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The Magical, the Frivolous and the Ideological

 A few weeks ago, Sushil from Bhopal had invited me to speak on the occasion of 

Chakmak and I had put down some thoughts there.  And I will borrow a few notes from 

that particular interaction.  Essentially I have tried and summarized by responses in a 

brief note that I had written for the seminar where an observation that I have to make 

is that we live in a time; when I say we I guess all of us here all of us here in this audi-

ence, we live in a time where we have plenty with us and plenty of choices and when 

one has lots of choices life does become at times somewhat meaningless and it is a ques-

tion about what you may call as an existential question.  Because though I may write 

a story; like Kaushik said that I might enjoy my writing very much and yet not know 

whether it is really good or somebody else likes it or not.  I think one of the crises of our 

times is that there are people who want to create, who want to get a sense of fulfillment 

through the act of creation.  But who is the audience for all our creative work and sup-

posedly there is an audience because publishers are selling books and making profits 

and all of that.  But one suspects that like Jinan was mentioning in his talks that it is 

always sort of a very systematic industry and what is the true significance of whatever 

is created and whatever is consumed deserves scrutiny, at least that’s how I feel about it.  

And I must bring to these observations I have another person, Gieve Patel in some way 



is connected with and that is Krishnamoorti.  Krishnamoorthi has been a person who 

I have had the privilege to listen to when I was a student and there is one line which 

Krishnamoorti said which has stayed with me for a very long time.  And essentially he 

says, that we as human beings are super advanced in many ways but in many other 

ways we are still as primitive as we ever were.  And he says for instance that thought is 

divisive and through that thinking we can never really comprehend the world and so 

on.  So there are these kinds of philosophical questions which have always been with 

me when I have sought to create anything at all.  

 One hesitation has been should I create something which adds to the almost 

chaotic piles of nonsense that perhaps exists.  And may be Anushka’s response is in a 

sense a response to the nonsense in your version of nonsense, in some way it’s like a 

Borges kind of library of sorts.  I thought therefore that the performance that we did in 

the morning with Nimish and it was almost unnoticed was for me a very meaningful 

act that there were two or three people who perhaps saw it.  It was a meaningful act 

because the two of us conspired about that and even before the performance was done; 

it was over because we had had our kicks from that, you know.  Essentially the perfor-

mance was that he is surrounded by a pile of books and he is going through this book 

which is actually full of blank pages.  I spoke about this idea with Nimish; he immedi-

ately warmed up to it because when he was studying here, these words, “blank space”, 

are words that he often used.  And for me this has a connotation of a lot of space, a lot 

of emptiness, Chinese paintings in some sense.  I love blankness, emptiness, looking 

out of the window and not thinking of anything particular and for me at times it does 

seem that making paper now at this point is far more interesting than writing books 

which I have done in the past and let somebody else write the book.  Because the act of 

making paper is perhaps a meditative sort of an act where you’re kind of pulping cotton 

rags, putting it in water, taking it out, putting it up to dry and it is a physical act.  Jinan 

was talking of senses.  And when we are doing books we are possibly pushing an ideol-

ogy or whatever and after sometime you don’t want to do anything anymore of that 

anyway because there are piles of that anyway.  You know maybe ideologies can’t really 

be transmitted through books; they’re possibly a realization of sorts.  And I happened 

to be at a point in my life now where I’m questioning what I have been doing.  I have 

been doing books and typically I have done book in a year just because I felt like doing 

a book and no more.  And I have of course in my early years shown them to publishers 

who liked it very much but were reluctant to put their money behind it and understand-



ably.  And therefore I learnt to put whatever funds I had to print my own books and I 

never sold them.  For me the whole joy was in the making of the book and in the sharing 

of the book with somebody who appreciated that.  So almost by accident I fell into the 

world of artists, books and limited edition without wanting to be snooty to start off with; 

in some sense I was snooty by accident almost.  That has continued to this day and just 

as an experiment I did something interesting with this project, I reprinted an old book I 

had done as a limited edition book and which is the book which was slipped into your 

bag, The Rain Tree Book with a friend.  And the printer printed a thousand copies, he 

said he had made some errors and the ink was not quite nice in places and it sort of was 

not the same as working with a screen printer and making a few of those books some 

ten years ago.  

