
1

J o u r n a l



2

ArtEast  2017

Art and Livelihood, Migration and Displacement  

Organised by Northeast Desk of National Foundation for India (NFI)  

in collaboration with India International Centre and The Sasakawa Peace Foundation.

ArtEast Journal

Vol 1     First Issue 

Editor     Kishalay Bhattcharjee

Guest Editor  Maitreyee B Chowdhury

Published by  National Foundation for India (NFI)

 Core 4 A, India Habitat Centre,  

Lodhi Road, New Delhi 110 003

 91-11-24641864, 24641865

 91-11-24648490, 24648491

 info@nfi.org.in

Layout     Aspire Design 

Printed at      Aspire Design

Cover Photo   A Door in Majuli, Parasher Baruah



3

04
National 

Foundation for 
India 

Amitabh Behar,  
Monica Banerjee

05
Curator’s Note

Kishalay Bhattacharjee

08
Philanthropy:  

The Art of Giving
Transcription

21
Majuli: Land 

Between Two 
Rivers

Majuli: Island of 
Shifting Fates

Parasher Baruah

24
Kirtan

Sumana Roy

25
Yaksha Kala 

Taranga
Neha Kirpal

29
Of Other 

Partitions
Transcription

34
Tasting Home: 

Food memories 
of Purba Banga 

in post partition 
Kolkata 

Aparajita De

36
Adda: The 
Lost Art of 

Conversation 
Transcription

46
Imphal

Robin S Ngangom

47
Hemango Biswas:  

A Magical Journey 
into Assam’s 
Folklore and 

Culture 
Rongili Biswas

51
You Are Us and  

We Are You
Bina Sarkar Elias

52
Border in the 

Courtyard
Neela B Saxena

57
Chandkopali

Maitreyee B Chowdhury

59
The Ground 

Beneath: 
Governance in 

India’s Northeast
Transcription

64
My Hills Said
Monalisa Chankija

66
Living Root 

Bridges

68
Participants and 

Contributors



4

As National Foundation for India embarked on its 25th year in 2017, it was 
time for us to show our gratitude, introspect and revisit- gratitude for all 
the founders and patrons of this philanthropic trust for having laid the 
foundations for a strong and vibrant institution; introspect the outcomes 
of two decades and more of supporting grassroots work by civil society; 
and revisit our core strategies in order to resurrect ourselves as leader in 
social justice philanthropy. As the year passes by, we are doing all of these 
and much more.

One such exercise has been to redeem the social capital and trust that 
NFI has been able to generate by way of sustained philanthropy in 
India’s Northeast. Our reaching out to scores of voluntary organizations, 
community leaders and development journalists in the eight states since 
mid-nineties gave us a narrative that offered insightful lessons on a 
resilient and resurgent northeast. 

This festival, ArtEast, was NFI ‘s attempt to connect the dots in our 25 
years of journey into northeast. It made sense to have a wholesome 
picture of what have been our strengths and what more we need to do 
with regards to strengthening civil society and addressing development 
issues in the region. Equally critical was to showcase the understanding 
the Northeast Desk of NFI has acquired in the course of seeding and 
nurturing CSOs and share this with public outside the region. ArtEast, we 
hope, has been able to achieve this by putting up a rich show of partner’ 
s abilities and skills.The festival certainly helped in galvanizing  greater 
momentum for issues like  art based livelihood and fragile environment 
that need immediate attention. It also raised hopes for a stronger donor 
community that is given to bonding of fraternity and solidarity.

 In a way, this festival also sets the tone for organizing many more 
meaningful events that draw from our grassroots support work and in the 
process influence public opinion in favor of the region.

This first ever edition of ArtEast is also a tribute to Sanjoy Ghose. It was 
with his strategic  and constant guidance until his disappearance in 1997 
that NFI  negotiated milestones in the region- starting from Majuli and 
then spreading to many last mile communities in the eight states. It was 
therefore only natural for NFI to have Majuli as its theme and the artisans 
from the island as its focus so as to relive and own the history that 
connects us to our present.

In solidarity

Amitabh Behar and Monica Banerjee 

National Foundation for India
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Centre’s Lalswmilani Tochhawng’s 
attention to every single detail. The 
Sasakawa Peace Foundation’s Yui 
Naramura’s interest and support 
was important for us. Filmmaker 
Parasher Baruah’s engagement 
with Majuli ensured that the island 
became an immersive experience. 
Kritika Mahindra and her team of 
artists in Delhi brought to life the 
art of faraway Majuli to visitors 
in the capital. Many more people 
including Reachout Foundation’s 
Vibha Lakhera invested their time 
and ideas to make this possible.

 ArtEast 2017 was a first of its 
kind festival on Art and Livelihood, 
Migration and Displacement. Majuli 
Island in the Brahmaputra was 
the most obvious choice given its 
predicament besides the fact this 
riverine island and its challenges 
has remained NFI’s focus since the 
last twenty years. Pegged around 
Majuli, the festival documented 
other forms of art and engaged 
with invisible narratives. 

Ebb and Flow: Migration, 
Masks and River Stories

Maskmakers and artists from 
Majuli, the world’s largest inhabited 
river island travelled to Delhi and 
demonstrated their craft through 
installations and workshops. 
Central to their artistic approach is 
the performative aspect of masks. 
The Majuli pavilion was an instal-
lation on the historical and cultural 
intersections between monastic 
art, tribal life, climate change and 
displacement. 

Majuli: Hope and Homelessness
Everyday objects of home fill up 
the physical space of memory and 
identity; a pot, a lantern, a bicycle, 
a suitcase, the masks that are per-
haps no longer required and their 
gods and goddesses. This installa-
tion in water depicted the home-
lessness of the people of Majuli 
with relentless erosion and loss of 
land and livelihood. 

Roots: Living Root Bridges 
of Meghalaya

Bridges in East Khasi Hills of 
Meghalaya are not built but grown. 
The photo essay documented by 
Ian Lyngdoh showed how vil-
lages in Meghalaya use traditional 
knowledge to engineer a unique 
bridge building art with living roots 
of rubber trees. This ancient and 
rare art of making the roots grow 
across a stretch weaving in sticks 
and stones till they take root on 
the other side of the river thus 
allowing the people to cross over. 
This exhibit has also been a major 
attraction for visitors.

Curator’s Note                         

The festival was an initiative to 
raise pertinent questions through a 
series of engagements on art, liveli-
hood, social justice, climate change, 
communication, history – past 
and present, issues that have a far 
reaching impact on every day life of 
people and of the nation. 

Organised by the Northeast Desk 
of National Foundation for India 
(NFI) in collaboration with India 
International Centre(IIC); The 
Sasakawa Peace Foundation; and 
Ourstories (www.ourstories.org.in), 
the festival also marked 25 years of 
NFI’s philanthropic work in India’s 
northeast. 

It was conceived in our regular 
‘addas’ at National Foundation for 
India (NFI) where I would conjure 
installations to fill up public spaces 
and Dr. Monica Banerjee who is the 
Director there and also heads NFI’s 
Northeast Desk made sure that 
the ‘addas’ ended up in a festival 
celebrating art and livelihood. 
The festival was a product of an 
amazing collaboration of minds 
and ideas and wouldn’t have been 
possible without India International 

FridAy 24 & 
SAturdAy 25 MArch, 2017 

Festival 
 
India International Centre Annexe Art Gallery, Gandhi-King Plaza, C.D. 

Deshmukh Auditorium,  Seminar Rooms I to III, Kamaladevi Complex, 

Fountain Lawns, Quadrangle Garden, India International Centre, New Delhi

kishalay bhattacharjee
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Tectonic Live

This exhibition by Jimmy Chishi  
explored the architecture of forms 
mimicking human movement and 
was inspired by the constructing 
powers in nature as well as archi-
tecture. It attempted to capture life 
as passive and active, organic and 
inorganic. The work was inspired 
by the aesthetics of Bauhaus and 
traditional Naga renderings
 

Faces

A series of 10 portraits in charcoal 
made with photographic references 
by Joydeep Choudhury tried to 
document faces from more than 
200 ethnic communities in India’s 
Northeast and map the region 
through faces. 

Mukhabhaona

A traditional mask theatre/dance 
performance by the mask makers 
of Majuli. The mukha or mask is an 
important component of the bha-
ona – a traditional form of enter-
tainment with a religious message, 
first created in the 16th century 
by Sankaradeva. The performance 
was also a tribute to development 
activist, Sanjoy Ghose who worked 
in Majuli in 1997.

Majuli – Land Between 
 Two Rivers  
(45 min; 2017; HD;  
English & with subtitles)

Directed by Parasher Baruah, the 
film explores the challenges in 
preserving the island physically and 
it’s culture of mask making that is 
as threatened as the island itself. 
A searing narrative of the survival 
of art and life itself, told through 
masked characters drawn from 
mythology
 

Philanthropy: The Art of 
Giving

Where the panel tried to under-
stand and explore how giving is 
impacted and influenced by factors 
as unique to challenging territories 
like the Northeast. 

Panelists: Amitabh Behar, National 
Foundation for India; Monica 
Banerjee, National Foundation 
for India; Dhrubajit Chaliha, 
Korangani Tea; Alay Barah, ICCO; 
Yui Nakamura, The Sasakawa 
Peace Foundation; Naveen Verma, 
Secretary  Government of India.
 

Of Other Partitions

A roundtable discussion that 
focused on Eastern India’s stories 
of Partition that somehow remains 
outside the general narrative of 
Partition of India. It began with a 
sound presentation by Moushumi 
Bhowmik based on field record-
ings from The Travelling Archives. 
The speakers were Udayon Misra; 
Moushumi Bhowmik; Debjani Sen-
gupta; and Vishwajyoti Ghosh and 
moderated by Karthika V.K. 
 

The Ground Beneath: 
Governance and Civil 
Society in India’s Northeast 

Moderated by Barsha Poricha 
Director NFI, the speakers were 
former union home secretary G.K. 
Pillai; the serving Director General, 
CAG, Govind Bhattacharjee, NFI’s 
partner in Assam Sunil Kaul and 
another NFI’s partner in Meghalaya 
Surjit Thokchom.

India’s Northeast is seen and ar-
ticulated more from the lens of se-
curity than good governance where 
the former is often used as a shield 
to justify deviation from latter. This 
panel discussed the challenges 
to good governance in the region 
and the role of a strengthened 
civil society could play in bringing 
governance to the core.

Adda: The Lost Art of 
Conversation 

Public intellectuals Shiv Visvana-
than and Ashok Vajpeyi took the 
stage with aplomb and Amaren-
dra Khatua, DG, ICCR along with 
Basanta Rajkumar Chief Conserva-
tor of Forest, Punjab , Raju Nar-
zary from Kokrajhar in Assam, Ian 
Lyngdoh from Meghalaya joined 
them in the adda. 

The tea break after the Adda was 
a unique Tea Tasting Ceremony, 
curated and conducted by 
Dhrubajit Chaliha, Korangani Tea, 
Assam.
 

Songs She Carries: A Concert 
by Moushumi Bhowmik 
with Tajdar Junaid

Moushumi Bhowmik is a singer, 
songwriter and music researcher 
who has been involved in a field 
recordings – based project called 
The Travelling Archive: Field Record-
ings and Field Notes from Bengal. 
Moushumi presented her own com-
positions drawn from folk music of 
Bengal

Tajdar Junaid is a multi-instru-
mentalist, songwriter, composer 
and producer who’s debut album 
was named album of the year by 
Rolling Stone magazine in 2013. His 
music has featured in the work of 
leading filmmakers abroad and in 
India. Tajdar accompanied Moush-
umi and played his own composi-
tions including one he composed 
for ArtEast with tunes from Jhumur 
and the Blues.

Exhibitions • Installations
Cinema • Performance 
Adda • Music • Art • Livelihood  
Migration • Climate Change  
Masks • Majuli • Root Bridges

w w w . a r t e a s t . o r g . i n

In collaboration with India International Centre Annexe Art Gallery, 
Gandhi-King Plaza, C.D. Deshmukh Auditorium, 

Seminar Rooms I to III, Kamaladevi Complex, 
Fountain Lawns, Quadrangle Garden

ArtEast @ArtEast_NFI ArtEast_INDIA

24-25
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amitabh behar :  We’re trying to 
gauge the conversations that 
happen within philanthropic 
organisations and nudge the 
conversation towards more of 
a social justice perspective. The 
long term objective is to look 
at philanthropy from a more 
strategic objective. As all of us 
know the North East(NE) faces 
significant challenges and very 
often it is these challenges that 
have limited the kind of activity 
that traditionally happens. Here 
we have a few of the interesting 
philanthropic organisations that 
have actually ventured into the 
NE and tried to create a portfo-
lio which works in those difficult 
conditions and are still trying to 
contribute meaningfully to that 
area. I would like to request the 
panelists to share what exactly 
their organisations do in the NE.

alay barah : I’ve been privileged 
to work with NFI on different 
projects. I am remembering 

Sanjoy Ghosh in this regard. I 
don’t really remember the year, 
but Sanjoy had invited me for a 
meeting in Jorhat and I readily 
agreed. At that time the ULFA 
was a large presence in the NE. 
The ULFA had declared a hartal 
and during those days there 
was no mobile- but he called me 
asking me whether I was willing 
to come risking my life. I wanted 
to go because Sanjoy had also 

risked his life to attend the 
meeting. I took a night bus from 
Guwahati to Jorhat and arrived 
around 5 in the morning. Sanjoy 
was waiting at the bus station 
with a rickshaw, which was very 
touching gesture for me. We had 
to move quickly to avoid distur-
bances. Apart from other NFI 
members there was a district 
collector in the meeting. Every-
one was scared because if the 

Philanthropy: 
The Art of Giving
(Transcript)

A panel discussion with 

leaders of philanthropic 

institutions to understand 

and explore how giving is 

impacted and influenced 

by factors as unique to 

challenging territories like 

the Northeast

MArch 24, 2017 
Seminar Rooms I to III, 

Kamaladevi Complex,

 India International Centre (IIC)

Moderated by  amitabh behar  

National Foundation for India

Panel Monica banerjee  

National Foundation for India

 shireen Vakil 

Tata Trusts

 Dhrubajit chaliha  

Korangani Tea 

 alay barah 

ICCO

 yui Nakamura  

The Sasakawa Peace Foundation

 Naveen Verma 

Ministry of DoNER, Government of India
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ULFA knew of the meeting they 
could be killed. We talked nearly 
the whole day about what can 
be done in Majuli. Subsequently 
of course Sanjoy was killed. ICCO 
has been in India for about 35 
years. ICCO has primarily been 
supporting civil society organisa-
tions with grant funding, to carry 
out various work related to liveli-
hood, food and nutrition security, 
climate and children outreach 
programs. Over the years how-
ever ICCO has transformed itself 
into more of a co- implementer, 
meaning that we have a small 
portfolio of grant for children 
outreach program. But now we 
work mostly in collaboration with 
the government, private sector 
and civil society organisations. In 
the NE we work very closely with 
the government in implementing 
various agriculture value chain 
programs in the state of Naga-
land, Mizoram, Tripura and Sik-
kim. We also worked with other 
organisations, NGO s especially 
in sustainability of livelihood and 
dignity and justice pays- we are 
also now implementing some of 
the programs under clean energy 
with support from some pri-
vate sector organisations. ICCO 
being a global development 
organisation, we have expertise 
in the areas of agriculture value 
chain and since the NE region is 
primarily an agrarian economy- 
more than 70% of the people are 
dependent on the agriculture 
and allied sectors, we thought 
that we could contribute in 
partnership with the government 
and other stake holders in de-
veloping agriculture value chain 
thereby and supporting liveli-
hood for people who are there. 
We see today how vulnerable the 
livelihood of rural population is, 
so we are currently focussing on 
promoting sustainable livelihood 
and dignity and justice for all 
in the NE. I will probably speak 
more about it subsequently.

shireen : The Tata Trusts first 
worked with the NFI in the NE. 
The overall mission of the various 
trusts( under the brand name of 
TATA) and it’s only recently that 
they’ve come together- whether 
it was Dorabji, or Ratan Tata or 
JRD, it was guided mostly with 
the vision or mission to improve 
the quality of life for the most 
marginalised to create hopefully 
a country of greater equal op-
portunity. That was the overrid-
ing reason why they left all their 
money into the trust. In that 
sense the NE has seen some of 
the greatest vulnerabilities, which 
was the rationale for the trust to 
start work there and to continue 
to be there. For us it is important 
to be there, where there is the 
greatest need wherever that 
maybe. In the NE the focus was 
on livelihoods, rural livelihoods 
with focus on agriculture but 
also other areas (with agriculture 
in a broad sense- with dairy and 
live stock, etc) such as natural re-
source management. I am hop-
ing that there are partners in this 
room who will know more about 
the work there because NE is not 
an area that I knew of before, 
nor have visited. I think we work 
in about 7 states in about 50 
districts. We’re also looking into 
education and how to integrate 
technology into education, to see 
how the schools in various states 
can also access teachers, and 

also familiarising teacher with 
technology. We also focus on 
sports in the NE, especially skills 
that work around livelihood. We 
also worked to a certain extent 
on health and nutrition, in some 
states like Tripura we worked 
across sectors. 

amitabh : Request Monica to 
recount the work of NFI in the 
NE and whether we try to ad-
dress the peculiarities of the 
NE through our portfolio in any 
specific way. 

Monica : The rationale of working in 
the NE came quite naturally. The 
founders felt that out of the four 
pillars one has to be remedying 
regional imbalances. The other 
pillars were gender, development 
communication and governance. 
The NE was one region which 
was throwing all such indicators 
at us. So it was natural for us to 
go to the NE with more organ-
ised structured force since 1995. 
In the last 20 years what we 
have remained persistent with, is 
-when we went there we found 
a lack of established voluntary 
organisations, especially those 
that are professionally run that 
would know how to handle 
money, that would know how to 
handle projects in a certain way, 
or enact development programs 
in a certain way. Then the pro-
cess for us at NFI became about 
seeding and nurturing voluntary 
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organisations in the region and 
I think that was in a way also 
the peculiarity that NFI had to 
concern itself with and also had 
to address. And that is how the 
portfolio that we have today 
from NFI is around 40 voluntary 
organisations whom we have 
seeded or nurtured at some 
stages of their growth and apart 
from these voluntary organisa-
tions it’s also lots of fellowships 
to young people to development 
journalists and awards to people 
who have done  commendable 
work within their communities. 
But the portfolio has still a lot to 
expand itself and we also have 
new areas like the peace and jus-
tice programs and the NE desk 
within that wherein we slowly 
come to the fact that whatever 
NFI has done by way of seeding 
grass-root organisations, it also 
needs to be told to the outside 
world, there has to be a commu-
nication strategy and the desk 
perhaps tries to deal with that. 

