They help you understand the 

philosophies much better. Sita Ma 
as a warrior is not my creation, 
but an interpretation. There is a 
version by Valmiki where Sita is a 
warrior and kills Ravan. Similarly, 
Ravan is not just a thug. He had 
several noble qualities, but his lack 
of control over his ego, desire and 
anger led to his downfall.”

Tripathi gave the audience a 
peek into his future endeavours 
before engaging with them in a 
Q&A session. The evening came 
to a close with Dona Ganguly 
felicitating Tripathi with a kantha 
uttoriyo.

This session of Kitaab Kolkata 
was presented by Shree Cement Ltd in association  

with Hyatt Regency Kolkata, FICCI FLO Kolkata and  
with the support of Ehsaas Women of Kolkata

When I sit down to write, a parallel 
universe opens up in front of me. I can 

see the characters, hear them and  
feel their emotions. It just flows, and 
I am not trying to adapt to anything. 

That is why I love to write. It is 
the only part of my life where I am 

completely instinctive and completely 
emotion-driven. In fact, all of us  
must do something creative to  

balance our rational side

Shilpa Sethi, Esha Dutta, Malika Varma, Dona Ganguly, Aarti Gupta, Manisha Jain and Anindita Chatterjee with Amish Tripathi
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In the world of film journalism, it is impossible not 
to think of Bhawana Somaaya. Her contribution 

to writings on cinema has been invaluable. Prabha 
Khaitan Foundation hosted another session of its 
Kitaab initiative with the renowned film journalist and 
author at The Club, Mumbai. At 
the event, Somaaya’s Letters to Self, 
the translation of Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi’s book Aankh Aa 
Dhanya Che, was launched by the 
veteran Bollywood actor, Anil 
Kapoor. 

Swati Agarwal, Ehsaas Woman 
of Mumbai, delivered the welcome 
note on behalf of the Foundation 
after introducing the author to 
the audience. Somaaya was in 
conversation with Ruhi Walia 
Syal, Ehsaas Woman of Jalandhar. 
Following the launch of the book, 
Ojas Rawal, the noted Gujarati actor 
and poet, recited a few verses from the original work 
written in Gujarati, before Somaaya read out lines from 
Letters to Self. “It is my pride and privilege to recite the 
words that have come from the mind 
of Narendra Modi,” said Rawal. 
He recited lines from poems such 
as Achanak, Patang, Kriyapad and 
Chhodo.

Somaaya underlined the 
importance of reading a book 
in its original language. “When 
a translated book is launched, 
we tend to forget the original,” 
she said. “It is very important to 
feel the presence of the original 
and then the translation.” While 
she read the first three poems, the last was recited 
by Anil Kapoor in English. “The beauty of the Prime 
Minister’s poems lies in the language, which is adorned 

with wonderful vocabulary and a 
philosophic note underlining each 
poem,” pointed out Somaaya.

So what led to Somayaa’s brilliant 
career in film journalism? “I did not 
have a journalist as a role model,” said 
the author. “What started off as writing 
for college magazines eventually led 

to me writing for magazines related 
to the world of cinema.” Once she began a career in film 
journalism, she worked hard to make a mark in her 
field. What inspired her to translate Modi’s book? “The 

Covid-19 pandemic and the fear of 
falling into malaise,” she replied. 
“I was already writing a film book 
when I also started translating 
Modi’s first book, titled Saakshi 
Bhaav. After translating this book, 
I thought that I had gotten the 
hang of his writing. That is why 
I took up translating the second 
book.” 

However, for Somaaya, 
translating is not always an 

easy task — but she did it with 
panache. “There are two kinds of writers — those who 
do translations and those who write original works,” she 
explained. “I combine both. When I do original writing, 

A Journey  
into the World 
of Cinema

Bhawana Somaaya

Anil Kapoor

When I started translating Narendra 
Modi’s works, I had a lot of challenges. 