 I wonder what really does a book serve, in that sense if I may recall few lines of 

a poem of Ozymandias, where the king is looking at the desert and he sees the statue of 

the king in the sands, he sort of speaks of the ravages of time and the sheer meaningless 

of our lives.  So in that sense even if the book gets printed and disseminated and so on, 

does it have the same value and the simple joy that I got if I just made a few copies of 

the book.  I seem to incline to the point of view that we have lost that part in our lives.  

Where we have lost the art of simple joys.  So for me book making is not about the book 

so much but about an experience of doing something that you enjoy tremendously.  

And lately I have been working on the wheel, I’m a potter actually, I would like to call 

myself a potter more than a bookmaker now.  And for me it’s not in pottery also, in 

some sense it’s in the process of being involved in a quiet sort of way in the light of the 

rather chaotic external nature of all our lives, I think you know.  It’s a sort of a device 

that one has stumbled up on to protect oneself from the madness.  So for instance, the 

one reason why I love Tara Books is they seem to share a little bit of what I have been 

speaking of and the care that they take in the production of their books.  And people 

often say that these are out of reach for most people because their prices are so high, 

for me it doesn’t at all matter what the price is.  That doesn’t come into consideration 

at all because I know for a fact, because I have seen it that there are ten young Tamil 

men working, enjoying their process of hand making, printing and hand binding very 

meticulously, very neatly because I have tried; when I wanted to replicate what Tara 

has done in some parts of India, I found that most screen printers can’t do what they 

do.  They are all screen printers but they can’t do what they do because of the care that 

Tara takes and after a lot of searching I’ve stumbled upon another friend who helped 

me with the new book.  



 So to me one of the questions of our times and one of the aberrations of our times 

is an over emphasis on the economic parameter of everything.  Everything gets finally; 

you know the bottom line seems to be money and I almost instinctively am resistant 

to any such notion of working.  I almost instinctively dismiss any one who somewhere 

brings in that aspect of life.  For me it’s not interesting; if that’s what interests you well 

I’m not interested.  And for me for instance I have reacted in a sense to the same notion.  

I find the center that I work in the word industry, in the name of the center somewhat 

outdated for our times.  It’s a modern notion in postmodern times.  And  I call the 

corner of the pottery studio the corner of resistance against all things industrial in some 

sense.  And I feel that the postmodern society is actually in some sense wanting to go 

back to what the tribals really love; they want to be human, so the notion of putting a 

structure to the seminar of making formal talks, for me is outdated.  I was joking, I say 

that please come we will go on a trek and I’m sure it will be far more rich than all these 

kinds of structured nonsense.  And it’s with great difficulty that these ideas are still not 

accepted because I think people are afraid in some sense.  Thanks to the generosity of 

Mr. Ratan Tata that we are having a wonderful seminar and one feels guilty in some 

sense if you enjoy. I feel that’s not at all the way to look at it, one can be deeply grateful 

to Ratan Tata for his generosity and his big heartedness and at the same time one can 

enjoy truly.  So if one is in some sense  honest, there is absolutely no notion of having 

to prove anything at all.  So if all people came together and really said what they felt 

like instead of saying what they thought should be said I think it would be far more 

meaningful forum for interaction and one hopes that the Dumroo Project does become 

a model where people who love working in these areas gather annually in a sorts like 

we create a new festival like many of the earlier festivals I think were created by people.  

I am sure for instance like the Ganpati festival which is so popular in Maharashtra was 

created with a thought in some sense, it just didn’t happen.  And perhaps new festivals 

are necessary and one simple idea has been at least to get a few writers, illustrators, 

artists, educators, do nothing people to get together once in a while just to rub shoul-

ders, chat, have tea, coffee etc. and exchange notes and that’s about it and then you go 

back.  And I’m sure you go back charged.  And I think for instance TED does this, I’m 

sure you’ve all heard of TED talks, they sort of get together people who have thought 

about things and I’m sure all of us we have that quality of being incisive, of being clear; 

but somewhere we goof up and that’s where we become like the emperor who suddenly 

wants to sort of pretend that he is wearing clothes.  And it is this quality of being child-

like which has always interested me.  



 With that said, I think I will just share a bit of my work and I will stop there.  