Dhrubajit : My uniqueness comes 
from being a home grown, 
born and bred Assamese tea 
planter.I come from the district 
of Dibrugarh which is about 
70 kms northeast of Majuli- 
since Majuli seems to be the 
epicentre of interest right now. 
We have a tea garden called 
Korangani which was planted in 
1925 by my grandfather, so we 
are located in an area which in 
those times used to be barren 
as you would imagine, with very 
little habitation and little else 
other than ideal conditions for 
tea growing. Since then we have 
established the tea garden to 
the extent where we have our 
own consumer packs, we are a 
brand now in major markets of 
India and so by way of giving 
back to our neighbourhood, in 
appreciation of their generosity 
towards us we conduct a lot of 
philanthropic activities, especially 
locally. Being a local company, 

we have financial restrictions, we 
cannot go pan India, but we’d 
like to do what we can and we’d 
like to avoid the overlap between 
charity and philanthropy. Charity 
is, I suppose addressing the pain 
while philanthropy is getting to 
the root of the problem. We’d 
like to think that we have been 
successful in this field. We have 
built schools, a library, a sci-
ence laboratory and also a play 
ground for the area surrounding 
our tea garden which is called 
Rajgarh. My grandmother was 
instrumental in starting a lot 
of these activities which we 
then took over. As you had said 
earlier, the remoteness of these 
districts in Assam pose serious 
challenges. You need to coexist 
with your neighbours, the other 
thing is that the locals have 
always felt that the tea planters 
and the labourers were alien to 
them because the tea planters 
were either foreigners who had 
come from outside India and 
set up tea gardens or they were 
outside the state. And to add to 
their woes the labour force came 
all the way from Chotanagpur, 
Odisha and Jharkhand. I would 
say that there would probably be 
only 1% of the local population 
that was absorbed in the tea 
garden. So you had to be kind to 
them by giving them what they 
lacked. So it was more a neces-
sity to be philanthropic than out 
of benevolence. That’s how it is 

and it seems to work for every-
body. 

yui : The Sasakawa Peace Founda-
tion is a private international 
foundation based in Tokyo, 
Japan. You might have heard our 
sister org, Sasakawa India Lep-
rosy Foundation based in Delhi, 
which works on issues related 
to leprosy. While we work on 
more wide range of group and 
issues, we do not limit ourselves 
to peace building in the nar-
row sense, but we work in areas 
which we hope will eventually 
lead to peace, such as environ-
ment, security, sustainable devel-
opment, refugees, migrants and 
so on. We do not really support 
development activities, but since 
our inception we are quite pas-
sionate about promoting people 
to people dialogue. So bringing 
like minded intellectuals, opinion 
leaders, policy makers, activists 
to come together and discuss-
ing problems to finding some 
cutting edge solutions. When it 
comes to the NE, actually we 
haven’t started anything yet. 
But we see the NE as a very 
strategic region and we have to 
make intervention. We decided 
that we will spend an entire year 
in visiting all the states there, to 
meet the people and identify is-
sues about what we can do and 
what we cannot do. This is a very 
initial stage so I cannot share 
our portfolio. But perhaps you 
might be interested in knowing 
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why this Japanese organisation 
is interested in the NE. There are 
two reasons, one is strategic and 
the other is emotional or senti-
mental. The strategic reason is 
very simple, as a country India is 
huge especially for us to com-
pare because even though ours 
is one of the largest organisa-
tions in Japan, we do not have 
much resource, nor do we have 
good enough program to run all 
over India. I negotiated with the 
foundation members that from 
now on we have to focus on a 
specific region that is strategi-
cally important for Japan even 
though we are an independent 
organisation which is not really 
doing undertaking from the gov-
ernment but we definitely need 
to look at the trend about how 
our government perceives India. 
That way definitely North East is 
one of the most important areas, 
not only for India but for neigh-
bouring countries and for Japan. 
These days as you know very well 
that the Japanese government 
has started to develop infra-
structure connecting South East 
Asia and South Asia but there’s 
enough room especially in the 
soft areas and there’s still a lot 
of need for private organisations 
and Japanese organisations like 
us in that area. There are lot of 
things to do. And the second 
reason is that, I visited the NE 
back in 2013 when I was working 
in JICA, a Japanese International 
cooperation agency to develop 
that road development project. 
But I was totally fascinated 
and excited because I saw a lot 
of similarities, between us. Of 
course I cannot generalise in 
the NE because there is a lot of 
diversity and complexity in it but 
generally the food, the attitude, 
the way of speaking, culture and 
values we see a lot of similarities. 
You call us (the country Japan as 
the Far East), the way we look 
at the NE is completely different 
from your angle(In Delhi) for us 

the NE is the closest neighbour. 
I have to touch upon the fact 
that during the World War II 
the Japanese troops attacked 
Imphal, Kohima and the neigh-
bouring places which caused a 
lot of causalities and damages 
to the region, that way also there 
is a historic tie and those memo-
ries are very much vivid among 
the Japanese. So through this we 
might be doing some interesting 
work which is quite unique and 
different and we might make 
some differences and that is 
what we feel about the NE

amitabh : Request you all to now 
take off the organisational hats 
and talk about the problems, 
the issues, the challenges and 
the possibilities of the NE and 
don on your organisational hats 
back if you want to make a 
serious commitment to the NE. 
Let’s make this an interactive 
discussion. Monica let me start 
off by asking you that what are 
the key challenges or opportuni-
ties for a philanthropic entity 
in the NE. I work pretty much 
in the Indian regulatory frame-
work, I know that in India itself 
its fairly difficult and in the NE 
it becomes doubly difficult, then 
obviously even locally the kind 
of conflict that we have seen, on 
the other hand the diversity and 
I’m constantly reminded about 
why we even call it the NE. 
These are different states; this 
clubbing itself shows the lack 
of understanding from this part 
about the region. So as a philan-
thropic entity where are the real 
challenges and opportunities. 

Monica : Let me begin by say-
ing that the challenges lend 
themselves to the opportunities. 
At NFI what came as a chal-
lenge was to find organisations 
that could be supported in the 
first place. This itself lends us to 
many opportunities, that you 
have the platform wherein if 

you could have the faith in them 
and also patience in them, if 
you can remain with them for 
a certain number of years and 
don’t just become a grant mak-
ing organisation, but become a 
grant making plus organisation 
where you remain with them, 
orient them and have belief 
in their capacities, bring them 
the money but also build their 
capacities, invest and help them 
do the kind of work that they 
do. Having said that, it’s easier 
said than done because all 
these organisations the kind of 
money that would be...you would 
probably see them through a 
certain number of years, but 
once they have grown- let’s 
say after five or six years each 
of these organisations grow to 
an extent where they would be 
needing bigger money. Many of 
the partner organisations are sit-
ting here and all of them would 
have the same story to share. 
At that time if you don’t have a 
certain amount of resource to 
give them then it doesn’t make 
sense. Each of the organisations 
would have different capabilities. 
Sunil Kaul and Jenifer could kind 
of take ANToff the ground very 
quickly, Raju follows soon, but for 
someone like Sneha you have to 
keep investing and even though 
they have shown results still you 
know that you have to be with 
them for more number of years. 
But the challenge from NFI kind 
of institutions is where do you 
get the resources to continuously 
keep on investing in a region 
where probably the international 
donor organisations are not 
funding. And this is also a big 
challenge in front of us. I think it 
was early 2000 s when ICCO did 
a big study for us and it brought 
out that in the entire NE it’s just 
about eight donor organisations, 
including Paul Hamlyn and NFI 
which was giving there and the 
total sum that came out was 
miniscule. With this kind of re-
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sources how do you even achieve 
what you set out to do as in you 
are talking about strengthening 
civil society, you’re talking about 
building a plural base of civil so-
ciety, you’re talking about having 
all civil society organisations as 
an equal partner when it comes 
to policy formations, when it 
comes to strategic thinking with 
regards to the region, but having 
invested so little in the organisa-
tions how do you even make 
them come to the level where 
they are even considered equal 
partners to the state and private 
organisations, that is a big chal-
lenge. 

amitabh : Raju from your perspec-
tive what’s the key perspective, 
challenge for a philanthropic 
organisation in the NE, the way 
you look at it?

raju : I must thank NFI for the 
initial support that they pro-
vided, not only financially but for 
someone who’s just fresh out of 
college in a place like Kokrajhar 
that is full of internal conflict 
and internal displacement, you 
plunge into the sector not know-
ing what the consequences are. 
Of course at an opportune time 
when the Bodoland Territorial 
Council was created after the 
peace agreement between the 
insurgent group and the central 
government of India in 2003, we 
started the organisation in 2004 
and invited qualified people to 

work in the region, and some of 
us friends went to the place and 
started this organisation but we 
had serious difference of opinion 
with the local government, 
sometime in 2007. The one sup-
port that the local government 
was providing us suddenly disap-
peared. And we were in deep 
water, not knowing how to swim. 
Then the NFI support came in, 
it was a very small amount of 
money which came in, but more 
than the money it was the ad-
ditional support and the ideas 
and moulding and saving the 
vision that confused people like 
me were trying to carry on in life 
was really needed. In the NE as 
Monica mentioned, there’s very 
meagre donor support on the 
other hand you don’t have cor-
porate funding even from Indian 
firms except for those like the 
Tata trust and one other founda-
tion( I forget the name)- there’s 
no support actually. And in a 
place like NE where only violence 
is heard of, either violence from 
the state, or violence from the 
underground that gets attention 
from the media or in the Indian 
mainstream society. There I think 
the role of civil society is very 
important, to make the conver-
sation more civil and to make 
society on the way to peace. 
But you don’t have institutions, 
except in Manipur I think where 
Sunil will agree where the civil 
society sector has grown a little 

bit. Even in states like Assam we 
have very late emergence of so 
called civil society organisations. 
I think Sunil had started in the 
2000 s, by that time at least 
in Bodoland region (my region) 
there were no secular NGOs 
except some missionary organ-
isations. 

alay : I think the previous speak-
ers have already highlighted key 
challenges. In terms of resources, 
the government is one resource 
where there are huge govern-
ment funded programs across 
different areas. But I also think 
there is a trust deficit between 
the government and our civil 
society; one is of course lack of 
capacity to be able to prepare 
proposals, to be able to come up 
with a good concept note to be 
able to leverage the funding. At 
times government organisations 
are not willing to involve civil 
society organisations and that 
leads to mistrust. The govern-
ment also as a result sometimes 
thinks that civil society is not 
able to come up with good 
models, which leads to further 
problems. From our side also 
issues are there. Currently ICCO 
is partnering with North East 
Livelihood Promotion Society; 
we also have the secretary donor 
here. And he is also one of the 
most dynamic officers; we have 
been able to partner with them. 
But there could be such excep-
tions but it is not always true 
in all the states of the NE. So 
we are currently working with 
government donor project by the 
ministry of DONER and World 
Bank in Nagaland, Mizoram, 
Sikkim and Tripura where we are 
talking about creating sustain-
able livelihood in different sub 
sectors. I don’t know whether 
many of you know but in terms 
of geography, the NE has about 
8% of the total land but in terms 
of growing food and other com-
modities it is only 1% that means 
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we almost import everything 
from the rest of the country. 
So in spite of having fertile soil 
and natural resources we are 
dependent on states outside 
the region for almost everything. 
So one of the initiatives of this 
project is to see how we could 
involve the farmer organisations, 
local organisations to come up 
and create sustainable liveli-
hood. There again we struggle 
in terms of organisations which 
are able to take up that kind of 
work. ICCO also tried to identify 
some organisations to build 
their capacities in terms of how 
to mobilise resources locally as 
well as other donors and also 
corporates but the story is the 
same for corporate houses 
because of the recent mandate 
of the company’s bill- they have 
to give some money but they 
themselves are giving money to 
government organisations rather 
than giving to NGOs or civil 
society organisations, so that is 
another issue that we are trying 
to work with all the stakeholders 
together. For example, we are 
trying to work with Tata Institute 
of Social Science, North East 
campus, IIT Guwahati, Indian 
institute of Entrepreneurship, 
NFI and everybody so that we 
can make much bigger impact in 
terms of working together rather 
than working in isolation.  So 
that it could be one of the solu-
tions that we are looking at. Also, 
trying to build on the capacities 
of the stakeholders of those 
organisations that have come up 
to a level so that they can go to 
the next level. 

shireen : The TATA trust has been 
doing the work of taking the 
work from the initial level of 
nurturing and taking it maybe 
to the second stage.  But it’s 
probably better to ask some of 
the people here in the room to 
comment on that rather than 
me. But we have been doing 

that and we will continue to 
do that. I think there are other 
challenges other than the fact 
that there are less professional 
NGOs, but we have two kinds 
of groups that are facilitating 
centres that we have set up and 
supported. One of these is called 
the Centre for Micro Finance and 
Livelihood and the other is called 
the NIDA which is the North 
East Institution for Development, 
with the idea that they would 
provide support and training to 
lots of local organisations. I think 
national agencies and organisa-
tions big or small should actually 
think about supporting other 
areas whether it’s Kashmir or the 
NE. The governments actually 
face a lot of challenges in terms 
of their own capacity to report. 
So the local departments are 
also constrained and don’t have 
that kind of money but on the 
other hand, they are very open to 
inputs so you can actually work 
with them at least we can, I’m 
sure it is more difficult for local 
agencies but if we go in as an 
organisation for philanthropy, I’m 
sure they won’t be receptive in 
the same way but I’m sure they 
could take those lessons and 
learning’s and experiences to the 
government.  The secretary of 
education was telling me that 
for the NE there’s no problem, 
there’s so much resource, we 
could easily do it, there’s abso-
lutely no issue, so that’s what 
they constantly say but there’s 
this kind of a communication 
gap between centre and states. 
There are other challenges in 
terms of connectivity, in terms of 
remoteness, that’s really huge. 
Because from state to state, I 
mean you have to spend in each 
state and then if you want to 
go there, or even if we want to 
recruit people who need to go 
there, find different technical 
team support, but we’ve had a 
lot of response from the TATA 
group, which we don’t normally 

do, in terms of skills training then 
assuring employment to people 
from the NE they’ve actually 
been more positive under the af-
firmative action program taken 
on a lot of people. 

surjit thokchom (from NFI Part-
ner, SST) : (Asked what are your 
expectations from a philanthropic 
organisation). It’s a very difficult 
question and I would like to 
answer it as an insider. And I will 
divide people from the NE into 
some categories. Let me put it 
around three groups. People like 
me who trust you, who believe 
that you are our friend, the 
second category are that of bu-
reaucrats who are good but are 
unable to convince people that 
they are good, people still don’t 
believe that they are necessar-
ily good people- they are rulers, 
they come to rule us so that is 
the perspective and the third 
kind of category comprises a set 
of people who are in their own 
cocoon. The degree of isolation 
and the degree of alienation 
is so much that it will be very 
difficult for the rest of India to 
understand the NE people. This 
third category is perhaps 95 
percent of the population. The 
first two categories are miniscule, 
they are very small. Out of all 
the problems in the NE, since I’m 
working in education, the more I 
work in education the more I’m 
convinced that the prime focus 
must be education. In fact only 
few days back, the assembly for 
Meghalaya was going on and 
the question was that in a single 
district the number of dropout 
is coming out to be 1 lakh plus.  
And I was discussing with my 
friend from Meghalaya, I was 
saying that why 1 lakh multiply 
it by at least four times, it must 
be 4 lakhs. The opposite can be 
an exaggeration but the ground 
realities are often quite different 
from what is formally reported.  
There can be ups and downs, 
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in some cases what is reported 
can be more than what is really 
there in the ground levels, in 
other cases it is much, much less 
than what is actually happen-
ing in the ground level. I have 
a feeling that when we look at 
NE and want to do some good 
for the NE we need to have an 
alternative perspective. It might 
be awkward to hear this but it’s a 
reality that as much as you’re re-
luctant to support us we are also 
reluctant to accept ourselves as 
much Indian as you are. So there 
is a certain sense of reluctant 
Indian-ness. From that point 
of view when we try to build a 
relationship amongst ourselves 
and between you and us, there 
is a barrier all the time and this 
barrier is very important and the 
barrier is to be broken now is 
the whole perspective that you 
have money and our duty is to 
accept this money irrespective 
of accountability, transparency 
and all these things. When you 
try to do good work with us, if 
you evaluate us with the same 
kind of yard stick as the rest of 
India then perhaps in the first 
instance you will categorise us 
as these are black listed people. 
But if you look from that point 
of view there will hardly be any 
organisations. But one thing I 
feel like saying very proudly, that 
commitment and sincerity in the 
NE is very high but we have so 
many loopholes, so many proce-

dural lapses, and so much lapse 
of capacity that it is very difficult 
for those outside the NE to un-
derstand that work is going on. 
The other is about the visibility 
question- in Khasi we call it Jai 
Jai, in  Assamese we call it lahe 
lahe . There is an inherent tradi-
tion in making things happen 
slowly. One year, two years..we 
cannot see things so soon. So a 
kind of an alternative paradigm 
to evaluate the NE is necessary, 
keeping the reality of the NE in 
mind. 

amitabh : Surjit what you said 
obviously needs serious intro-
spection, at least amongst all of 
us. We really need to introspect 
on why this has happened, in 
terms of the idea of India how 
we have limited it to the way it’s 
defined at the moment. Shireen 
before you go, one idea maybe 
on where real investment should 
be made. 

shireen : I really can’t comment 
right now, it has to come from 
the people mostly. But what I do 
agree after hearing the previous 
discussion is that education is 
key, in its broadest sense and not 
only reading, writing, etc. To have 
the young think about, who they 
are what they are, where they 
are in their relationship with their 
own country India, etc and to 
link with other people because it 
is so diverse and there are these 
conflicts within and there are 

these huge similarities like there 
are across humanity across the 
world and we’re facing it. So I do 
believe that both people to peo-
ple and child to child dialogue is 
important because you got to 
start young in order to work with 
the next generation so that you 
don’t repeat these cycles. 