The biggest challenge was that his works 
presented a male thought process, while 

I am used to offering a female gaze. 
Nonetheless, I decided to keep the essence 

of his voice intact

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=txqbgOJzcAI&t=7s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=txqbgOJzcAI&t=7s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=txqbgOJzcAI&t=7s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=txqbgOJzcAI&t=7s
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I am a free bird, but when I translate, I have to abide by 
the thoughts of my subject. So, when I started translating 
Modi’s works, I had a lot of 
challenges. The biggest challenge 
was that his works presented a 
male thought process, while I am 
used to offering a female gaze. 
Nonetheless, I decided to keep the 
essence of  
his voice intact.” 

Discussing her bond with the 
celebrated actor, Anil Kapoor, 
Somaaya stated that before she 
became a film reviewer, she was 
one of his closest confidantes. 
She supported him when his 
films were criticised. But after she 
started reviewing films, she made 
it clear that she would be more of 
a critic than a friend when it came 
to his work. “The same goes for 

his children, Sonam and Harshvardhan Kapoor,” declared 
Somaaya. “Anil knows this, and he takes everything in 

his stride. He has never confronted 
me. This work is not about 
false praises, it is about sharing 
creativity, a space, and  
a mindset.”

Do the mood swings or the 
emotional turbulence of actors 
during interviews affect Somaaya? 
“Cinema is the most sensitive 
medium, because it involves 
sound, image, emotion, music 
and words,” she explained. “Film 
artists are the most sensitive 
people. As a person who is 
meeting them, I am sensitive to 
their moods. Sometimes you carry 
back their anxieties and fears 
related to a film or a relationship. 
But you cannot park everything 

in your heart. You park it in your 
subconscious, and it helps you somewhere in your art. 
Everything is about art eventually.” 

The session came to a close with a Q&A round with 
the audience. The formal vote of thanks was delivered 
by Karishma Mehta, Ehsaas Woman of Mumbai, while 
Priyanka Khanna presented gifts as tokens of appreciation 
to Somaaya and Kapoor. 

This session of Kitaab Mumbai was presented by Shree 
Cement Ltd in association with Lokmat, Fingerprint and 

with the support of Ehsaas Women of MumbaiOjas Rawal Priyanka Khanna

 Swati Agarwal, Karishma Mehta and Ruhi Wali Syal with Bhawana Somaaya and Anil Kapoor

MUMBAI

Cinema is the most sensitive medium, 
because it involves sound, image, emotion, 

music and words. Film artists are the 
most sensitive people. As a person who 
is meeting them, I am sensitive to their 
moods. Sometimes you carry back their 

anxieties and fears related to a film  
or a relationship. But you cannot  
park everything in your heart. You  

park it in your subconscious, and it  
helps you somewhere in your art. 
Everything is about art eventually
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“Most of the women characters portrayed 
on television are looking to find a good 
husband and win the family over. This limits 
the scope of a woman’s potential and needs.” 
These were the hard-hitting words 
of Astha Arora during a special 
session of Tête-à-Tea organised 
by Prabha Khaitan Foundation 
on the YouTube page of Kahalli. 
Arora, the head of film and 
digital content at Purple Pebble 
Pictures in India, is a well-known 
personality in the world of films, 
web series and entertainment. 
She had some sharp insights on 
the female gaze in mainstream 
cinema as she spoke to Advaita 
Kala, screenwriter and creator 
of Kahalli. Nidhi Garg, Ehsaas 
Woman of Bhubaneswar, 
delivered the welcome speech 
and introduced the speakers. 

“I jumped from television 
to OTT platforms to create the 
kind of content I would be able to relate to or believe 
in,” said Arora. “Television has its benefits, 
but on Indian television, women are 
stereotypically portrayed as doing chores, 
and such depictions are popular even now. 
Sadly, even creative teams consisting of 
women have been propagating traditional 
roles for women. We are so accustomed 
to seeing women through the traditional 
male gaze that even other women have been 
conditioned to share that perspective.”

Arora then spoke about the OTT arena. “The problem 
arises when business becomes more important than 
creativity,” she said. “Women who played regressive roles 

Changing How Women 
Are Portrayed On Screen

on television have usually been paid better than 
others. OTT, on the other hand, targets a new 

India — the urban, younger India that has 
evolved viewing global content. Today, 
across all platforms, we are lucky to have 
an audience that accepts a scenario where 
the ‘bahu’ walks out of the house if she is 

wronged — something that was considered 
blasphemous a few years ago.”