That’s the old book, “Circle of Faith” which Tara had done.  I, at some point also started; 

I like to write and draw both and I do both.  Though at some point I started to be inter-

ested in some of the visual at tradition of India.  I could sort of share the books after-

wards also.  I will quickly go through the tale.  The tale is wonderful.  So I was telling 

you that at some point I started getting interested in the work being done by tradi-

tional visual artists and somehow again because in the manner in which our systems 

are structured, the traditional arts and the traditional artists and the people who are 

very skilled somehow come to be regarded as lesser people than the people who have 

degrees.  So that realization that Jinan also speaks of and it dawned in at some point 

and I worked with a miniature artists for one month training with him to copy and 

imitate and I quite like what Patrick in some sense spoke, we begin in some sense by 

imitating because there is a teacher, there is a person who knows in some sense and you 

don’t.  And that sense of rigor which is often missing in a lot of present day approaches 

of so called freedom, I think one often suffers from; because it is within a framework 

that one can truly be creative.  

 I spent some time with this miniature painter and then I later got interested in 

some of the visual art traditions where I come from.  And I worked with a person, Rad-

hyasham Rao who did this absolutely beautiful painting of a really mind-blowing story.  

And for me it has often been always a sense of connection with the story that is pro-

pelled over and I will just quickly tell you the story.  It is an old story it is not an original 

story.  I read it in a book and it stayed with me and I met this young painter by acci-

dent and we thought we would do this for the story and that’s how the book happened.  

The story is about Vishnu, who one day wants to visit Shiva who stays in Kailash and 

Vishnu tells Garuda who is the divine vehicle to take him to Kailash and Garuda takes 

him there and drops him there and he is admiring the beauty of the Himalayas and at 

that time Yama arrives on his buffalo; Yama is the god of death.  And Garuda is actu-

ally admiring a colorful bird and Yama casts a glance at the little colorful bird and goes 

in to meet Shiva.  Garuda obviously is a divine bird; he knows that possibly this means 

that the time for the little colorful bird to die is near.  And he is very disturbed because it 

feels it is such a pity that the little bird has to die.  And he wants to do something to save 

the bird’s life.  But being a divine bird, he is caught in a dilemma whether it is proper 

to interfere in the scheme of things.  And caught in this dilemma he finds this sense of 

compassion, wins and takes the little bird and flies over hills and rivers and valleys and 



drops this little bird in a bush next to a hermitage and in the wink of an eye is back in 

Kailash and at that point Yama is coming out of his meeting with Shiva and Garuda 

stops him and asks him why did you look at that little bird with such an eye.  And Yama 

who has already forgotten about it is , O yes, that is because the little bird was destined 

to be devoured by a python in a place far away in a bush next to a hermitage and I was 

wondering how the little bird would get so far.  This tale is an incredible tale because 

what the story I read, the author sort of comments on it in the Indian story telling tradi-

tion its often the commentary which is often as powerful as the story itself.  The author 

who comments on it says that if we attach a sense of the self or self-importance to our 

action it is possible that we might experience disappointment and I’m sure every person 

knows this line very well, it’s the same line perhaps as the Gita speaks of.  But a lot of 

readers who read this book found the tale a little fatalistic, a little dark in some sense 

and asked me the question is it possible; should one therefore do anything at all if you 

see something which is not quite right.  So that question stayed with me and actually 

that lead to the second book which is also another story I heard by the same person 

who is Manoj Das actually; he is a wonderful story teller.  And I followed the same nar-

rative that Tara had followed and for me I was imitating in some sense what Tara what 

was doing.  I wanted to match them page for page, screen printing, registration, and I 

am so happy that.  And I feel we have come fairly close to it.  The nice thing about it is 

the paper; this book has been made by a friend in Calcutta and I also sort of did a little 

few days of paper making when I was in Calcutta.  Then I said, hey you can make the 

paper for me; I have been looking.  So it has been a hand made in that sense.  And I will 

just read the last  few paragraphs, not from the story but from certain underlying notes.  

Which says, postindustrial societies are beginning to re-engage with the hand making 

tradition that is nearly been wiped out by the industrial approaches and mind-sets that 

emphasize the utilitarian and the functional aspects of human effort.  

 Re-cognizing and here I suspect there is a certain Jinan influence in the hyphen-

ation of the word.  Re-cognizing the intangible aspects of the making with one’s own 

hand is a direction that could be of relevance to future communities.  The paper for this 

printing of this book was specially hand made by Anupam and the staff of Nirupama 

Academy at Handmade Paper, Kolkata and also Patli in Pondicherry.  So that’s the 

last page of the book.  This tale is also a fascinating tale which kind of says that; no, 

it doesn’t mean that we should not act at all and in fact what we do can change what 

has been .  I will not tell you the story; if you want to buy it, it’s priced very highly.  I’m 



following the Tara model in that sense, that’s partly a joke.  But I will tell you the eco-

nomics of it.  If I buy paper that is mill made, it is much cheaper; if I actually work and 

make paper, it takes me more time.  And therefore, if I take a month to make the paper 

that I use for the book, well I need that much money to survive and my friend needs that 

much money to survive.  And I appreciate his effort, and I appreciate his involvement.  