Dhrubajit : (To the question of how 
do you look at the opportunities 
there, since you operate from a 
ground level) - I would look at it in 
two sets, maybe a micro set and 
a macro set. If you had to do a 
spot analysis of the problems in 
the NE I’d say that the strengths 
and the opportunities would far 
outweigh the weaknesses and 
the threats. On a micro level 
the challenges that a concern 
like ours would face would be 
complacency among those who 
you’re trying to reach out to. 
Because I have a feeling that the 
more you give them the more 
you’re spoiling them, you need 
to teach them to catch a fish 
not feed them the fish. In trying 
to do that, they get compla-
cent. And as Surjit was saying, 
lahe lahe is a DNA of the NE (I 
wouldn’t say of the Assamese, 
but of the NE as a whole) and 
well if you’re going to feed them 
fish they’re going to gladly eat 
it. But then they’re going to wait 
for more and that I see as the 
root cause for complacency and 
also a kind of a stalemate. The 
philanthropist himself would get 
frustrated after a point and try 
to move to somewhere else but 
then your receiver wouldn’t allow 
you to do it because he’s got 
too used to it. That I see as the 
micro level of the problem. Going 
to the broad NE as a whole, I 
would say I’m generalising but 
the NE as a whole is very open 
to Christian donation. A lot of 
work over more than a hundred 
years that has happened there 
in progress in education, in devel-
opment has been because of the 
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Christian influence, whether it is 
the missionaries or the interna-
tional Christian assistance in 
the NE, it is huge in the NE, it’s 
unimaginable. I don’t think they 
even spend as much in their own 
countries as they spend in the 
NE. The Baptists, Presbyterians 
mainly, these two branches are 
so big that there’s inter mar-
riage between the Koreans and 
the Nagas now a days. It’s that 
big, Korea is such a big thing 
in Nagaland that they prob-
ably know more about Korean 
culture than their neighbouring 
state. It’s true and astounding 
but that’s how it is. So I would 
say that if any philanthropist 
organisation wishes to reach out 
to the North East, especially the 
remote states of the NE they 
could consider holding hands 
with a Christian organisation. 
That is a sure fire open door. In 
Mizoram the church is a parallel 
government. The government 
dare not impose any rule without 
first consulting the church. They 
are the makers and the breakers 
of rules. And similarly in Naga-
land and Meghlaya which are 
very strongly Christian, I’m sure 
philanthropic institutions would 
find it very easy to make in roads 
through this channel. The tribal 
population of the NE are very 
proud. They take immense pride 
in their individuality. To reach 
out to them and cut across that 
door you need to first warm up 
to them. They will need the time 
to understand you and accept 
you as you are, they will say ‘we’ll 
do it but don’t rush me.’ 

Poornima : (Answering- In your 
journey how did you look at the 
support that came in and where 
would you really want the support 
coming into in the NE). The place 
where we work in is Sonitpur 
district near the Arunachal 
border in Assam. In the begin-
ning we were a self help group, 
after which twenty five self help 

groups came together to make 
a federation. In our area lot of 
people had loans from money 
lenders, many of these people 
had mortgaged their land to 
the money lender, sometimes 
for money as low as Rs 700. The 
people were poor and could not 
accumulate even that figure to 
set their lands free. They were 
dependent on the forest; they 
collected firewood and sold them 
to make their ends meet. When 
the federation was formed we 
started the process of getting 
the land released. We started the 
process of getting bank loans 
through the federation because 
the banks were hesitant about 
giving individual loans. All of us in 
the federation started saving up 
rupee by rupee to get the land 
released. Finally we were able 
to get all the mortgaged lands 
released from the money lender 
for all our members. Through our 
SHG we developed rules and 
systems of running the organisa-
tion. Seeing us work, there were 
other NGOs which came to us 
for feedback and they opted for 
the system we had in place. Now 
other than NGOs, we also get 
called by the state governments 
like Assam government, Magha-
laya, NABARD, etc they ask us to 
go train their own people. So we 
started giving training for ten to 
fifteen days to various organisa-
tions. We felt the need to be-
come an organisation, the num-
ber of SHG in the organisation 
increased to become a hundred. 
The women within our group 
contributed to the ideas and the 
organisation was born. But once 
the organisation was born we 
didn’t know what we needed to 
do, so then we acquired training 
for running an organisation and 
how to run an NGO. Soon after 
we came to know about NFI and 
we applied to NFI for leadership 
from thereon we started work. 

amitabh : Poornima makes an 
important point that we don’t 
need outside NGOs to come and 
help. The need is there for home 
grown NGOs that can do the 
work as well and if needed oth-
ers will come and support you.

Naveen Verma : It’s strange what is 
a government officer is doing 
with philanthropists? What we 
do is we do philanthropy at 
government expense. Our jobs is 
that. Like for example, if there is 
a flood and we’re looking at relief 
or disaster management, what 
do you do, you feed the people 
at government’s expense, you 
feed lots of people. You can’t 
imagine the numbers when the 
government intervenes, it 
intervenes with huge amounts of 
money. I was hearing the 
conversation and I just want to 
give some figures and I hope 
that you also carry away from 
that. Government ministries are 
required to spend ten percent of 
the budget in the NE. I would 
request the NFI to have the 
same amount of whoever they 
work with that they have to 
spend ten percent in the NE( 
both time and money wise. You 
know why, how does it make a 
difference? Since the ministries 
have to spend the money (and 
this came in 1998) and if you 
don’t the money is snatched 
away you can’t do anything 
about it- they can’t give an 
excuse that they didn’t get a dpr 
or something. Our job is to keep 
track of that, we coordinate with 
them. This year’s budget that 
amount comes to almost 
50,000 crores. That includes 
health, education airport, 
railways, etc including my 
ministry which gets about 
26,000 crores. And we have a 
very dynamic Financial Advisor. 
She makes sure the entire money 
gets spend. Now where does the 
money go? That’s a good 
question, does it go down 
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Bramhaputra or does it go 
somewhere else? It doesn’t go in 
the salaries, it goes in infrastruc-
ture. Now what is the NE as you 
rightly said, the NE is a geo-
graphical connotation we have 
in our mind, to describe people 
living beyond West Bengal. There 
are 280 ethnic communities 
living there, in eight different 
states. These states are as 
different as Punjab is from 
Kerala. So let’s not be under 
illusion, the NE is not disturbed. 
I’m very sorry to hear that NE 
does not feel part of India, it may 
be a personal feeling, and I’ve 
never had this impression 
anywhere in the NE. They do call 
you different names, for example 
if you go to Mizoram, they’ll call 
you Wi, so I asked somebody why 
did you call me Wi, he said, “No 
we wanted to call you Bhai. But 
we couldn’t say Bhai so we said 
Wi”. In Manipur they call you 
Mayang, it doesn’t mean they 
don’t want you. They don’t trust 
you that is a fact, when you go 
there they don’t trust you 
because they think maybe you’re 
a Marwari you’re going to fleece 
their money why are you coming 
here. So they want to wait, they 
want to assess you, that’s true of 
Bihar also. I’m from the Bihar 
cadre, when you go to the tribal 
village in Bihar( now in 
Jharkhand) they take their time 
because they go by word not by 
what is written. Let’s not forget 
this mode of trust, so if I’m 
saying this and they know I’m 
saying this and they know I’m 
not a crook they will believe you, 
no paper is required. And this is 
my experience with tribals in 
Jharkhand and Palamu. It’s a 
common trait. So now look at 
the NE what do you know about 
the NE- there are eight states. 
Look at Sikkim, never disturbed 
for a single day, its per capita 
income is twice the national 
average. It’s growing at the rate 
double the national average. Its 

population is merely six lakhs. As-
sam of course has three crore, 
twelve lakhs.  The other states, 
fifteen lakhs, twenty lakhs, 
Meghalaya thirty lakhs, that’s 
the population.  Arunachal 
Pradesh such a huge territory, 
only thirteen lakhs. Density of 
population is only 17% per sq km. 
There’s a professor from IIM 
Shillong, a Khasi lady- Natalie 
West Khargonkar, she was 
coming from Shillong, to my 
office. She called me from the 
Delhi airport at 4.30 in the 
evening she said, ‘Sir I’m getting 
late is it safe for me to come?’ I 
said ‘what do you mean safe? 
Delhi is safe, what do you mean?’ 
She said, ‘look at the papers. I’m 
very scared. You think I can 
come?’ And she actually asked 
me this question.  So if you think 
they are unsafe, they think you’re 
unsafe here. The women in the 
NE occupy a very high position. 
And the issue of safety, is very 
skewed and if it is unsafe there it 
is not you, it is amongst them-
selves. When Nagas fight in 
Nagaland, they don’t kill non 
Nagas, they kill Nagas first. So it 
is NSCN-IM versus NSCN-K and 
more. Also very few people who 
are non Nagas have got killed in 
this crossfire, am I right? So 
you’re not unsafe, even if you’re 
feeling unsafe. Three states, 
Tripura, Mizoram, Sikkim have 
absolutely no incidents. In 
Meghalaya, the state where you 
come from the incidents are 
from the three districts in the 
Garo hills, rest are more than 
safe, now it is absolutely safe. In 
Assam I’ve been hearing things, 
whatever problems you have 
today, is restricted to some Bodo 
areas including Sonitpur district. 
Dima Hasao, Karbianglong are 
safe areas. Nagaland, yes there 
is no problem, you can go there, 
there is ceasefire there and 
states are functioning. Manipur 
also, yes there is some activity 
but over the years it has 

changed a lot and as I told the 
lady from TATA, I saw their unit 
and I was very impressed. The 
blockade was for carrying goods 
from via Nagaland to Manipur, 
nothing else. Nobody is stopping 
you from going there. Philanthro-
pists would have gone via flight 
anyway. There was difficulty yes, 
you’re right. In Arunachal 
Pradesh the only area which is 
troubled is the area bordering 
Myanmar, three districts Tirap, 
Changlang and Longding- I’m 
very happy to see somebody 
working in Changlang, I was very 
impressed. So this is where you 
stand, so let’s not put NE into a 
disturbed area category, it’s 
absolutely safe. And the new 
thing I want to say is about 
start-ups. While in philanthropy 
you might think you don’t know 
what people will do with the 
money, I find a different trend 
people leaving their jobs, in India, 
in abroad, coming back to the 
region and setting up start ups. 
Actually the NE can become a 
hub for such start ups. The best 
thing all of you can do is set up 
communications, development, 
communications is the key thing. 
There are hundreds of govern-
ment schemes coming from the 
state government & central 
government some of them even 
we don’t know, how do you 
expect the villagers to know this. 
Because schemes are coming up, 
they are on the website, who in 
the world has the time to see all 
the websites. And then how do 
you communicate the scheme to 
the person there. So just like 
Poornima was talking about 
different things, there’s just a 
scheme on organic farming, do 
you know anything about it? The 
scheme was launched 2 years 
ago, mission organic farming for 
the NE. As a part of it there were 
supposed to be farmer interest 
groups but only SHGs are there. 
The same SHGs can now take 
quality seed certification, even 
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sale outlet, branding for exports, 
processing, etc. This information 
should have reached her but it 
has not reached, we have failed. 
The way we work we have failed 
to communicate our schemes, 
because normally what we do, 
we go to state governments, 
state governments take out 
some etc, so I would say that we 
need to help in development 
communications and find the 
missing links. See, don’t run 
schools, there’s enough money 
going in education, the literacy 
rate is alright, maynot be ideal 
but if you look at the India 
average, you have it far better in 
the NE. Arunachal Pradesh is the 
only state which has a low 
average but that too because it 
is out of reach. We’re trying to 
use technology to correct that. 
But what is missing is quality of 
education especially Science and 
Math, so if at all you have to 
intervene please do for coaching 
in Science and Math. You go to 
IIT Guwahati or IIM Shillong, how 
many people are there from the 
NE, very few-so that is where you 
should intervene. I can go on but 
for the lady from Japan I can say, 
if you go to Imphal there’s the 
Loktak lake, there’s a place called 
Moirang, where there’s a 
museum on Netaji Subhash 
Chandra Bose who’s INA had 
raised the Indian flag there. 
There’s a currency in his name 

and I’m told that every villager in 
that area has some Japanese 
memorabilia. They preserve it 
and of course the battle in the 
Second World War went up to 
Kohima, it was a decisive battle. 
There are lots of similarities and 
in one conference I was told in 
Imphal that there’s a great 
demand for health care provid-
ers in Japan and they would 
naturally prefer people from the 
NE and from Imphal, so one way 
of helping is to teach normal, 
nursing health care providers the 
Japanese language, Because if 
you teach them the language 
then you add value. Because 
today nobody is doing that, so 
let us look at those small gaps, 
where you can add value and we 
can work together. We have 
ready skills for livelihood from our 
ministry also. For the ladies there 
we have these two corporations, 
North Eastern Handloom 
Handicraft Development 
Corporation, they have this in 
Guwahati they should certainly 
help you in getting that. Muga 
skills is the GI because Tezpur 
district is still working on that. 
However there are reports of 
polyester based Muga and s 
China cannot take Muga 
because it’s not grown there, it’s 
grown only in India and only in 
Assam. Eri is already going to 
Japan, lots of exporters I met in 
Dibrugargh who are selling 

jackets and stoles to Japan. 
There are institutions in the 
government in Delhi, where you 
have NE pavilions also for 
exporters. There is EPCH they 
have a market in greater Noida 
so you can do it there. We have 
the North Eastern Handloom 
Development Corporation under 
the ministry. We have a founda-
tion called NERAMAC again a 
marketing corporation and we 
also have another organisation 
called NEFI who gives loans to 
SHGs at a subsidised interest. So 
through their network they have 
covered about 6lakh women. So 
all these people are there from 
different peripheries, you need to 
meet them. We in the ministry 
would be very happy, because it 
is our job to coordinate. I’m very 
happy I got a chance to speak 
about this. 

amitabh : Two takeaways from 
what you spoke. One, I’m de-
lighted that you’re saying that 
the government is investing so 
massively in the NE. So you’re in 
a way guiding us to look at the 
missing links. So be a catalyst 
instead of saying that we’ll actu-
ally provide the services- which 
is certainly useful guidance for 
us. The second point that you 
ended with that you would want 
to be the collaborator- just a 
request that we want to make 
that if you could even institu-
tionalise even a conversation 
space, with people at least in 
Delhi who constantly work in the 
NE. Maybe just an hour every 
second or third month, where 
we can come with our com-
munication needs, come to you 
and share with you what are 
our learning’s from the ground 
and where are the needs at 
the moment and where are the 
innovations happening. Maybe 
just an hour of reaching out to 
you, because dialogue helps.
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yui : Philanthropy is not really a 
solution in itself, and I really like 
the title of this panel as- ‘Philan-
thropy the art of giving’. Person-
ally I really think philanthropy 
is an art, so as a person profes-
sionally working in this field for 
around fifteen years I think we 
donors have to carefully examine 
and be self critical of ourselves 
and when it comes to the NE 
also, if we say that we are going 
to start a program in the NE or 
we already have done something 
in the NE then what is the NE 
you know and who is going to 
represent the NE because they 
have so much of diversity and 
once we start talking of the NE 
we tend to be working with the 
same people, the same faces- 
we tend to generally fall into the 
same trap. I’m very impressed 
by the work of NFI in bringing so 
many grass-root activists here 
and to meet new people, this is 
really a great opportunity for me 
to learn. So thank you very much. 

Monica : In my concluding lines 
maybe I’ll stick to the main topic 
here which is the art of giving in 
philanthropy. I would say that 
we need to work around the col-
lective strengths of the collective 
stakeholders. Half of the battle 
has been won today here when 
so many people from so many 
sectors have come together. I’d 
like to thank Mr. Verma for com-
ing and speaking because we 
do need the support of the state 
in this journey. And let’s make a 
start from here, there are grass 
root organisations and just as 
the presence of organisations like 
Sasakawa Foundation is neces-
sary the presence of the State is 
also very necessary in a big way. 
How we can work together in the 
future, I would say would depend 
on how all of us stakeholders 
come together and find mutual 
solutions. When we talk of phi-
lanthropy, it is of course inevita-
ble that the stakeholders remain 

together but together if we could 
also try to address the issue of 
how to seed organisations that 
retain these common virtues of 
what comprises civil society-ci-
vility, plurality, non violence. That 
has to come together. 

Dhrubajit : First of all I’m very 
relieved and matter of great 
pleasure that we have such a dy-
namic and concerned secretary, 
DONER like Mr. Verma. Also to 
list to the agencies that you had, 
also those who wanted a market 
for your home grown products, 
there is Indian Institute of Entre-
preneurship under the ministry of 
skill development which is doing 
great work in the NE with their 
cluster groups and they train and 
hold hands of different weavers, 
artisans, potters and they bring 
them to Guwahati at their train-
ing centre, train them and then 
try to give them a market and 
we as an organisation are also 
involved in providing a market 
to IIE. So that’s also in the list 
of agencies that Mr. Verma had 
mentioned. I think the state 
government also needs to be 
given their due share of a boot, 
from the donor because they are 
the prime movers of the entire 
state and regardless of what the 
central government does, unless 
the state government goes and 
implements it, its meaning-
less. That’s why I’m even more 
relieved that someone like Verma 
Saab is at the helm of affairs. 
Thanks for having me here. 

alay : I hear the clear message 
that we need to work together 
in partnerships and ICCO very 
strongly believes in that. The 
other day also we had a big 
debate about people working 
in isolation in the NE, I think we 
need to put aside our egos and 
the organisation and individual 
need to come together and work 
together so that we can really 
bring the NE at par. But I can 

see that, five years back if you 
would organise a workshop like 
this you would hardly find people 
hearing about the NE, but that’s 
also one of the indicators and 
compliment to again NFI. I think 
I am very positive always, you 
always say- what happens in 
Delhi today happens in the NE 
tomorrow- maybe I think we’ll be 
able to reverse it. Maybe not ten 
years, but twenty five years we 
can do it. Thank you for having 
me here. 

amitabh : Thank you everybody, 
that’s a very optimistic noteto 
end on. But what I would really 
say is Alay, that in spite of this 
optimism, I do think and Monica 
gave the numbers also- in terms 
of philanthropic initiatives, 
there are apprehensions still 
in working in the NE. Certainly 
from both the international and 
Indian ones too. I think it would 
be worthwhile to proactively 
reach out to them for people like 
us, particularly when we have 
the trust of the government 
and try and actually encourage 
them to come to the NE with 
the agenda that Verma saab 
has already talked of and help 
them reach NE. I think that’s 
really the core agenda for all of 
us and we’ll need to continue 
working on that agenda. It’s a 
good conversation, but I’m just 
inviting all of you to connect us 
to anybody you think would be 
open for a dialogue to work in 
the NE. Thank you everybody. 
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The film explores the challenges in 
preserving the island physically and 
it’s culture of  mask making and 
pottery that is as threatened as the 
island itself. A searing narrative of  
the survival of  art and life itself, told 
through masked characters drawn 
from mythology  

C D Deshmukh Auditorium, IIC, New Delhi  
17.00 to 17.45, March 24, 2017

In collaboration with India International Centre Annexe Art Gallery, 
Gandhi-King Plaza, C.D. Deshmukh Auditorium, 

Seminar Rooms I to III, Kamaladevi Complex, 
Fountain Lawns, Quadrangle Garden

East
24-25
MARCH 
2 0 1 7  

ArtEast @ArtEast_NFI ArtEast_INDIA

Land between two rivers
45 min; 2017; HD; English (with subtitles)

Directed by Parasher Baruah



2020



21

Majuli: 
Land between Two Rivers
(45 min; 2017; HD; English & with subtitles)

directed By  
Parasher Baruah

Produced By   
National Foundation for India (NFI)

The film explores the challenges in preserving 

the island physically and it’s culture of mask 

making that is as threatened as the island itself. 