Arora also hopes that the next trend in global 
entertainment will be Indian 

content. “There is no dearth of 
stories in India, but there is so 
much diversity that we cannot 
appease everyone with one 
source of content,” she said. 
“The diversity in India calls for 
diverse content. The viewers get 
variety, and the world gets to see 
different parts of India. Instead 
of emulating the West, we need 
to find local, original stories 
that can also connect with the 
global audience. Producers 
are looking for good stories. 
Female-centric content is being 
appreciated, as women are 
voicing their opinions to change 
the patriarchal culture.”

The speaker expressed her 
concerns over the psychological struggles 
of young women in the age group of 15 
to 24, many of whom are facing mental 
health issues but don’t know how to deal 
with them. “That’s why mainstream films 
like Dear Zindagi, that feature big names 
like Shah Rukh Khan and Alia Bhatt, can 
help raise awareness about the need for 
psychological counselling,” she concluded. 
Garg ended the enlightening session with 

a formal vote of thanks.

This session of Tête-à-Tea was presented by  
Shree Cement Ltd in association with Kahalli

The problem [in TV content creation] 
arises when business becomes more 

important than creativity. Women who 
played regressive roles on television have 
usually been paid better than others. OTT, 
on the other hand, targets a new India — 
the urban, younger India that has evolved 

viewing global content. Today, across 
all platforms, we are lucky to have an 

audience that accepts a scenario where 
the ‘bahu’ walks out of the house if she is 

wronged — something that was considered 
blasphemous a few years ago

Astha Arora

Advaita Kala

Nidhi Garg

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OsBy-iU2nDI&t=29s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OsBy-iU2nDI&t=29s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OsBy-iU2nDI&t=29s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OsBy-iU2nDI&t=29s
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Having served for 36 years in the Indian Foreign 
Service, Navdeep Suri is a noted diplomat 

who has been on India’s diplomatic missions to 
Cairo, Damascus, Washington, Dar es Salaam and 
London, and has served as India’s Consul General in 
Johannesburg.

Prabha Khaitan Foundation organised a session 
of An Author’s Afternoon in Kolkata with Suri, 
where he discussed global politics, diplomatic issues, 
the Jallianwala Bagh massacre and the turmoil in 
India after Partition, drawing from the legacy of his 
grandfather, Nanak Singh, the venerated Punjabi 
songwriter, novelist and poet. Suri was in conversation 
with the renowned businessman and entrepreneur, 
Manoj Mohanka. Shefali Rawat Agarwal, Ehsaas 
Woman of Kolkata, delivered the formal welcome 
speech and introduced the author and the moderator to  
the audience. 

An ardent scholar and writer, Suri took it upon 
himself to translate several of his grandfather’s most 
renowned novels such as Pavitra Papi and Adh Khiria 
Phul, and also translated Singh’s lost poem, Khooni 
Vaishakhi. One of his latest works is the translation of 
Nanak Singh’s novel, Khoon De Sohile, into English, 
titled Hymns in Blood. Praising his expertise in 
translation, Mohanka observed that the author has 

managed to capture the soul of the original work, 
which provides important insights into the violence 
that took place during Partition. 

“My grandfather struggled to support his family 
after the death of his own father,” remarked Suri. 
“My grandfather was born Hans Raj (a Hindu). He 
converted to Sikhism and, under the influence of a 
pious Sikh guru, took the name Nanak Singh. He had 
a talent for music and a penchant for verse. With the 
zeal of a new convert, he wrote a book of verses in 
praise of the Sikh gurus. The book, published in 1918, 
is called Satguru Mehma. This book of verses, set to the 
tune of popular songs back then, gained popularity and 
became his source of financial sustenance. He became 

Honouring the 
Life of an Icon

Navdeep Suri

Manoj Mohanka

KOLKATA

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y2Pj8M6BHwg&t=49s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y2Pj8M6BHwg&t=49s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y2Pj8M6BHwg&t=49s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y2Pj8M6BHwg&t=49s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y2Pj8M6BHwg&t=49s
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When Nanak Singh wrote Khooni 
Vaisakhi, on the Jallianwala Bagh 
massacre, he knew that he was 

writing for posterity. The poem is a 
chronological account of the first 14 

days after the massacre in April 1919. 
It beautifully captures the mood of the 
city, from the time that the Rowlatt Act 
is brought into force to Gandhi’s call for 

satyagraha to protest against the Act, 
and the aftermath of the massacre. 