So, I’m thankful to the trust for indulging, allowing indulgences of this kind.  And this 

was an experiment actually to in some way understand because there is another book.  

The second book was printed using a set process which is much cheaper.  I went to the 

industrial estate in Lower Parel to see the printing.  And industrial estates in Bombay 

are quite; there is a certain smell that is there.  And if you’ve been there, you know what 

it means and what life inside an industrial estate is.  And that is very different from 

the life in my friend’s back part of his house where he makes the paper.  And there are 

understandings which I possibly can’t even communicate in the process of this project.  

Though I would certainly pass on to write about it at some point.  And the second book 

is Machan Masti, and we have with us the young artist who did the drawings for that, 

Mansingh Gyan, who has also put up his works in the first floor foyer.  That was the 

second book, the third book that I had committed to doing three books as a part of the 

project.  The third book is still in process because I’m not quite sure whether it’s really 

working out or not.  But for me often making the book is a part of the resolution of what 

happens in the book.  And often therefore it takes a little bit of time.  And I shall certain-

ly be able to speak a little more about that once it’s done.  And maybe I’ll just quickly 

take you to a few images of some earlier books.  The word jelos is jealous.  I quite liked 

the word JELOS instead of the correct spelling, so I just left it that way.  And this tale in 

a sense comes from a fascination of the almost the mythical antagonism between the 

spoken word and the visual, the writer and the illustrator, whatever.  So, though it is a 

sort of frivolous work also at the same time, which is what I like about it; you need not 

get the deep part of it.  

 This is one work which is rather precious for me because it was done for a friend 

and I quite agree when Kaushik observes that one should primarily not set out to do 

anything in a sort of ideological sense for anybody else, just do what you feel you should 

be doing and this work was done for a dear friend and I will just try and read a nursery 

rhyme for a friend whose name was Tanishka.  



‘When the sea comes crashing down on tetra pods and drenches the crabs from toe to toe, the 

wave escaping through the storms gurgles, Tanishka Tanishka.  When you’re hurrying down the 

mountain slope and you slip on the moss and come sliding down, the earth scolds you saying, 

Tanishka, Tanishka.  When the evening falls and the valley fills up to its brim with blackness, 

a white bark tree with orange leaves spread out its arms and sings to the moon, Tanishka, 

Tanishka.  When a train on wheels cluttering past a field, a hill and a station master, waving 

a green piece of cloth looks up and sees a grazing cow on the hills ahead, the engine hoots, 

Tanishka, Tanishka.  And when you’re whispering a secret into your best friend’s ear and your 

mouth is open so loud and clear that everybody can hear a finger on the lips beseeching Tan-

ishka, Tanishka.’

So it’s essentially a play on the word Tanishka and I don’t know if you liked it or not 

but that’s the work.  That’s the last book I will share and end.  This was actually my first 

book which I did in 1996.  It was an incident I had seen while I was sitting in a tea shop 

outside IIT of three children playing on the road outside and the fight turned rather 

violent after some time and one of the kids picked up a stone and threw it and there 

was a cut and there was bleeding, and there was a pillow which was lying down on the 

street and one of the kids picked up the pillow which was torn and emptied it on top of 

the crying child.  And the cotton, almost like snow soothed the frayed tempers and soon 

they were playing again.  They had forgotten all about the fight and they were playing 

again.  That was the incident that I had seen.  Many months or maybe few years after 

I saw the incident, I felt like writing it down and I felt like doing some drawings for that 

and I then put them together in the form of this book called Thee Stones, Three Children 

and a Pillow.  These are some drawings from the book.  That was a time when I used to 

really admire drawing by largely the European masters Matisse and so on.  So I don’t 

know if there is a certain influence of that.  What appeals is a world that is left uninter-

preted and yet a world one is acutely aware of and responding to.  In this there seems 

to be a path out of the violence that permeates our lives.  So that was the back cover 

of the book.  I think in some sense, the same motif has stayed with me which I guess 

means that we have only one song to sing and that’s what I have perhaps been doing 

in various manifestations over the years.  

Thank you. 