It is a searing narrative of survival of art and life 

itself, told through masked characters drawn from 

mythology. The film is a representation of the 

predicament that people of Majuli are confronting 

every day; survival of the river island, holding on to 

an art form and livelihood itself.

This is the story of Kanhai, the boat 
maker, potter from Salmora and 
that of Som, the apprentice who is 
training to be a master mask maker 
from the Natun Chamaguri Satra, 
an art that is hardly practiced any 
longer.

Kanhai, who lives by the river, is a 
silent, passive witness to the river 
that has come to his doorstep. 
He is set to shift home and move 
inland before the next wave of 
flood. Eighteen years after they 
settled there, Kanhai and his 3 
children are looking at imminent 
displacement. His work as a potter 
and boatman is not enough to 
sustain the family. He is stoic about 
breaking his house of 18 years; 
his concern is about Podumi, his 
daughter, who is appearing for her 
board exams.

Som is the young boy who was 
introduced to the traditional 
craft of mask making by master 
craftsman Guru Hem Chandra 
Goswami, of the Natun Chamaguri 
Satra. The ideal disciple to a 
progressive teacher, Som, the 
outsider, has managed to help his 
family with his art .He is preparing 
for the Raas Festival.

This is their story. And in them we 
see a greater picture of the issues 
concerning Majuli.

The film explores the challenges 
in preserving the island physically 
and its culture of mask making 
that is as threatened as the island 
itself. The story will revolve around 
these mask players preparing for a 
major festival, making masks and 
also preparing for another cruel 
monsoon.                      

Environmental changes forced 
upon the disappearing island juxta-
posed with a culture that grew in a 
place where the tribal and the non-
tribal identities exist alongside but 
are grappling together for survival. 
It is a searing narrative of survival 
of art and life itself.

The film then is representation of a 
predicament that people of Majuli 
are confronting every day; survival 
of the river island, holding on to an 
art form and livelihood itself. 

The central theme of the film is 
man’s strong connect with the land 
he is from and how this notion is 
questioned, threatened and put to 
test at every step in Majuli – the 
depletion of its physical land due 
to erosion and how this has led 
to a cultural erosion-how the arts 
and craft of the island, so directly 
dependent on land, i.e. clay for pot-
tery, clay for making masks, wood 
for religious sculptures, is threat-
ened. 

21



22

1. The pirates of the 
Brahmaputra 

In the very first week of filming 
with Kanhai, our boatman and 
his close friend Arun Bhuyan, the 
potter, I had the usual Q & A going 
about their lives on the river, trad-
ing on boats and stories of long 
trips far away from home. While 
talking about their long trips to 
the far ends of the state to Sadiya 
and the north bank, Arun started 
recounting their encounters with 
river pirates. I probed further and 
asked him to elaborate on some 
of their encounters. River bandits 
would ambush them and rob them 
off their wares and the money that 
they would earn selling their work. 
They described one close encoun-
ter where they were held captive 
for days, made to pull their boats 
upstream until they made a daring 
escape by ganging up against the 
bandits with a little help from the 
villagers. This particular incident 
has become a part of Salmora lore. 
A totally unexpected twist in my at-
tempts to document the stories of 
the livelihood challenged displaced 
potters! Hope to go back and dig 
up more stories soon

An Island of Shifting 
Fates

A Journal by 
Parasher baruah 

The stories I would like to 

tell here are the ones that did 

not make it to the film. The 

stories of happy encounters 

and unexpected connections 

that helped in shaping the 

film as you see it now:

MAJULI: 

2. Chronicler of Salmora

In Salmora I met retired school-
teacher Shri Gunindranath Bora, 
whose song I have included in the 
closing moments of the film. He is 
a chronicler of Salmora and has ex-
tensive notes on the life and times 
of the potters of the region. As we 
got talking the conversation veered 
towards music and literature and 
he brought out the manuscript of 
his epic novel. A novel about love; a 
story which was based on historical 
research and had strains of classi-
cal romance, speaks of Ahom King 
Gadhadar Singha, his relationships 
with the Satras and about a com-
mon girl Bogitora and her travails. 
Wish he gets a publisher soon. 
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3. The treasure keeper of Dakhinpat Satra

While spending time with Ridip, 
Majuli’s go to photo journalist, he 
mentions the treasures of Dakh-
inpat Satra and its lone treasure 
keeper. A short drive away we en-
tered the dark tin roofed long house 
which was the Satra’s store house 
or “bhoral”. There we saw stooping 
over a low table this silver haired 
lanky old man, doing the accounts. 
My crew and I were introduced to 
Shri Naren Kotoky who is the sole 
keeper of the heirloom of Dakhin-
pat Satra. It took a while for him to 
warm up to us, but after a while he 
gave us a grand tour of the dark 
corners of the massive storehouse. 
Out came many artifacts; treasures 
that in any other place would find 
its rightful corner in a museum were 
lying like around or spilling out of 
wooden boxes. Out came utensils 
made of gold, a walking stick with 
beautiful silver inlay, long swords, 
brocaded textiles used in royal pro-
cessions, ceremonial silk umbrellas, 
ivory statues and many more .He 
showed us an oil lamp which as the 
legend goes, has been burning for 
the more than 300 years. We were 
told how a pair of snakes guards 
the storehouse and there is no fear 
of theft. Intriguing.

Dakhinpat Satra is by the Brah-
maputra and erosion has almost 
reached its doorstep. It’s worrying 
to think how long people’s faith 
will prevent the river from washing 
away these treasures.

Like the island itself, Majuli’s old 
way of life is vanishing and with it 
some of the cultural practices that 
made Majuli the center of Sattriya 
and Vaishnavite traditions. It’s sad 
that barring a few Satras where the 
Sattriya Dance form is kept alive 
through training, and the mask 
making tradition at Chamaguri 
satra, it’s hard to find new practitio-
ners of the age-old crafts.

We discovered a set of 7 wooden 
masks at the Bah Jengoni Satra 
and they were in a sorry state. 
These masks, said to be 200 years 
old were used for traditional plays 
but only the last 7 remain. There are 
no wooden mask makers there. To 
the best of my knowledge, Auniati 
Satra has stopped their unique 
craft of puppetry. Auniati was also 
famous for its handmade cane 
fans. I managed to connect with 
Shri Drona Pathak, who is the last 
remaining fan maker at the Satra. 
With poor eyesight, it’s only a mat-

ter of time before he stops mak-
ing them anymore. He is trying to 
teach a few young disciples but he 
is not too confident that he will find 
many willing students for this craft.

One can only hope that people 
of Majuli will realize the need to 
preserve traditional art forms, find 
ways to preserve its heritage and 
heirloom and find willing candi-
dates to continue practicing the 
old art forms. The wooden mask, 
the hand fan, the beautiful Mishing 
weave, the old Deori prayer, the 
puppets, the manuscript painting, 
they all need to live on .
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There’s a film of jealousy in every singer’s voice. 

Jealousy for the competitor, unseen, 

a ghost with a letterbox-throat.

The competitor’s the singer himself – 

he’s swallowing the din.  

 Sadhu puja hoyna gachher phooley

 Jodi bhakti pushpo na dao tuley

Burmese teak, he says, as if he were the wood itself.

Near-immortal, like a song. Like sleep, never wrong. 

He picked up the notes on the way – 

his words turn the route into a harmonium.

When I look at the map later, I hear Bimal-da hum.

Moreh, Shibsagar, Kokrajhar, Alipurduar –

the towns become black reeds. The rivers the swar. 

 Gachher daler chandan diley

 Tatey ki deb o debi bhooley

The kirtan. Prayer, more nourishing than food.

Prayer, a deposit, invisible, tuned to god’s mood. 

 Gachher daler chandan mishao

 Anurager chandan guley

The world had changed. Not boats but bed. 

That was what the carpenter now made.

Like a sudden wave, not on water, but on land.

The voice, breaking, turning to loose sand. 

 Shonar ashon rupor bashon

 Dilei ki deb debi doley?

When the carpenter sings, the news stops.

This is a different beat, he coughs, changes the fuse.

His kirtan rejects the morality of news.

The saw’s serrations are inside his throat.

He scrapes the wood, the notes grow into a boat. 

 Hingshar moyla dhouto kar

 Snan kar Tribenir jawley

The singer is weeding out the impurities in his voice.

His voice is homeless, it’s looking for a room. 

That ambition moves, stalking notes, greedy for poise.

Riyaz – the voice needs air, it needs a broom. 

Once home, it wants to rest. For rest is always new. 

He closes his eyes – his song will bring god into view.   

 Tarpor ashar prodip jeley diye

 Dyakh aguner nayan kholey

There’s no difference between a bed and a chair. 

He says the words, though no one can hear. 

Just as there isn’t between god and air. 

He says them in a whisper – his god is always near.

 Premer shankha abeg ghanta

 Bajao anander dhoop jeley
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Sumana Roy writes from 

Siliguri and is the author of 

How I Became A Tree
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Keeping a unique traditional 
theatre form vibrating in an urban 
concrete cosmopolis like Mumbai 
is no easy feat.But a small yet 
enthusiastic group of artists have 
taken on the task and made it their 
mission, as they feel that the future 
generation needs to be educated 
about this lesser known and fast 
fading aspect of their cultural 
heritage.  

Vitthal N Prabhu, President of the 
YakshaKala Taranga, started the 
group consisting of twenty odd ac-
tors from various backgrounds and 
age groups, including women, chil-
dren and even elderly persons. The 
performers are not professional art-

ists but have all played small roles 
during festivals like Navratri and 
Ganesh Chaturthi while growing up 
in their native villages in Karnataka. 
Initially, getting funds for the initia-
tive was a struggle; so they all con-
tributed small amounts of money 
to start with and even invited a 
guru from the village to train them 
in all the methods, including dance, 

music, dialogue, costume, make-up 
and stage techniques. After about 
two months of guidance, those 
who had learnt it better coached 
the others through discussions 
and trials. Once the story was 
decided upon, the actors sat and 
discussed it together and staged 
some rehearsals. Vitthal says that 
Yakshagana is not something that 
can be learnt in a month or two; it 
takes almost two to three years to 
achieve absolute perfection.

The word Yaksh denotes nature 
spirits or the demigods associated 
with Kuber, the god of wealth. 
The word gana stands for a song. 
Thus,Yakshagana means songs 
of the demigods. With two main 
forms—BadaguThittu and Then-
kuThittu— Yakshagana is a rich 
folk art popular mostly among 
the rural audiences of Karnataka 

Yaksha Kala Taranga, 
Mumbai Neha kirpal

A group of passionate 

Yakshagana performers are 

trying to revive this ancient 

performing art—a fascinating 

combination of art, style, 

tradition, education and 

entertainment, which they 

learnt in their villages—

by introducing it in the 

metropolitan city where they 

have migrated.
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where a number of temple-related 
troupes still exist and perform. This 
then becomes a lively, fast-paced 
form in which songs, dances and 
improvised dialogue (matu) mix 
according to a prescribed struc-
ture, Yakshagana is customarily 
presented from twilight until dawn. 
It primarily involves the singing of 
poetic songs (prasanga) by the 
chief musician (bhagawata).The 
bhagawata has a very important 
role in the performance and is re-
ferred to as the “first actor”. As the 
lead singer who narrates the story 
through songs, he directs the entire 
production and controls the pace, 
including the entry and exit of all 
the other actors.

The matu is usually spontaneous 
and impromptu—and is mostly 
never written down or rehearsed 
beforehand. It is often edited to 
fit the time frame available; often 
changing from night to night and 
actor to actor.Most prasanga are 
based on stories from the great 
Hindu epics, the Mahabharata and 
the Ramayana. Many of the popu-
lar prasanga have been transcribed 
and published, even from hundreds 
of years ago. Thus, the improvisa-
tion of dialogues, facial and mudra 
expressions are often left to the 
individual calibre and experience 
of the artist and the time he or she 
has devoted to the study of the 
texts, vocabulary, etc. 

A total of 15 people are required to 
produce a performance including a 
minimum of five musicians within 
the group. The chief musician sings 
and plays the maddale drum, and 
a man plays the shruti, a simplified 
version of the harmonium which 
maintains the underlying pitch nec-
essary to guide the singer’s melo-
dies. A chende drummer (a cylindri-
cal percussion instrument (wooden 
drum) used widely in the states of 
Kerala, Karnataka and Tamil Nadu) 
accompanies him. Traditionally, the 
acting area (rangasthala) would 
be a paddy field cleared of stubble, 

or the open ground in front of a 
temple compound. Mango leaves, 
flowers, coconuts, plantains leaves 
and coloured paper serve as festive 
yet simple adornments.

The troupe meets at least three 
hours prior to the play to dress up. 
Usually, the bhagawata and the 
other actors discuss the flow of 
the script during this time and an 
understanding is arrived at. A few 
basic costumes are maintained- 
basic male and female, aerial and 
forest dweller, hunter, demon and 
demoness, animal and bird, deity, 
teacher, sage, and comedian. It 
consists mainly of a dhoti, a py-
jama, a jacket or vest, and a loose 
gown. Special decorative costumes 
are used for the particular epic 

being performed and elaborate 
ornaments are made of light wood 
carvings, canvas, fabric, coloured 
mirrors, stones and beetle wings. 
Big, heart-shaped headdresses 
are worn by the warriors, crowns 
of wood covered with tinsel paper 
are worn by the kings, and large, 
impressive headdresses are worn 
by the demons. The costumes, 
ornaments, and headgear of each 
character weighs between eight 
and ten kilograms. 

Cosmetics are the most essential 
elements of a character’s pre-
sentation. Since artists don their 
own make up, they are taught the 

intricate styling at the Yakshagana 
Kendras.The final outcome though 
depends on the creativity of the 
artist’s imagination about a par-
ticular character that he or she por-
trays. Often a single facial make-up 
can take anywhere between one 
to two-and-a-half hours. Loud, 
animated and extremely colourful 
make-up with ornate designs is the 
norm. While coconut oil and veg-
etable dyes are used as a base for 
white, yellow, orange and red face 
paint—kajal is used for black colour. 
An added advantage of using such 
elements inspired by nature is that 
they are easy to remove once the 
performance is over.

Most groups stage an average of 
one Badagu Thittu type of perfor-

mance per month—the only one 
of its kind in Mumbai. They prepare 
through the month—practicing, 
reading and rehearsing on week-
ends and in their free time. Dia-
logues are exchanged over mobile 
phones and actors memorize them 
at home. A day before the show, 
they present a final run-through. 
Each show costs between 35,000 
and 40,000 rupees, and a crowd of 
about four to five hundred people 
gather to see it. Some viewers are 
Gujarati or Marathi and do not 
even understand the language, but 
simply attend to enjoy the cos-
tumes, music and make-up. “Just 
like people of all religions come to 
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see the Ramlila, similarly all peo-
ple—whether Hindu or Muslim—
come to see the Yakshagana,” says 
Satish. The organizers invite guests 
and special invitees from time to 
time, some of whom offer dona-
tions. Sometimes, when money 
falls short, the artists themselves 
contribute from their own pockets 
to manage the expenses involved. 

Behind the stage, the actors are 
all educated,well-qualified profes-
sionals or students who work day 
jobs to earn themselves a living. In 
effect, these ‘unsung heroes’ are 
doing a selfless service for the sheer 
love of the art and not the mon-
ey—as none of them make a profit 
out of it. In that sense, they are fol-
lowing their passion while earning 
a livelihood elsewhere. While Vitthal 
Prabhu runs a kitchen equipment-
factory, Satish Prabhu is a qualified 
engineer, Jagannath K Shetty runs 
a government canteen, Ramesh 
Narayan Birthi works for The Times 
of India group, and Santosh is a 
temple priest. 

Since olden days the character of 
the women, have been played by 
male performers. Santosh often 
plays the role of a sister or mother-
in-law in the play and says that 
once he is on stage, he is a lady; 
once his role is over, he is a normal 
man—there are no conflicts there. 
However a positive trend lately 
has seen a spurt in the number of 

women performing the Yaksha-
gana on stage. “In the group, we all 
work in harmony like brothers and 
sisters,” adds Santosh. 

Sharmila Shetty is a mother of two 
children. She had begun learning 
Yakshagana in the sixth standard 
from a teacher in her village who 
taught for free. Having performed 
more than 200 hundred shows 
before marriage, her husband and 
mother-in-law encouraged her 
to start performing in Mumbai 
as well. “Once we are on stage, 
we forget everything about our 
personal lives—we do whatever 
our role requires. It makes no dif-
ference whether you are male or 
female,” says Sharmila. She has 
already acted in close to 25 shows 
in Mumbai. 

Jayalakshmi Shetty is a former 
bank manager, who learnt the 
dance form as a hobby during a 
camp after retirement. Mohita 
Chandrahas Amin, an inspiration 
for several other women, started 
performing after her marriage. She 
followed her husband for whom 
Yakshagana is a lifeline. Her son, 
Himanshu Amin, who learnt the 
dialogues just by standing on the 
sidelines, has also started playing 
small roles from time to time even 
though he does not understand 
Kannada. Mohita says, “It’s good 
for him to dedicate four to five 
hours a week on this, rather than 

wasting time on the Internet or on 
Whatsapp.” 