The poem also speaks of the stories of 
brotherhood between the Hindu, Sikh 
and Muslim communities, which now 

seem to be on the wane

My grandfather was born Hans Raj (a 
Hindu). He converted to Sikhism and, 

under the influence of a pious Sikh guru, 
took the name Nanak Singh. He had 

a talent for music and a penchant for 
verse. With the zeal of a new convert, 
he wrote a book of verses in praise of 
the Sikh gurus. The book, published in 

1918, is called Satguru Mehma. This book 
of verses, set to the tune of popular 
songs back then, gained popularity 
and became his source of financial 

sustenance. He became famous, as his 
book sold lakhs of copies at that time

famous, as his book sold lakhs of copies at that time.”

However, central to Nanak Singh’s experience 
was the Jallianwala Bagh massacre. In 1919, he was 
in Amritsar, and went to Jallianwala Bagh with two 
friends to protest against the Rowlatt Act. He was 
knocked unconscious in the stampede when the 
firing at the crowd started. Nanak Singh lost his two 
friends to the tragedy, and was left among the dead. 
He walked away from there, and, after recovery, 
wrote a long, heart-wrenching poem called Khooni 
Vaisakhi. It was first published in May 1920, and was 

immediately banned. After its absence from the public 
eye for 60 years, Suri translated the book in 2020, on 
the centenary year of the massacre. 

Suri followed up this recounting of history with 
excerpts from Khooni Vaisakhi: A Poem from the 
Jallianwala Bagh Massacre,1919, which starts with 
an invocation to Guru Gobind Singh. “When Nanak 
Singh wrote this poem on the Jallianwala Bagh 
massacre, he knew that he was writing for posterity,” 
said Suri. “The poem is a chronological account of 
the first 14 days after the massacre in April 1919. It 
beautifully captures the mood of the city, from the 
time that the Rowlatt Act is brought into force to 
Gandhi’s call for satyagraha to protest against the 
Act, and the aftermath of the massacre. The poem 
also speaks of the stories of brotherhood between the 

Hindu, Sikh and Muslim communities, which 
now seem to be on the wane.” 

The session came to a close with the author 
participating in a Q&A round with the audience. 
Agarwal delivered the formal vote of thanks 
on behalf of the Foundation, while Suri and 
Mohanka were felicitated by the author and poet 
Mrityunjay Kumar Singh.

An Author’s Afternoon was presented by Shree 
Cement Ltd in association with Taj Bengal Kolkata 

and The Telegraph Online—My KolkataShefali Rawat Agarwal Mrityunjay Kumar Singh

KOLKATA
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It was only in 1979, after years of oppression, violence 
and discrimination against women, that the world 

began to wake up to its blunders, and the Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
Against Women (CEDAW) was adopted by the United 
Nations. The CEDAW was an international bill of rights 
for women, consisting of a Preamble and 30 Articles 
which defined what constituted discrimination against 
women, and set up an agenda for national action to end 
such discrimination. This was the beginning of a series of 
actions that have been taken since to alleviate the plight 
of women across the world, and is one of the many steps 
taken that aim at providing reparations to women for the 
centuries of crimes committed against them. Nonetheless, 
violence against women continues to plague our world, 
and women in all countries continue to be the victims of 
various violent offences.

Violence against women is defined by the UN as “any 
act of gender-based violence that results or is likely to 
result in physical, sexual, or mental harm or suffering 
to women, including threats, coercion, or arbitrary 

Standing Up 
For Women

deprivation of liberty, whether in public or private life”. 
While the definition of the act is a mouthful, the idea of 
it is quite simple; violence against women is any act that 
seeks to harm and restrict women both in their public  
and private lives. 