The trend is encouraging for Yak-
shagana, as more and more young-
sters are showing renewed interest. 
There is Soujanya Billava (twelfth 
standard), Ankita Nayak (twelfth 
standard), Poornanand Nayak 
(tenth standard), Pratiksha Nayak 
(eleventh standard), and Poornima 
Salvankar (ninth standard) who 
have keen interest in this art form. 
“Rather than reading these stories 
in comics, it is more exciting to see 
them performed live in front of your 
eyes,” says Poornanand. More-
over, their family members come 
to watch them perform, further 
increasing audience numbers and 
interest.

Surprisingly, more shows are be-
ing performed today in Mumbai 
than in Karnataka.In the wake of a 
rapidly urbanized ecosystem, this 
is ironic given that the city faces 
the serious challenge of perform-
ing art forms being gradually being 
pushed aside due to the over-
whelming electronic mass media. 
The city currently has a total of 
seven to eight Yakshagana groups 
with varying standards of per-
formers. In the Fort area, a motley 
group of actors meet on Sundays 
to train together in dance and 
dialogue delivery. This is the story of 
all those unknown faces who hope 
that the Yakshagana custom stays 
alive, carrying on from strength to 
strength and from one generation 
to another. 

Research based on ‘YKT, Mumbai’,  
a film by O P Srivastava.

Neha Kirpal is a freelance writer and edi-

tor based in Delhi. She is also the author 

of ‘Wanderlust for the Soul’, an e-book 

collection of short stories based on travel 

in different parts of the world. You can 

access all her published work on her blog 

www.nehakirpal.wordpress.com 
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A discussion that focuses on Eastern 

India’s stories of Partition, that 

somehow remain outside the general 

narrative of the partition of India. 

Moushumi Bhowmik presents here 

field recordings from The Travelling 

Archives. 

a very significant presence. So 
where does one draw the line, 
where does one begin to talk of 
partition, in the context of the 
NE. Because with continuous 
borders and with geographical 
contiguity, as well as topographi-
cal, as well as cultural contiguity, 
such as between Meghalaya and 
Sylhet if we take for example, 
where do you start to draw the 
line and when? For me and as 
we have understood in our work, 
partition did not happen in 1947 
only, it is from a long time, not 
just one moment in history. A 
decision is taken and it becomes 

a moment in history, but a mo-
ment in history does not only 
happen because a decision is 
taken, many events lead to a 
decision. And the event does not 
stop at that moment either. So 
the partition is not something 
that happened in ‘47 and ended 
there. For me, I’d like to say that 
partition is not something that 
happened during ‘47, partition is 
something that we’ve been living 
for a long time. But the point 
is what happened in ‘47 and 
after that and how we lived. We 
did not live as this harmonious 
whole; my experience tells me 
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Moushumi b : I work in Bengal 
primarily, but there is no such 
place by the name of Bengal as 
such. There is West Bengal, there 
is Cachar, there is Bangladesh, 
there is the diaspora in many 
other parts of the world, so our 
project explores what was, could 
be, and what is not Bengal. It is 
a fragmented and essentially a 
contested land that we’re deal-
ing with here. It’s a more of a 
construct, it’s the making of a 
mind and in our case it is the 
making of an artist’s mind. Even 
though we’re taking on the NE, 
Bengal’s presence in the NE is 
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that we never lived as a whole. 
But we lived in a state of sort of 
disharmonious co-existence. We 
lived with conflict but we could 
still live like that, what partition 
did was that it seemed to sug-
gest the moment when we could 
no longer live together. My expe-
rience in living in the Northeast 
suggests that there are multiple 
partitions that we’re talking of 
here. Multiple divisions were 
bred in me while growing up in 
Shillong where I grew up with the 
idea of partition, with the idea 
of separation with the people I 
lived with and that is a conse-
quence of not only ‘47 but other 
kinds of divisions-separations 
that we felt amongst ourselves. 
And in spite of going to a school 
where we spoke a homogeneous 
English, learnt the same books 
and sang from the same hymn 
book, yet the divisions were quite 
stark. This thus becomes a reality 
to live with and confront on a 
daily basis and try to overcome 
as well. So it’s not only a reality 
that you acknowledge as your 
fate but it’s a reality that you 
live beyond with and then you 
try to create something beyond 
that reality. In our work with 
the travelling archive, I think 
that’s what we’ve been primarily 
trying to do. We left Shillong at 
the end of the 80s, after I had 
done my ICSE. Our house was 
sold, ‘78 was a time of extreme 
turbulence, so our house had to 
be sold. My father had a simple 
government job so he took a 
transfer elsewhere, so we left. 
My sister, was already studying 
outside the Northeast, so we left 
and I came to Shantiniketan and 
then for 25 years I never went 
back to Shillong. My mother’s 
never gone back since she feels 
so much pain and she cannot 
deal with it. She says she cannot 
go back to a place where we 
had a home and we no longer 
have. That’s another kind of 
partition that we’re talking about 

here. When I went back after 25 
years, I realised that there was 
a Shillong I never knew existed, 
because we lived such ghet-
toised lives as a community – it 
was a little world of our school 
and our family’s friends. Those 
are little pockets in which we live 
and we do not look beyond and 
there were things we never knew. 
I always saw ‘78 as a moment in 
time when things ruptured, when 
things cracked up. But I never 
knew, I never understood why ‘78 
happened at all- what was the 
genesis. I started looking beyond 
my world, beyond Bengalis, 
beyond my cocoon and started 
to listen. The project I work on 
is basically about listening. We 
look at sound as history, where 
sound itself becomes a historical 
document.

 I’ll start with the story of Cher-
rapunji. Cherrapunji is known 
these days as Sohra. The name 
refers to a kind of orange. Here 
is another history, contained in 
the name where one tries to 
reclaim the past. A name that 
is sort of being imposed on us 
and we try to go back to another 
name which was our own- this of 
course has happened with many 
places and many place names. 
Cherrapunji was where we would 
go when our extended families 
came. It was always foggy, misty, 
wet and very beautiful. If you 
look beyond the fog you see a 
sort of etching in the distance- 
the etching was that of a hill 
which were called the hills of 
Sylhet. 

 Two years ago we went on a 
project where we worked on 
borders; the project is based on 
certain texts. This text was by 
Delwar Hussain, a British Ban-
gladeshi from his book- Bound-
aries Undermined. The book 
takes a look at the underbelly of 
the lime stone industry across 
the Khasi hills and moves on to 
Sylhet as well. The transportation 

of the limestone from the Khasi 
hills to a place called Chatok in 
Sylhet has been a continuous 
process. As a part of following 
the story we travelled to the bor-
der with the purpose of recording 
the sounds of the border- won-
dering how does one listen to 
the sounds on the border. During 
this process we recorded the 
ropeway, the conveyer belt, the 
people’s stories, etc. In the course 
of this we heard that there was 
once a railway station or an at-
tempt at least to build a railway 
station. It was intriguing to hear 
this because being a hilly area 
Shillong doesn’t traditionally 
have railway stations. We went 
exploring that and kept asking 
people about what the story of 
the railway station was that we 
had been hearing. Our enquiry 
led us from a place called Bhola-
gunj to a place called Saubar. It 
is a little village close to Cher-
rapunji. Because it is so remote, 
cars don’t go there, so we walked 
with other sound artists. As we 
approached we heard the sound 
of singing, little children were 
singing. We thought that they 
were singing carols because it 
was around Christmas time. The 
place is picturesque and quaint 
and is apparently one of the 
oldest villages in India. We heard 
the children playing a local in-
strument along with Khasi songs. 
This was a part of a movement 
where the people were trying 
to reclaim their tradition of old 
Khasi songs which they had writ-
ten down in a book and wanted 
their children to learn before it 
was forgotten in the anals of his-
tory. 

 We learnt later that appar-
ently the British had attempted 
to build a train line but they 
couldn’t operate it. We were also 
surprised to know that there was 
a Ramkrishna Mission in this 
village. The school was set up 
by one Babu Tarini Purkayastha. 
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This became a story of return, of 
connect- of revival-an attempt 
to connect places and also face 
the inability to do so at times. 
When Babu Tarini says his name, 
he has the assurance of a man 
who can travel freely through dif-
ferent races and times, in an era 
where that was possible per-
haps- And then it becomes also 
the sound of places. The next 
story is by a writer called Asan 
Aziz Ul haq, who is an author 
from Bangladesh. Asan’s original 
home was in Bardhaman of 
what is West Bengal now. His 
book is called Agun Pakhi (the 
bird of Fire)- a story based on his 
mother, where he describes the 
stubborn refusal of his once doc-
ile mother to refuse the home, 
this in spite of the entire family 
deciding to leave for Pakistan. 
She asked her family to give her 
one good reason to leave. Even-
tually she did have to go with 
everyone else.The land in Bard-
haman where their home was 
built was dry and smoky. Quite 
in contrast when they reached 
East Bengal, they are surrounded 
by greenery. The writer feels 
alien here and doesn’t like the 
change in locale. In fact he says 
that it stifles him just the way his 
mother feels stifled in their new 
home.

  I am reminded of Ritwik Ghatak’s 
film ‘Komal Ghandhar’ where the 
character from East Bengal who 
has to come to the Indian side 
of Bengal stares at the sky and 
comments about how the skies 
are smoky here- eventually This 
side and That are always a mat-
ter of perspective, depending on 
where you stand. 

 The third story is based on 
another book by Pakistani 
Journalist, Anwar Shahid Khan 
who wrote about his father’s 
story- Padma Surkhhai( mean-
ing- Padma turns Red- in the 
form of a diary). His father was a 
student who came from Lahore 

to Dhaka to study Physics in 1971 
(this is another partition). He got 
caught in the war. And because 
he was an Urdu speaker he got 
caught in the war of languages 
as well. He had to go into hid-
ing; he had to stay with some 
of his Bengali friends- he was 
just 20-21 years old. When he 
finally returned home, he was a 
changed man. He had seen too 
many deaths and the sight of 
blood revolted him. 

 (Extract played) – Timur reads 
from his father’s accounts and 
also questions it. In the back-
ground is the singing of the story 
of Karbala. So it becomes a story 
of ongoing wars. 

 ‘This is the story of a man 
caught in the war torn lanes of 
Pakistan and Bangladesh. The 
world is a repository of strange-
ness. At other times it is a place 
of wonder. While as students of 
science humans have reaped 
the benefits that the world has 
to offer, there has been no at-
tempt to tackle the wrongs and 
the bad, as a result it continues. 
There’s only one remedy for 
this- travel. Till the time people 
don’t meet each other, know 
each other’s essence, till the time 
they don’t become each other’s 
guests, they will never be able to 
respect each other nor be close 
to each other.  Those who don’t 
travel are like frogs, who spend 
their lives in a puddle without 
knowing the world beyond. Life 
has taught me that there is 
nothing black and white about 
truth or lies, what is a lie today 
can become a truth tomorrow 
and yesterday’s truth today’s lie. 
Today when I think of it, I think 
all borders have one truth- one 
dimension and one mission-that 
is to stop the free thinking mind 
from travelling. Maybe borders 
are upheld to keep the memory 
of the dead alive, more than that 
of those living. While on the one 
hand these borders often make 

refugees out of people, at the 
same time these are the very 
borders that lead to the death 
of all emotions, feelings and 
passion in people necessary for 
living. People live their lives as 
Pakistanis, Indians, Bangladeshis, 
etc but these lives often exist at 
the cost of humanity and that of 
those who are more dead than 
alive and even those whose lives 
have been lost because of this 
useless carnage. I realised this 
when I went to India for the first 
time in the summer of 2015 and 
visited the house of a relative 
in Calcutta. This was the same 
house that I have not been able 
to see for many many years and 
the thought of which made my 
ancestors weak in sorrow, lead-
ing to eventual death. The house 
was in Khidirpore and in spite of 
the fact that they had to leave 
the house; it was something they 
could never forget. Will it ever 
be possible to really cross these 
boundaries and make a different 
home?

 All these stories only tell us that 
we carry our histories with us 
into the future, they may be 
fragmented and yet they exist 
within us. 

Debjani : We discussed the geo-
graphical sights that affect 
the partition of the country. 
There are so many other smaller 
partitions that have happened. 
In many ways these incidents 
they tell us how the people have 
changed, how the language has 
changed, etc. In the East the 
border is very porous. People 
have moved from one end to 
another in different ways & in 
search of work. When we talk 
about partition, it is not only 
about communally charged 
thought process, there are many 
who have decided to stay back 
and not to move. 

 The Northeast dislodges a num-
ber of assumptions that we have 
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about partition and 1947. In the 
NE all these questions become 
complicated because the people 
who moved were tribal. They 
moved because their problems 
were different from that of 
others. For instance during the 
time of partition the Buddhist 
Chakmas thought that their 
districts would be in India so they 
had shifted accordingly & raised 
the Indian flag. But what hap-
pened was that their districts fell 
in East Pakistan and they were 
seen as disloyal and began to be 
harassed officially. As many as 
40,000 Chakma families eventu-
ally moved into the Garo hills. So 
the movement of the tribals, the 
Buddhists, etc, complicate the 
narrative of the Hindus & Mus-
lims.  Another issue that hap-
pened in this regard was that of 
Sylhet, which became the only 
place that had a referendum 
regarding the movement of the 
people or not post partition. The 
people here collectively decided 
whether they wanted to stay in 
India or go to Pakistan. This vote 
effectively became a reorganisa-
tion of India on communal lines; 
secondly it also helped in carv-
ing out a more homogeneous 
state of Assam. Assamese as a 
language helped in this homo-
geneity in some ways. The Hindu 
Assamese voted to remain in 
Bengal. While in West Bengal, 
the Hindus wanted the Mus-
lim pockets to be cleared out, 
in Assam, the Muslims did not 
want a partition and they did 
not want to leave. As a result the 
present day NE came into being 
in 1947. So the division hap-
pened in the Barak valley. Only 4 
thanas remained in Assam and 
the rest went to East Pakistan. 
This entire re-organisation of 
the area was a product of 1947 
and it also brought about a lot 
of counter narratives other than 
the larger hegemony of narra-
tives. We also look at Tripura in 
this regard because it showed a 

different kind of crisis. The Tripura 
kings had always been very close 
to the Calcutta metropolitan 
culture. One of the kings was in 
fact a great admirer of Tagore, 
he was a photographer of great 
renown and he helped many 
Bengali Hindu settlers to come 
into Tripura before the partition. 
But with the partition, within Tri-
pura you already see the Bangal 
khedao andolan( the movement 
to throw out those from East 
Bengal). An indigenous organisa-
tion of Tripura is of the opinion 
that the Bengali Hindus had ap-
parently ousted the indigenous 
inhabitants and taken away the 
lands. Questions arise about 
who is an infiltrator, who is a 
refugee, who is the migrant and 
who is moving where- becomes 
very charged in this area and this 
is because of a number of histori-
cal reasons and it is not only the 
partition. If you look at the mi-
grations that have happened in 
this area from the early decades 
of the 20th century, you see that 
people have always moved here, 
but where have they moved, and 
how they have moved changes 
pattern with the 1947 partition 
crisis. Because of this perhaps 
1947 becomes a catalyst of sorts 
that brings about a kind of reor-
ganisation of the geographical 
contiguity in terms of religion. 

udayon Misra  : The Chittagong 
hill tracks, is the story of sub-
terfuge which many of us are 
not very well aware of. When 
Radcliff drew the final line and 
the news that Chittagong went 
to Pakistan was being given to 
Mountbatten, Radcliff hid the file 
because he says he didn’t want 
to make the news public since 
Nehru and Patel would be very 
angry and the evening dinner 
would be spoilt. And he says, 
“It’s ever so small a matter”. The 
Chittagong hills were one of the 
most developed regions in the 
Northeast at that time, and as 

a result it affected the fate of 
the Chakmas, the Hajongs, and 
other tribes. The revelation of the 
Chittagong hills going to Paki-
stan came much later and the 
Chakma leadership wasn’t aware 
of the fact that they had been 
allotted to Pakistan. Since then 
the Chakma issue has refused 
to die down whether it is in Ban-
gladesh or Arunachal Pradesh. 
The second point is about Sylhet, 
which assumes a very am-
biguous situation because the 
Sylhetis were never too happy to 
be a part of a backward Assam. 
They were always of the opinion 
that they would suit better in 
Bengal because they thought 
Assam was a backward region. 
It became the common demand 
of the Sylheti leadership right up 
to a point when the idea of ref-
erendum came where they said 
they wanted to go to India, but 
by then the Muslim population 
wanted to stay with Pakistan. 
This discussion is however in-
complete without reference to All 
India Congress and the Muslim 
League and the dynamics which 
led to Assam being a part of 
India. 

 Whenever the discussion sur-
rounds the Northeast, partition 
becomes a central point. While 
working on the partition pa-
pers, particularly the legislative 
assembly proceedings of the 
40s, I had a very eerie sensation 
because many of the statements 
and the resolutions passed 
by the late 40s in the Assam 
legislative assembly, the debates 
that were taking place over 
land, immigration, identity and 
language were majorly divided 
in opinion between the Congress 
and the Muslim league leaders. It 
is uncanny to see that the nature 
of the debate hasn’t changed 
through history; it was the same 
debate in the 90s and even to-
day. If you look at the newspaper 
editorials from 1946, ’47, ’48 in the 
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early 80s and those today, the 
problem of the Bengali refugees 
in Assam forms a central point 
of reference. Right now, with 
the conversation around the 
citizenship bill, etc the problem 
of the Bengali refugee is seen 
as a challenge to the concept 
of an Assamese identity, even 
though the Assamese identity 
is also now a part of the twenty 
eight other ethnic organisations 
that have joined hands, so it is 
the indigenous identity that is 
threatened. In the end we see 
that the whole partition politics 
was embroiled in the occupation 
of land, which is also associated 
inversely with identity of the 
indigene. Also, pan migration 
has been an integral part of the 
Assam geo politics even before 
partition. But this movement 
was not always a spontane-
ous movement, because it was 
also associated with the policies 
of the Muslim league govern-
ment in Assam- which in fact 
made much of this a planned 
migration. Letters from the then 
Assam chief minister to Mu-
hammad Ali Jinnah reveal that 
Muslim people were brought in 
from East Pakistan to ensure 
that the ultimate demand of the 
Muslim league that Assam is not 
a Hindu majority province is sus-
tained. So this movement also 
became a sponsored act by the 
government of Assam at that 
time. In 1946 when Congress 
came into power things changed 
and the whole land act was re-
viewed differently and provisions 
were brought in. Many of the 
issues thrown up by the partition, 
still remain which is why the situ-
ation brought about by parti-
tion in Assam is different from 
partition in Bengal or Punjab. 
This is also because in Assam the 
coming of people from East Ben-
gal with a culture and developed 
language of their own was seen 
as a cultural threat to the indig-

enous Assamese people. This is 
directly linked to the present day 
number of people who speak in 
Assamese- statistically this is a 
decreasing number, which in turn 
makes it a complex situation of 
revival vis-a vis the situation in 
Bengal. Also the amount of liter-
ature that has come up through 
the years from Assam are far 
less in comparison to the Punjab 
partition, this is also because 
the politics of identity and ethno 
nationalism has submerged the 
stories and anecdotes of parti-
tion. The politics between the 
centre and the government of 
Assam has also played its role 
here, when Gopinath Bordoloi 
had written to Nehru telling him 
about the fact that they had al-
ready taken in so many refugees 
that they could just not take any 
more. The reply from the centre 
was that the aid to Assam would 
be stopped if the refugees were 
not taken in. Despite the an-
tagonism for other communities, 
Asaam has taken in about eight 
waves of refugees. As a result of 
all these influences the shadow 
of partition has been very long in 
Assam. 

Vishwajyoti : It is interesting how 
we have been handed down 
partition. For Bengali kids like me 
who grew up in Delhi, it was a 
very harmonious existence with 
the Pakistani refugees. It was an 
opportunity to understand what 
is actually a landlocked coun-
try, and a riverine country and 
knowing the difference between 
them. So a lot of partition is a 
post memory, post truth phase 
which also reflects on the way 
the third generation has been 
handed down the stories of par-
tition and how they have gone 
about seeking those stories and 
recording them. The more recent 
history of those men and women 
who grew up in refugee colo-
nies reveals how they suddenly 
turned entrepreneurs and went 

about setting up their own shops 
or tailoring units, their claiming 
of pension from the Government 
department of rehabilitation. A 
lot of the stories sought out by 
the third generation are their 
attempt at a closure of sorts. A 
lot of the stories happening in 
the Assam- Bengal part of the 
partition sounds like a film filled 
with coincidences, where people 
who meet find connections from 
two or even three generations 
coming together in what maybe 
a strange occurrence. What is 
special about these partition 
stories is the sense of reconnec-
tion between different genera-
tions. 
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month of January was eagerly 
awaited for the visit of Dida, my 
maternal grandmother. This visit 
would coincide with the time of 
poush sankranti (harvest festival 
celebrated in January). Most of 
these visits invariably translated 
into busy afternoons, with the 
aroma of nolen gur (date palm 
jaggery) and gobindo bhog (a 
variety of aromatic rice) and of 
course the end results- payesh, 
patisapta, pithe puli (sweets made 
from rice, rice flour, thickened 
milk, coconut, cottage cheese) 
and loads of other goodies. And 
not far behind, was the stories of 
desher bari (the country house) she 
would regale us with even as she 
sat through the wintry afternoons 
making patisapta (a Bengali 
dessert). One such story still 
remains etched in my memory. Dida 
while passing on a glass of water 
had a strange smirk on her face. 
On seeing my questioning glance 
she went on to elaborate – ‘actually 
I just remembered an incident 

when your Dadu’s family had come 
to see me’. We waited with bated 
breath to hear their story/romance 
unfold. Dida continued, “Dadu’s 
(grandfather) family and relatives 
were sitting in the baithak khana 
(parlour) where I was called in, and 
one of Dadu’s mama (maternal 
uncle) asked me my name, while 
someone else asked whether I 
knew how to sing. All of a sudden 
one of Dadu’s relatives asked me 
to stretch my hand forward and 
before I could understand anything 
he took water from the glass and 
started rubbing my hand”. Why so 
Dida, we asked of her. Laughingly, 
she replied, “He wanted to check 
whether I was really that fair or 
was it some paint”. Why didn’t you 
protest, we asked “Dhur pagli!!! I 
was only 12 and then with a smile 
she leaned closer and said with 
mock seriousness, I did extend the 
other hand to him. Without much 
prodding Dida informed us that 
her marriage did create an uproar 
in Daulatpur, a village in then 
Madaripur sub-division of Faridpur 

now part of Manikganj upazila, 
Dhaka division in Bangladesh, 
not because Dadu was a kulin 
kayastha (an upper caste) and she 
wasn’t, but primarily because each 
member of the bor jatri (family and 
friends accompanying the groom 
to attend his wedding) were fed for 
lunch every day with a gota illish(a 
single hilsa) apart from four other 
varieties of fish. 

Food, we learnt soon enough was 
what distinguished us, the Bangals 
(nick name for those from East 
Bengal) from opaar bangla now 
Bangladesh. There was a constant 
banter around food at our home 
and at times this did take a serious 
turn. Illish mach (fish found both 
in rivers and in the sea) is one fish 
that we Bangals swear by, and die 
for and everything about cooking 
the fish is a fine art, including cook-
ing its head. Baba (father) once 
claimed that the way his mother 
cooked the illish head with potato, 
pumpkin with fenugreek and black 
pepper tempering was way better 
than how my mother cooked with 
pui (Ceylon spinach), potatoes and 
pumpkins. This led to an all out 
food war within the house in a bid 
to outdo one another. Incidentally, 
both my parents’ family belonged 
to purba Banga(East Bengal) and 
now Bangladesh, and they had 
migrated to Kolkata after the parti-
tion of 1947. My mothers’ family 
was from Faridpur and my fathers’ 
from Noakhali, which perhaps 
experienced the worst possible 
communal riots around the time 
of partition. When their families 

Tasting Home: Food 
memories of Purba Banga 
in post partition Kolkata
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moved to Kolkata they had next 
to nothing - no land, no property 
or money except for a few pieces 
of jewellery that had to be sold in 
no time to make ends meet. Baba 
(my father) often complained that 
they had even lost the language 
because the next generation could 
not speak or understand the No-
akhali dialect. In the face of such 
a loss, food became understand-
ably the clutch around which their 
and our sense of self, identity and 
culture was built upon. This in turn 
then became the tenuous connect 
to the home that our families had 
left behind.

Under the circumstances, Bazaar 
was an everyday ritual that had 
to be completed with the right 
ritualistic flavour. At sharp six in the 
morning Baba would leave with his 
bazaarer thaili (shopping bags) and 
on his return Maa (mother) would 
lay out the bazaar (items procured 
from the market. In Bengali, the 
term is used to denote both market 
place as well as items bought). A 
prolonged discussion would then 
ensue- sometimes very heated 
and over tea, about the prices, 
freshness of the vegetables, and 
fish. All this while, the menu and 
the specific recipes that would go 
best with what had been procured 
would be decided upon too. When 
it came to the bazaar, my father 

was nothing less of a fanatic than 
my mother. He had to make sure 
about the exact size and cut of 
the vegetables and the recipe 
used for cooking each vegetable 
or fish. He could merrily roam for 
hours in the sabji bazaar (vegetable 
market) looking for and finding 
little treasures, and pray what were 
these? People might laugh but 
this exhaustive search was often 
conducted in order to procure the 
halencha shaak(water cress) that 
he might have chanced upon 
some day or the kochur loti (taro 
stems), the perfectly sized bata 
mach (labeo fish) or chabra chingri 
(small prawns) or the kagaji lebu 
(lime) that would complement the 
light musuri daal (red lentils). Each 
season as my mother would say 
brought out the hunter and gath-
erer in him. In summers he would 
invariably bring gima shaak(leaves 
of bitter cumin) for maa to make 
bara (patty) like the ones that were 
served in desher bari or the kochi 
lau pata (baby bottle gourd leaves) 
just right for lau patar jhol with kalo 
jeere bata (nigella seed’s paste), 
which was signature dish in my 
mothers’ family. I once remember 
Baba rather proudly telling us that 
he has done bazaar-haat in almost 
all the places he had visited. It was 
of no surprise for us then that from 
one of his office tours to Siliguri-
Darjeeling, Baba brought shapla 
instead of Darjeeling tea! Noakhali 
and most of Bangladesh for that 
matter would be flooded during 
the rainy season. Understandably 
vegetables would be in shortage 
but shapla, a kind of water lily and 
also the national flower of Ban-
gladesh would grow in abundance 
almost everywhere. Because of 
its ready availability shapla was 
frequently used as a vegetable. 
Baba’s favourite was of course 
bhewra bhaja – shapla fritters.  

Refugees, ‘Udbastu’, ‘Chinnomul’ 
were words often used to describe 
Bangals after the partition of Ben-
gal in 1947. These were people up-

rooted completely and with great 
violence from their homes. And yet 
as second generation Bangals we 
never felt rootless. There were no 
material objects that travelled with 
our families but what did persist 
were the food cultures practiced, 
recreated and remembered in our 
everyday lives and kitchen. And 
this of course was done with great 
pride, whether it was preparing 
sasha chingri, a Noakhali-Cumilla 
delicacy that involved the cook-
ing of prawns with cucumber or 
haath ambol, a sweet and sour tak 
made by simply mixing aamshotto 
(mango candies), ground coconut 
and gandhoraj lebu (lime) or the 
masuri daal with radhuni bata (cel-
ery seed’s paste), motor daal (peas 
lentils) with paat shaak (jute leaves) 
or macher kochuri in my mothers’ 
family. Perhaps one would have 
expected a certain sense of loss, 
trauma and even pain given my 
family’s context. My father’s family 
did experience unusual violence 
with my great grandfather being 
assassinated in broad daylight 
at Chowmuhuni railway station 
and members of the family being 
brutally killed during the Noakhali 
riots but that never stopped him or 
us from being close to Jagga kaku 
and their family, who were Muslims 
from Faridpur. They were simply 
Bangals just like us and it was our 
shared food culture and stories 
of desher bari that connected us. 
Food made us happy, built bridges, 
soothed our wounds it brought us 
joy by simply giving life to a home 
we had lost.  
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‘The word adda (pronounced “uddah”) 

is translated by the Bengali linguist 

Sunitikumar Chattopadhyay as “a place” 

for “careless talk with boon companions” 

or “the chats of intimate friends”. Roughly 

speaking, it is the practice of friends 

getting together for long, informal 

and unrigorous conversations.’ This 

session was an adda on the culture of 

adda and perhaps the shrinking space 

for conversations and opinions. Adda in 

some form is part of every culture and 

community and this is a celebration of that 

art of conversation.

ashok Vajpeyi (speaking in Hindi) : I 
lived in a small town called 
Sagar, in Madhya Pradesh. My 
first experience of an adda, was 
at Sagar. There were about eight 
to ten poets, who would meet 
every once in a while. Poets, 
wherever they meet are always 
eager to share their own poetry 
first- it was the same with us too. 
Those were addas where we 
would meet at someone’s house. 
On one such occasion, someone 
was reading (and all poets are 
very serious about their own 
work), in between which tea was 
served. The person who was 
moderating the session was 
distracted by the slight noise of 
the tea cups. This really enraged 
the poet who was reading, 
indignant at the apparent 
distraction that took away from 
his poetry. The moderator on 
noticing this however made his 
point clear by saying, ‘poetry is 
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good, but tea is better’. This 
particular session made me 
understand that the world is 
made up of different sorts of 
people, some of these people do 
like poetry but they also ac-
knowledge that while poetry is 
good, there are other better 
things in this world too. This was 
a lesson in humility for me right 
at the age of thirteen or four-
teen. In those times, small towns 

had a few book shops. Our town 
also had one such book shop 
where we also had addas. We 
used to hang around the book 
shop and keep chatting between 
ourselves. The poor shop keeper 
almost had no other option but 
to become a writer himself. None 
of us had an inkling of this fallout 
nor were we prepared for it. But 
the more serious problem was 
that he was a bad writer, and in 
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every sense of the term too. But 
nothing could be done, since it 
was a free space to sit in, and he 
would serve us tea too. Sitting 
around tea was an expensive 
affair in those days and none of 
us really had the money for it. He 
would also give us books at 
discounts and on loans; when-
ever a new book would be out 
we would be informed of it 
through him. Youth are not only 
attracted towards young 
women, books hold an equally 
important place for many-even 
though these days it might be 
that men are more attracted 
towards women than books. In 
those days, the attraction for 
new books was also very high- its 
smell, its paper, etc were 
addictive. In many ways, this was 
the first place where I formed an 
addiction for adda. I have been 
many things most of which are 
pathetic and funny, one of which 
was being the vice chancellor of 
a central university. In those 
days, vice chancellors were 
chosen from amongst the 
candidates who were known 
outside the university too; these 
days however even those within 
the university don’t know who 
the vice chancellor is and 
because no one knows who they 
are, their tirade of spoiling things 
starts as soon as they are 
appointed. During my tenure as 
a vice chancellor, a conference 
was held in Shantiniketan. This 
conference was for the vice 
chancellors of all central universi-
ties. In front of the guest house 
in which we were staying, there 

was a tea shop. It was a run-
down shop and I looked at it 
with disdain from my window. I 
was after all the VC of a central 
university so some pride was 
perhaps legitimate. But some-
one informed me that this was 
quite a famous shop, and one 
must go and have some tea 
there. When I asked about the 
speciality of the shop, I was told 
that there used to be an adda 
here and Prof. Amartya Sen 
would be a part of the adda. I 
was impressed after hearing this 
but the fact that the shop was in 
such a bad state was demoralis-
ing for me, yet I still made a trip 
down to the shop as homage of 
sorts perhaps. So these type of 
addas used to be there. The 
highlight of most such addas 
was that the people participat-
ing in these conversations were 
mostly out of money. Usually one 
amongst them was a rich guy, 
and the others would tolerate his 
lack of talent because he would 
mostly spend some money on 
the tea that accompanied the 
adda. I came back to Delhi to St 
Stephens to teach English. The 
first thing that I noticed was 
everyone talking in English all 
the time. I was not used to 
talking in English for such long 
hours but over there everyone 
other than the servants and 
washer men would speak in 
English all the time. I had come 
from a town from where English 
was spoken in the weirdest of 
manner, for example, ‘My name 
is such, your name?’ In those 
days, the adda was a refuge of 
sorts from the humdrum life or 
the oppressive feeling of being 
around people who are much 
better than you. So we used to 
run away from it all and go to 
the Coffee House. In those days 
there used to be a Coffee House 
on Janpath. It was a wonderful 
place, where Ram Manohar 
Lohia would frequent, also a lot 
of Left front leaders would be 

seen there and many artists too. 
I came to Delhi in 1958 for the 
first time as a student for a 
project in Aakashwani, from 
there along with Srikanta Verma 
the Hindi writer and  Naresh 
Mehta, we went to Delhi Shilpi 
Chakra, where Ram Kumar had 
his first presentation. It was the 
first time in our lives where we 
had seen an art exhibition. We 
were about 17 years old and we 
had hardly seen anything. I also 
remember that the Coffee 
House had increased its price by 
one or two annas once, as a 
result there was a PRRM 
movement( Price Rise Resistance 
Movement) and the speciality of 
the movement was that they set 
up a stand just in front of the 
Coffee House on the Janpath 
footpath, at the same price that 
coffee was initially sold. In 
support of this Ram Manohar 
Lohia, E. M. S. Namboodiripad, 
Nath Pai and many other such 
members started having coffee 
in that stand. The movement 
became so well accepted that 
the coffee stand became almost 
a permanent feature and was 
called the PRRM coffee house. 
After sometime the government 
intervened and the coffee house 
was shifted to Palika Bazar. The 
important part however was 
that you could meet your lover 
too in that coffee house, because 
there was no worry of whom you 
might be sitting with, contrary to 
today where there’s a lot of worry 
over whom you’re sitting with. 
After teaching I went back to the 
civil services in MP. I did a lot of 
mistakes and this was one of 
them. Then I came to know of a 
Mohan Singh Place, where at 
any point during the day you 
could find about ten to fifteen 
writers, or artists.  For one they 
were mostly jobless and had a 
lot of time at hand for some 
others it was a matter of 
meeting new people after 
finishing their work. I remember a 

in those times, small 

towns had a few book 
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one such book shop where 
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to hang around the book 

shop and keep chatting 
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well known Hindi poet called 
Nagarjun, who had written a 
strange sort of poem. I met him 
while visiting the place and 
asked him about it. In turn he 
asked me how did I know about 
it. I told him that it was pub-
lished. But he told me that I 
shouldn’t read it because the 
poem wasn’t something suited 
to my capabilities. I was sur-
prised and these were the sort of 
things that would happen there. 
In those days it was possible to 
have such places in Delhi, 
somehow those places got 
shifted from community places 
to more private places. The 
practice of adda or adda bazi 
did not stop. Urdu has two 
words, yaarbashi and addabazi, 
the first means to sit around 
with friends and chit chat. In 
that sense IIC is also a kind of 
adda, the best part about it is 
that because no one listens, so 
you can actually sit here and 
criticize the IIC itself while 
exchanging pleasantries. I once 
wrote a letter to the president, I 
remember saying that next time 
when you open the membership, 
please ensure that fifty percent 
are at least young people, it’s 
becoming a grey man’s club. 
People are slow and aged here, 
they are well behaved, etc but it 
has a very morose kind of 
atmosphere-as if there’s no hope 
left in the world for them. So the 
story of adda isn’t really limited 
to Bengal. I also wanted to say 
this that Bengalis have taken 
ownership of certain things 
rather unnecessarily. The 
problem is that Bengalis think 
that they were there before 
everyone else. I’m sure some 
Bengali literary figure has written 
about the fact that Aryans were 
not from outside but were in 
reality Bengalis, and the epithet 
of Aryans would have stuck them 
much later. This is a similar 
thought process to what 
Punjabis think that they arrived 

very late into everything, 
whereas history shows that they 
were around since a long time. 
But they like to say things like, 
‘this isn’t in our hands since we 
had no idea.’