Through resolution 48/104, the UN General Assembly 
adopted the Declaration on the Elimination of Violence 
against Women on December 20, 1993. However, it was 
only on February 7, 2000, that the General Assembly 
adopted resolution 54/134, officially designating 
November 25 as the International Day for the Elimination 
of Violence Against Women. This day had been selected 
as an occasion to honour the Mirabal sisters — the three 
political activists from the Dominican Republic who 
were murdered in 1960 by the country’s ruler, Rafael 
Trujillo. Since those murders, and since the adoption of 
various measures to eliminate violence against women, 
not much has changed for women across the world, who 
are subjected to unimaginable crimes. The UN reports 
that across the world, 736 million women have suffered 
intimate partner violence or non-partner sexual violence 
or both. A significant part of the violence against women 
is perpetrated by current or former husbands or intimate 
partners, and 640 million women aged 15 and older 
have been abused by intimate partners. In fact, almost 
one in four adolescent girls in the age group of 15-19 
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have experienced physical and sexual violence from an 
intimate partner or husband. Moreover, it has been found 
that, globally, violence against women disproportionately 
affects low and lower-middle-income countries and 
regions. About 47,000 (58%) of the 81,000 women 
and girls killed worldwide in 2020 were murdered by 
intimate partners or family members. Covid-19 has only 
intensified this kind of violence. The pandemic has been 
linked to a significant increase in reports of domestic 
violence to helplines, women’s refuges or shelters, and 
the police in different countries. These numbers do not 
simply remain numbers; they are lived experiences of 
violence suffered by women everywhere.

Most recent in public memory is the tragic death of 
Mahsa Amini, a 22-year-old Iranian woman. She was 
beaten into a coma by Iran’s ‘morality police’ for wearing 
the hijab ‘inappropriately’, and died in 
custody on September 13, 2022. Her 
death sparked protests across the 
country; according to Iran Human 
Rights, a minimum of 402 protesters 
have been killed, out of which, at least 
43 were children. While the actual 
numbers remain unknown, Human 
Rights Activists News Agency points out that 
approximately 16,800 people have been arrested. 
Along with daily news reports emerge the stories 
of all the women, girls and children 
who had been killed because of 
police brutality.

Closer home, the grisly 
murder of Shraddha 
Walkar by her live-in 
partner serves as a stark 
reminder of the 
UN’s report on 
violent crimes 
against women 
by intimate 
partners. It 
reminds us that, 
even though our 
society is supposedly 
moving forward, the safety 
of women remains a low 
priority for policymakers. Thus, it 
becomes imperative for us to make our 
society a safer place for women through 
activism and responsible acts as citizens.

Keeping in mind the role that all of us 
play in ensuring the elimination of 

violence against women, 
the 2022 theme for 
International Day for the 
Elimination of Violence 
Against Women is 
‘UNITE! Activism to End 

Violence against Women 
& Girls’. Led by the UN 

Secretary General and UN 
Women, the campaign is a 16-

day initiative of activism which 
concludes on December 10, 

the International Human 
Rights Day. The aim of 
this campaign is to not 
only call global attention 
to challenges to women’s 
safety, but to bring 
together all of society to 
stand in solidarity with 

women’s rights struggles 
across the world, and to fight crimes 

against women. Prabha Khaitan 
Foundation believes in this vision, 
and dreams of a world where 
safety is a non-negotiable right  

for every woman.

ARTWORK BY SUDIPTA KUNDU

The UN reports that across the world, 736 million 
women have suffered intimate partner violence or 

non-partner sexual violence or both. A significant part 
of violence against women is perpetrated by current 

or former husbands or intimate partners, and 640 
million women aged 15 and older have been abused 
by intimate partners. Almost one in four adolescent 

girls in the age group of 15-19 have experienced 
physical and sexual violence from an intimate partner 

or husband. The pandemic has been linked to a 
significant increase in reports of domestic violence  
to helplines, women’s refuges or shelters, and the 

police in different countries. These numbers do not 
simply remain numbers; they are lived experiences  

of violence suffered by women everywhere
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