amarendra khatua : The whole 
concept is that, as Indians we 
don’t listen. We talk, before 
internalising what the other 
person is saying. For example 
before you finish, I’m trying to 
prepare my answer, my retort, 
my erudition. What Dr Vajpeyi 
is trying to say is that adda is 
not about who orates well, who 
speaks well. It is a concept of 
shared space, within that shared 
space we are ten people. You 
might be specialising in football, 
somebody knows about Marx-
ism, so on and so forth. Once we 
share space, we share conversa-
tion. There is a very good article 
by Amit, where he says adda 
is basically merging a person’s 
time with comfort of created 
space, acknowledgement of 
specialised erudition, expertise, 
humour and ability of storytell-
ing and oration- acceptance of 
views, opinions and arguments 
within the limits of togetherness 
and idea of belonging.  This is 
not limited to Kolkata, but what 
happened in Kolkata is that they 
built a culture around it. Unlike 
other places where influence and 
intrusions changed the nature 
of the place, Kolkata remained 

indigenous. Therefore they built 
up these addas and secondly 
in Kolkata nobody listens to 
each other, for example- if my 
house is on fire, I will build a new 
house is the refrain. But who 
scored a goal for Mohunbagan 
in 1962, can destroy friendship. 
So that is the basic notion of 
the origins of adda. Secondly, 
good conversation is not good 
communication, but if somebody 
can speak well, we love to listen 
to him. In rural areas, those who 
sing well or those who tell stories 
well- those aspects become 
communication. Conversation is 
holding your attention, shar-
ing your opinion, sharing your 
views. In India why are we losing 
this out? We are argumentative 
by nature, we prepare answers 
before listening and internalising 
and cyber power is dominat-
ing our existence today. We are 
all members of cyber addas, 
we don’t need the adda you 
are talking about. Whether it is 
Instagram or Facebook, India is 
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now number seven globally, and 
the cyber-adda is replacing lots 
of things we used to do earlier 
in a traditional manner. Lots 
of artificial elements of glo-
balisation are introduced in India 
second hand. We believe that 
because you are in Page 3(there 
is nothing wrong with page 3), 
that what you are doing is right. 
What I am doing traditionally in 
comparison may not be right. In 
the process we are losing the art 
of conversation. Earlier we go to 
a public space where we listen to 
someone who is speaking very 
well, the erudition comes when 
we share views, opinions and 
continue the conversation. 

shiv Vishvanathan : Since Ashok 
has begun with the sense of 
comic, I’m going to continue it 
today. Today I’m going to defend 
the Bengali. I really think Ashok 
is unfair. As someone who has 
stayed in Bengal for ten years 
and loved every minute of it- 
adda hides a sense of tragedy. 
Dipesh talks of laughter; in fact 
he has this great paragraph on 
how Satyendra Nath Bose was 
a great adda man. Dipesh has 
never looked at Bose’s biography. 
As long as Bose was a brilliant 
scientist, he used to attend only 
literary addas. When Bose’s 
second paper was rejected by 
Einstein, he became an adda 
baaj. It is only after that that 
he actually pursued addas. The 
adda allows you to be involved 
in a field without being a master 
of it. It is the invitation to the 
superficial, I can’t think of a more 
beautiful notion of democracy 
and I think this is what you really 
need to understand. Calcutta 
brought to it not content but 
style. You can go to Gariahat 
market, where you can order with 
dignity a half cup tea- where 
else can you do this? Try doing 
it at IIC. In fact IIC reflects the 
opposite of the Bengali adda. 
When you had nothing more to 

talk of, you invented IIC. It’s like 
an old people’s home where the 
silence captures the real absence 
of conversation. But imagine if 
these people actually started 
talking, that would be one of the 
most tragic things I can think of. 
But you know what you really 
have to capture is, adda as an 
art form. I remember when I was 
teaching at Maastricht, one day 
I told the Dutch- let’s do adda. 
You should have seen their reac-
tions; everyone took out a piece 
of paper, ‘when is your appoint-
ment?’ There’s nothing more 
un-adda like, then an appoint-
ment. Then they asked, ‘what 
should be the content of our 
discussion?’ I told them, ‘get lost’. 
You people don’t know anything 
about Bengal or being Bengali. 
Being a Bengali is an art form, it 
doesn’t belong to the Bengalis. 
Last year I gave a Tagore lecture 
and the first thing I had to tell 
Bengal was that ‘you Bengalis 
don’t know your own history’. 
It’s so playful, look at the words 
Dipesh and Amit use; they must 
have gone to an English Convent 
school- ‘It is about idleness, it 
lacks productivity’, I mean that’s 
the inverse of the management 
theory that Dipesh actually 
began his career with.  Adda is 
about play, about nonsense, and 
you know if you don’t capture 
playfulness and nonsense you 
won’t get democracy. There are 
only two great institutions India 
invented, both were ruined the 
day we talked about them in 
English. One was adda, Dipesh 
Chakrabarty wrecked it by being 
a subaltern-nothing less subal-
tern than an adda. Every man is 
an aristocrat, Ranajit Guha and 
Dipesh Chakrabarty never knew 
it. If they did they would have 
enjoyed history more, not only 
that they would have enjoyed 
themselves more and the sub-
alterns would have survived. By 
volume nine, no one was talking 
to each other. And worse, deeply 

and fundamentally, there’s no 
sense of democracy. Thank god 
for adda, that’s why Bengal 
never had a revolution. No one 
ever listened to each other. At 
the end you need to understand, 
you have to be fair to the Benga-
lis. He is the future, till the time 
you don’t understand that; you 
don’t understand the celebration 
of Bengal. Who runs Bengal, not 
Bengalis- it is Punjabis, Biharis 
and Tamilians. The other day 
I saw a picture of the Indian 
School of Physics, Calcutta- I’ll 
just read the names, Raman, 
Ramanathan, Ramaswamy, 
Mukherjee, Banerjee, Parthasar-
thy, etc -gives you an idea. I 
think this is what you have to 
understand, adda is hospitality. 
It is a certain joy in uselessness. 
Who else but the Bengali could 
patent it? You guys are so ethno-
centric, this is the problem when 
you come from the middle of 
India like Sagar, and you need to 
be a marginalised South Indian 
like me to understand. Bengal is 
the future, for an India which can 
never succeed, the Bengalis have 
patented failure. Adda is its first 

great creation. 

basanta rajkumar : For us in the 
North East, one of the most 
prominent things is food.We 
do not even have a word for 
greeting each other, nothing like 
Namaskar, Good morning or 
hello- in our colloquial language 
we ask, have you had food? It 
started with some of us who 
were working or studying outside 
the home state, we used to feel 
nostalgic about home food, 
which we usually didn’t find at 
the places where we were study-
ing or working. You become more 
nostalgic when you meet a per-
son coming from the same place 
and you want to talk about the 
similarities or whether the person 
has brought a familiar food item, 
not to undermine the conversa-
tion that is at hand but to sit 
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down and eat together at some 
point. Before the onslaught of 
the social media, about eight 
to ten years back, we had these 
only email groups and we were 
spread all over India and abroad. 
We got together and whenever 
someone went home to the fa-
miliar places, he/she would click 
pictures and share it with us. So 
you have that kind of a nostalgic 
feeling and then people used to 
stay online for 3-4 hours dis-
cussing things. Even though it 
started with food, it went on to 
many other things. And because 
we share the gift of the Bengali 
script (which is functionally used 
by the Manipuris), we are almost 
half Bengalis and share the 
pleasure of addas too. That may 
have been the unifying factor 

but it is a fact. 
raju Narzary : Adda is still an 

important part of the life in 
Kokrajhar but not as much as it 
used to be. Especially amongst 
the Bodos what used to happen 
is, people would sit around the 
fire and discuss various things. In 
the late 80s, people would eat 
dinner very early- around 6-6.30 
pm and after that there would 
be adda around the fire. In the 
mornings, especially in winter 
when people would go out very 
late to work, people would sit 
around the fire at the breakfast 
table and discuss so many issues 
from politics to sports and much 
more.So it used to be a very 
vibrant culture of adda, till the 
insurgency movement started 
sometime in 1988 and the army 
operation under the Armed 
Force Special Act was imposed in 
the area. People were afraid. The 

men specially would leave their 
homes and move to the jungles 
or paddy field because the army 
operations would be very brutal 
in those days. Perhaps, that is 
when we lost the art of adda 
around the fireplace,but gradu-
ally with the return of relative 
peace, people have been coming 
back for not only adda, but other 
forms of conversations; if you 
hold conferences or talks, people 
would be really charged up and 
motivated. Many a times they 
would be backed by one or the 
other insurgent groups, so they 
would be coming and represent-
ing their views and it would be 
very difficult for the organisers 
to handle such situations. Even 
then I do think that the tradition 
of adda does continue and we’re 

trying to reinvent adda. 

ian lyndogh : I stayed in an area 
where there were maximum 
number of Bengalis (Sylhetis). 
Most of my friends were Bengalis 
and Nepalese and we all got 
together in the tea shops and 
discussed things. Of course that 
was before Sec 144 was imposed 
in Shillong. In 1979 we had a lot 
of problems in Shillong, but be-
fore that we would hang out till 
nine in the evening. But recently 
I’ve seen that the adda culture 
is back in Shillong. We had a 
famous tea shop called Apayani, 
they were famous for the sweet 
called Long or Lobongo. That 
was a place where everyone 

would gather after work or after 
college just to sit down and chat. 
And when there were two Ben-
galis we couldn’t hear anything 
because there were speaking at 
the top of their voices and they 
were known for that actually. 
That was part of the experi-
ence that I went through and I 
have fond memories. Nowadays 
you go back to Laban, you see 
these groups hanging outside 
the teashop and discussing 
lot of things. I’ll speak from my 
experience of being from a Khasi 
family; our philosophy in life was 
based in the kitchen. The kitchen 
was always the centre of activity, 
so the centre of all political and 
economic discussion happened 
there. The family comes and 
speaks near the kitchen; every-
one speaks out their opinions 
there. I would like to talk about 
my tribe, when somebody dies; 
everybody goes to the house to 
relieve the family of the sorrow. 
This goes on for a week, some-
times a month. That was the 
time when after food everyone 
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would sit together for an adda, 
where anything and everything 
is discussed. I don’t know if we 
picked it up from the Bengalis, 
because we have a very long tra-
dition with the Bengalis. In fact 
if the British did not come we 
might have adopted the Bengali 
script, because a lot of our words 
are picked up from the Bengali 

language. 

 audience : I was just thinking, as 
women how much we missed 
out on growing up because we 
were never allowed to go to 
some corner spot, and talk of 
something that was frivolous. 
The only adda I remember with-
out eyes following us, was in the 
Delhi School of Economics. That’s 
a place where we enjoyed, the 
conversations I remember- Mon-
tek Ahuwalia and Manmohan 
Singh (all those people whom we 
didn’t realise who they were, be-
fore they became policy makers) 
they would be there constantly 

at 6 at some adda or the other.

ashok Vajpeyi : (answering to a 
question on shrinking spaces for 
adda and open speaking)

 Speaking of IIC, it isn’t really a 
graveyard sort of space as you 
might think I alleged. In fact 
the waiters show us the card 
from time to time, in which it is 
requested that you speak in low 
voices- but nobody does. But 
what is happening is that we are 
not talking as much as we can 
but we are talking too much into 
this rather uncivilising instrument 
called the mobile phone. For 
instance, I’m sitting and talk-
ing to you and you get a phone 
and you go away and here I am 
sitting like a fool because I am 
personally, physically present but 
this other person is away and 
takes your attention. Look at the 
other phenomena, if you have a 
free flowing conversation, you’ll 
be using all kinds of words which 
might include the abusive too. 

But now because of the mini-
mising of this scope on phones, 
the rich repertoire of words, lie 
unutilised by the educated, that’s 
the irony of our times. I once 
saw a Hindi dictionary, which 
says one lakh words, which was 
perhaps a way of advertising the 
voluminous dictionary. But the 
question is if there are one lakh 
words in my mother tongue, how 
many of them are being used by 
the media, or in everyday life? 
Rural areas might be using more 
than urban areas. The Hindi 
media might be using not more 
than about 7,000 words? About 
4/5th of the language repertoire 
lies unanimated because we are 
not using those words. There 
are words for many things, but 
most people don’t know many 
names today- whether it is 
names of flowers or other words 
that describe different things 
specifically. I wrote about Pao 
bhar Jeere mein Bhramha bhoj, a 
line that had been uttered by a 
maid in the house while trying 
to describe that a little spice 
would hardly be enough to feed 
a lot of people. I immediately 
related it with writers who do 
the exact similar thing work of 
feeding many with a few words. 
But in spite of my St Stephen’s 
background I had never thought 
of Jeera in English. One of the 
great merits of adda was that 
it gave you different vocabulary. 
There was once a function held 
where a lot of great people had 
come, but the condition was 
that you could read only vulgar 
poetry. You cannot imagine how 
many vulgar poems there are in 
Urdu. There was one poet from 
Hyderabad who was a special-
ist in only vulgar poetry. It was a 
session of about two hours and 

you might understand from such 
sessions how rich vocabulary can 
be used in such addas. So adda 
has a lot of uses actually. Also 
I’m sure that when women have 
such conversations they might 
have a lot of undignified conver-
sations where the vocabulary is 
great too! 

audience : Of course! When wom-
en have addas it can have vulgar 
vocabulary too, we used to have 
such addas during school days 
and much later too. In school 
sometimes we used to be some-
times thrown out of the class for 
gossiping and in such cases we 
would go out to the fields and 
gossip. These days when out of 
NFI we discuss a lot of things, 
which may sometimes border on 
the vulgar and such conversation 
is sometimes great fun too!

audience : I grew up in Bhopal, 
where there still is a culture of 
adda.In Bhopal the language 
gets limited to a few words; it 
doesn’t go beyond that for some 
reason. I also had great experi-
ences of adda in JNU in Ganga 
Dhaba. In JNU of course the 
culture of adda was a bit dif-
ferent it was far more serious in 
some ways and we managed to 
talk a lot on different aspects of 
politics especially. The highlight 
of these addas for me was that 
during such sessions there grew 
an emotional connect with all 
these issues that we used to dis-
cuss frequently. I find that very 
important; because it was not 
only an intellectual connect but 
an emotional one too. We used 
to attend class in the mornings 
and in the evenings we had 
these addas. I remember that if 
we did not discuss things at the 
adda I would find it somehow 

incomplete. 

One of the great merits 

of adda was that it 

gave you different 

vocabulary.
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shiv Vishvanathan : Ramu Gandhi 
once said, what destroyed the 
adda was the NGO movement. 
When guys who were talk-
ing became activists, history 
was over. In fact Ramu would 
say, ‘You know Sec 144 in the 
emergency was declared to stop 
the adda and it literally was. 
The Coffee house was closed 
during the emergency. I also 
want to defend language a bit. 
English declines as a language, 
but what Punjabis and Biharis 
did to English was much more 
innovative. That’s why I want 
corruption, because corruption 
expands language. If you want 
to see adda, you should go to 
the transport authority near 
the CSDS, look at the way they 
talk-‘Kuch oblige kar sakte hain?’ 
Oblige is Punjabi, then- ‘Koi ser-
vice?’ Look at the way English is 
made to say, the way the English 
can never dream of it. That is the 
function of an adda- to corrupt 
someone else’s language. That’s 
it actually, we’re taking adda too 
seriously, IIC is full of seriousity- 
it doesn’t have the lightness of 
being. I think language is what 
adda preserves. If anything adda 
does, it preserves the quality of 
language, and language should 
deteriorate. Can you think that 
artificial languages have no 
obscenity – that is actually the 
definition of artificial languages. 
The day language becomes 
obscene, it becomes natural. So 
adda preserves the naturalness 
of democracy. Bengal is a terrific 
metaphor for me, it’s brilliant. It’s 
the city of failure, not joy – but 
it’s the city of failure, which is 
joyous. Where else does the word 
third class mean so much- hos-
pitality, openness, Calcutta. The 
city is the adda, Dipesh and all 
get it wrong by saying this is the 
site, this is the particular place 
for conversation, nonsense! The 
minute you see Calcutta as an 
adda, you see the greatness of 

the city. I loved it and regularly 
go back to these addas. In fact 
that’s the only thing in Calcutta 
that’s worth going back to. Also, 
all Calcutta addas are about 
Sukumar Ray, about Bankim 
Chandra- as if they’re contempo-
rary figures. You read Dipesh, the 
tense disappears. It’s almost as 
if the Bengal renaissance and he 
were in the same class together. 
But that’s the beauty of his es-
say, that’s what makes him so 
brilliant. That nostalgia, fiction 
and joy combine in the contem-
porary. 

amarendra khatua : What I’m talk-
ing about is the art of conversa-
tion. There is a poem about, how 
we’re becoming individualistic 
and losing it. 

 Hypocrisy is my father’s name

 Frustration is my mother

 When I’m trying to crucify myself 
in the art of conversation

 Why should you bother?

 What has happened is exactly 
what he is saying. Adda is not 
about what you are talking, 
you are living, you have life size 
experiences, those experience 
are finding expression in what-
ever way- whether it is obscenity, 
whether it is poetry or talking 
football, whatever it is that we 
are losing out. IIC is an institu-
tion; it’s not an adda at all. It 
has a restricted membership, the 
talk will be limited. When ten of 
us get together, maybe when 
we are in the university- we 
talk Marx is dead, God is dead 
and I’m not feeling well myself, 
we talk about women, about 
literature- those are the kind of 
things we talk about. Adda tells 
us that everything must be there 
in life size, in real term and in an 
expressive way. 

audience : The speciality of Bengali 
addas is that they actually cut 
across age. The women also 
did addas, but in different sites. 
Which were probably not so 
visible as street corner or tea 
shops but women did meet. I 
remember in my large extended 
family, all the family women got 
together in the evening over 
Muri and Chaand they would-
have adda. Those addas were 
slightly different, but they were 
there- cutting across class and 
age. The specificity of the addas 
in Calcutta, were the amateur 
professionals. And the amateur 
professionals were people, who 
devoted their life in just one 
passion. So there might be one 
person who would have collected 
match boxes and that’s what 
he would do all his life. So these 
amateur professionals were who 

made these addas what they 
were. 

shiv Vishvanathan : (replying to 
the caste bias in adda) I’m an 
incurable elitist. So if you think 
I’m going to apologise for Brah-
manism, you’re mistaken. Not ev-
erything has to be democratised, 
the way we are democratising it. 
We are vulgarising democracy. 
One of the guys who imported 
adda from Calcutta was K S 
Krishnan, the scientist. I discov-
ered something while discovering 
the history of NPL. Regularly in 
the afternoons, Krishnan would 
disappear, simultaneously, 
Jawahar Lal Nehru would also 
disappear and Bhatnagar would 
disappear as well. They were all 
sitting at the NPL coffee house 
having addas on matters of the 
State- I thought that redeemed 
all of them! Also this idea that 
everything has to have a full 
representation is false. Adda was 
a theory of the city and I think 
it captured the imagination of 
the city. And it’s done in different 
ways. The coffee house captured 
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it in a different way, the sam-
melans captured it in a different 
way, the science laboratories 
captured it another way. Those 
addas were stunning; you had to 
see Jagdish Bose and DM Bose 
talking. I’ll tell you a story that 
many of you might not know. 
This was told to Ashish Nandy 
after he finished his book. An 
old man came to him and said, 
‘Have you finished your book, 
do you promise not to write a 
word more about it? Nandy of 
course was enjoying it, he was a 
great gossip. He said, ‘you know 
something, when Jagdish Bose 
was giving addas, his wife would 
come and beat him-get back to 
work’. It’s a story which captures 
the thing in a reverse. And I 
think the sense of idleness is 
something we desperately need. 
Look at the Chinese, they are 
so boring. They keep talking of 
productivity, rankings and we’re 
beginning to sound just like that. 
We need to be idle. Adda is the 
aesthetic plea to enjoy failure for 
a lack of aspiration. That is de-
mocracy and there’s a different 

way of looking at democracy. 

ashok Vajpeyi : (Answering the 
question- What would be the 
origin of the word adda)

 Adda I think is basically an Urdu 
word. Or at least colloquial, I 
don’t think it has any Sanskrit 
lineage. But adda basically 
was meant to be a place, like 
a Hawai adda (airport- place 
for planes to gather). I also 
remember lots of small addas. 
When I was a deputy secretary, 
in my room some other Deputy 
Secretaries would meet for tea. 
I imposed a rule which said that 
you cannot praise your boss but 
you can criticise or condemn 
him. The second rule was that no 
senior would be allowed to come 
in, only one Mr. MN Butch would 
drop in. The third rule was that 
we used to circulate all kinds of 

rumours, that was important 
and in civil service, rumours are 
absolutely wonderful to do. 
There were various rumours. I 
spread a rumour that the deputy 
secretaries are preparing a list of 
senior officers who they deem to 
be either incompetent or corrupt. 
And Mr. Butch was the conduit 
through whom we had this ru-
mour sent to the senior’s adda. I 
can’t tell you how much curiosity 
there was amongst the seniors, 
to find out which of them was in 
that list. Of course, no one made 
that list but we kept them guess-
ing. Rumour was great stuff. 
Rumours had nothing to do with 
reality and that was why ru-
mours were important, because 
after all you want to supersede 
reality. I used the rumours to put 
the seniors on the mat.

raju Narzary : In our society, when 
women would go to bring water 
for the home they would gather 
around the well and have their 
addas. Men might have theirs 
around the fire but women had 
addas while bringing water or 
while sitting beneath a tree.  
Adda had brought us great relief 
in many ways. My district has 
grappled with ethnic conflict and 
displacement; half of the popu-
lation in the district have lived in 
relief camps. In the relief camps, 
people don’t have much to do- 
so they would have a lot of ad-
das on various subjects. It would 
help them heal their wounds. 
The sorrow, the tragedy that is 
being inflicted on them, through 
the adda they would express 
and share with each other. So 
addas are not only those in cof-
fee houses but also the ones in 
relief camps or next to someone’s 
makeshift house. 

Nilanjana : We’ve spoken about 
adda in a very quintessential 
manner. When we’re talk-
ing about gendered adda, a 
particular social status, class, 

conception of adda in Bengal, 
we’re talking of all of these things 
which we as grownups or almost 
grownups can think about. But 
I can see a lot of children here 
and what nobody has spoken of 
till yet, is bachon ka adda( adda 
by kids). My earliest memories of 
adda are from childhood, when 
I used to go to the park and 
talk to kids who were Punjabi, 
Marathi, Bengalis, whatever 
– over there we used to share 
stories of each other’s houses, 
about our parents, our birthday 
parties, the kind of birthday par-
ties, etc where that was the first 
instance of registering gender 
dynamics, of understanding how 
certain classes celebrate certain 
occasions and basically under-
standing how different cultures 
work. You might be eight or nine, 
but the inception of adda begins 
then and that’s a very important 
part to pick up. 

audience : I want to say that 
earlier we used to see addas in 
the coffee houses. Even we girls 
used to go to coffee houses and 
sometimes see poets, lyricists or 
politicians, in those days people 
would write lyrics, poems- many 
would write patriotic lyrics which 
we don’t find these days. More 
and more people are addicted to 
their smart phones and seek to 
devote all their attention to the 

smart phones.

ashok Vajpeyi : (On being asked to 
read a poem)

 What is the use of reading a 
poem, I don’t write poetry that is 
nationalistic. I want to comment 
on the fact that people who 
keep mentioning about country 
and society, often forget that in 
the Hindi language community 
there is a lot of fear of society. In 
the last fifty years, people/poets 
have been judged on the basis 
of how much of your poetry con-
tains social values. And if these 
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values aren’t perceivably there( 
like it isn’t in much of my poetry), 
we are condemned to be outside 
the caste of so called proper 
poets. But the fact remains that 
since the time Hindi poetry has 
imbibed this aspect of social val-
ues, the Hindi community itself 
has moved away from literature. 
No one studies Hindi litera-
ture and people like us are left 
nowhere. So it’s not a new issue- 
this in itself is a lament. One has 
strange experiences in adminis-
trative life. I recollect an incident, 
we had an education minister 
who was very foolish- educa-
tion ministers are often foolish 
in nature in our country, but this 
one was specially so. Someone 
asked a question regarding the 
Christian missionary schools run 
by the missionaries- a problem 
that the BJP has had for a while. 
The reply was a complicated 
one; there were many pages of 
data to be discussed, etc. I was 
the education director in those 
times, so we had briefed him for 
half an hour and we were more 
or less convinced that he would 
make a mistake because he 
couldn’t understand anything at 
all. When the time came for him 
to be asked by the opposition 
ministers, he was busy shuf-
fling the papers and me and 
the education secretary began 
laughing, even while the op-
position were screaming at him 
about not replying. The members 
of the opposition commented 
that the education minister is in 
such a bad state that their own 
officers are laughing at him. On 
hearing this we immediately 
stopped laughing. A little later 
there we were having tea in 
the office of a Vidhan Sabha 
secretary; he asked me ‘why were 
you laughing at the plight of the 
education minister?’ I said no I 
wasn’t laughing, I was crying, 
laughter is also another side to 
the culture of crying.’ So it is true 
what people say, we laugh far 

too little. Also we have forgotten 
to laugh at ourselves. The other 
thing about adda is its stream 
of consciousness like nature, as a 
nation we indulge in it, even our 

epics indulge in it. 

 In Hindi cultural politics, writing 
love poems is also a crime. It’s 
happening now very authora-
tively in Uttar Pradesh. But I 
used to write love poetry and still 
write love poetry- so here is a 

couplet.

 Gods you may leave now

 She has arrived

audience : The nature of adda has 
changed somewhat from what it 
was when I was growing up. But 
I disagree when people say that 
because of phone there’s not 
adda any more. On social media 
we are in a forever adda zone. 
We might put up one comment 
and plenty of people comment 
on that and after sometime 
you’ll find that the conversation 
has drifted into a different direc-
tion altogether.

shiv Vishvanathan : I like the fact 
that policy wasn’t mentioned in 
the last forty minutes and the 
fact that any important per-
son wasn’t mentioned (except 
Ashok!) and I think that’s the 
beauty of it. Adda takes ordi-
nary things seriously and serious 
things in a very ordinary way. In 
that sense, adda by distortion al-
lowed democracy to revive itself 
every day. I also want to respond 
to the lady who talked about 
children’s adda. It was not the 
children who had the first addas, 
it was through the talk of their 
ayahs that children had the first 
experience of adda, ayahs are 
the first voice of subaltern. The 
way they talked about things, it 
has a different quality and edge 
to it. Adda needs an edge, it is 
innocence but with a slight bite 
that makes the difference. Com-
plete innocence was for Eden, 

but adda was invented out-
side Eden that’s why Calcutta, 
Lucknow, Sagar, with that slight 
touch of the resentful nurtured 

adda. 

basanta rajkumar : All said and 
done adda is also about keeping 
our traditions alive. You discuss 
a lot of things which are basi-
cally part of your mind, which 
has been ingrained in your mind 
about the things that you see 
and feel in your local place in 
the traditional way. I belong to a 
virtual space of adda, we started 
off on the theme of food. But 
with the coming of fast food, we 
have lost out on our traditional 
food. The method and procedure 
of producing the food, the ingre-
dients use in those food have 
all been diluted. So one of the 
things we do is cataloguing and 
putting together of all the recip-
ies. We also make a list of all the 
original words along with the col-
loquial common words that are 
used these days. That is possible 
because in a virtual world you 
are not confined to a place, or a 
section of the society and people 
of all ages come in. Another 
thing that is possible is crowd 
funding. Just to give you an 
example, there was about three 
month long economic blockade 
there, which was affecting the 
economy of the place. We did a 
crowd funding of our hotel and 
we managed to raise about 
five Lakhs within two days. We 
sent medicines and tied up with 
local doctors in these places, all 
through these addas. So these 
things are also possible in an 
adda where most of the time 
what we do is gossip, have fun 

and pull each other’s legs. 
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Nothing has changed in this backdrop.
Boys with earrings
enter hairdressing saloons and
set their hair with dirty combs;
the maimed women with meager leaves
in the bazars imploring pity,
the men lording over them;
and the girls everywhere,
spying from balconies,
on display with renovated faces
in streets, in colleges,
happy as beauty queens and then
the boys proud to drive their fathers’ cars.
But outdoing them all
the drug-fiends,
with bodies alive and
eyes dead.

This is the ancestral grounds
of the Meiteis.
A lottery of souls
is held here every day.
Sons, daughters,
with strength of elephants,
your homeland is on fire.

II
I find only winter each year
when I return like a dead ritual
to this gnarled land.
Here, I am both native and illegal migrant.
The minister is my shepherd,
I shall not want.
Yeah, though I walk
in the valley
in the shadow of Aids,
I will fear no man.

III
There is something sadly inevitable
about this land, something inescapable,
like a beast which stalks its own death,
like an ominous prophecy
of men clad in red going to war,
like an arrow when released
seeks the man who strung the bow.

Today, when everything seems to be
pointing again to prospect and fortune,
when no longer the subject race
the fantasies of capital have come true,
when our arts strut in the streets,
when the entire nation recognizes us,
when our poetry is filled with paeans
of pluck and progress,
when our culture is put up for display,
something sinister sours
our fondest dreams.

IV
Land of my childhood
I can no more pretend to love,
where I heard the bicycles
leaving in the morning and
a kitchen warm with smells.
I can be found hidden in a corner,
the soft boy with a fondness for epics
as some rowdy friends
plan the conquest
of a neighboring territory;
one galloped a stolen horse
through a crowded bazar
cutting the throng to pieces and
walked on to become
the marksman
of a subversive outfit.

I should have been there
to keep track of hidden paths
that lead to the jungle,
the mazes that weave the heroic lore.
I should have monitored
the boys shot down and
counted the soldiers
they ambushed.
I should have been there
in a deserted hamlet in Ukhrul
when every able-bodied male
fled to the nearest jungle and
only naked children
were left playing
with stolid old women.

Robin S Ngangom (b. 1959) is a bilingual 

poet and translator who writes in English 

and Manipuri. He has three books of po-
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New Statesman, The Literary Review, and 
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The dream kept coming back for 
months- always the same one.  I 
would see that my father was still 
in Assam, travelling to faraway 
lands. In spite of trying hard I could 
not locate where exactly the two 
of us were having that ephemeral 
conversation. Baba was seated in 
a train. Are you not coming back, 
I stuttered. No, he said-a silent 
refusal, one so firm that that it 
would choke me with intense pangs 
of sorrow. Why are you doing this 
to us, so many days have passed 
since you are gone from home, 
I wanted to say. But the dream 
would disappear at this point, leav-
ing me undecided about the truth 
of what I had witnessed decades 
back on a hospital bed – an oxygen 
mask sitting tight on a face under 
which the breath has long frozen, 

its straps clasped so hard that they 
had cut two distinct channels on it.  

Every time I woke up, I despaired- 
death was more of a resolution 
than a disappearance into a land 
that was not home. At least not 
the home I was referring to in the 
dream. But the thought process 
brought in more problems for me 
-whose home was I referring to? My 
father’s or mine. Was Kolkata ever 
his home, was the home we knew 
his real home?

A recent feature on my father had 
this to say, ‘Hemango Biswas was 
one of the foremost musicians and 
composers of his time, was also 
known for his writing and political 
activism, and was a pioneer of the 
leftist cultural movement known 
after the IPTA (Indian People’s 

Theatre Association), especially 
in Assam. He formed the Surma 
Valley Cultural Squad around 1943 
that toured Assam and Sylhet, 
staging revolutionary songs 
and plays. He became the chief 
organizer of the Sylhet chapter of 
the Progressive Writer’s Association 
in 1943-1944, and throughout 
the late ‘40s and ‘50s the Assam 
chapter of IPTA.’

It was in 1942 that he finally left his 
father’s ancestral home in Sylhet 
on ideological grounds.  His father 
happened to be a small but power-
ful zamindar in Mirashi village of 
Habigunj sub-division in Sylhet. By 
that time, he had served several 
terms in British jail and during one 
such term, he contacted tuberculo-
sis, which was not curable in those 

Hemango Biswas: 
A Magical Journey into 
Assam’s Folklore and 
Culture 

rongili biswas
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days. His commune life started 
after he left home and for the next 
fifteen years, with occasional bouts 
of serious illness, he stayed mostly 
in party communes/ IPTA offices, 
sometimes also in sympathetic 
party comrades’ or relative’s houses 
in Sylhet, Guwahati, Silchar, Dibru-
garh, Shillong and other places in 
Assam and the North East. This 
included his underground periods 
as well. This was one chapter of his 
life about which he wrote occa-
sionally, but never systematically. 
While trying to build an archive on 
Hemango Biswas around his birth 
centenary year it seemed to me 
that retracing his journey in the 
formative days of Assam IPTA (40’s, 
‘50s and early ‘60s) would be a 
crucial step in reconstructing those 
historic years, not only for his life 
but keeping in mind the leftist cul-
tural movement in the north-east 
in general. In that sense, Assam 
(which included pre-partition Sylhet 
and almost the entire north-east) 
was a homeland that his later life 
in Kolkata or his long recuperative 
years in China were not. 

One evening I was reading 
a portion of his (unfinished) 
autobiographical writing titled 
‘Ujaan Gang Baia’ – roughly 
translated as ‘Sailing Against 
the Stream’ (the obvious boat 
metaphor has to do with his 
lifelong passion about ‘Bhatiali’, a 

Bengali folk genre predominantly 
associated with boatman on the 
river, Hemango Biswas being its 
foremost exponent in this part of 
Bengal). I had read this particular 
section many times over, it never 
failed to give me goose bumps.
That evening while I was reading 
it again, an elderly cousin from 
Shillong arrived. 

I asked him then, ‘Do you remem-
ber, once in Shillong we went up a 
hill and you told me baba spent a 
long spell of his underground days 
in a house there? 

‘Yes, the place is called 
Nongthymmai’

‘That was long back -in ’85-‘86, I 
guess, baba was still living, and of 
course, I was too young to com-
prehend the importance of such 
things.  Do you remember the 
house, did you ever see it?’

‘Of course, I was probably in class 6 
or 7 at the time when I visited the 
place.. It would be around 1947-48’, 
my cousin replied rather pensively.

‘Do you think it might be ’49-’50?’

‘It could be, I was around thirteen 
or fourteen then, which makes it ‘49 
actually.’

‘Would you be able to locate the 
house, if we went to Shillong now?’

‘I think I will, I remember the land-
lord’s name though- Karkhangar’

‘I have taken down the details, 
the next time I am in Shillong, let’s 
try and discover the place, if it still 
exists’.

‘Sure, but what makes you so sure 
it was ’49?’

‘Let me read out this portion from 
his book for you. I was reading it 
just before you came in’ -

‘Telengana’s peasant struggle 
shows our way’, that was our motto 
when we went to the 1949 All India 
Conference of IPTA, known as the 
Allahabad Conference. After we 
returned, all of us were forced to go 
underground. But even in that state, 
I tried to organize the IPTA state 
and peace conference in Naliapul, 
Dibrugarh. Working amidst such 
risk in weak health made me seri-
ously ill….and I could not attend the 
conference.
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“…After that (The second state 
conference of IPTA at Naliapul in 
Dibrugarh where the police and the 
resistance forces fought, and as a re-
sult, one police personnel and three 
IPTA representatives died, almost all 
the Communist party members were 
arrested and many of them were 
tortured severely in prison) , I came 
from Guwahati to Shillong for conva-
lescence. I was put in a rented room 
at the end of the town, but within a 
few days, almost all the members of 
the Shillong Local Committee were 
picked up by the police from a secret 
meeting. I started facing enormous 
hardship then. It became difficult for 
me to arrange even a basic meal, let 
alone medicines and proper food. 
I took refuge in a shack at a Khasi 
locality away from the main town 
only at a rent rate of Rs. 20. A sym-
pathetic party worker who worked in 
a handloom co-operative in Shillong 
stayed with me. He cooked for me in 
the morning before he went out for 
work. He locked me from outside lest 
anyone suspected. I lay down silently 
and stayed like that. My comrade 
used to come back in the after-
noon or sometimes in the evening. 
Once I fell seriously ill and started 
vomiting blood. My comrade went 
to a known doctor, but the doctor 
did not want to come to the house 
secretly. He provided my comrade 
with a few medicines and injec-
tions. We also thought in such an 
obscure area a renowned doctor like 
him should not come, as this might 
arouse suspicion….anyway, I taught 
my kind weaver-comrade how to 
push an injection and started taking 
injections from him, sometimes even 
intravenous ones. I struggled like this 
for almost one full year and had a 
complete break-down in the end.

‘That is how I know it is ’49-’50’, I 
told my cousin ‘whenever he felt 
a little better he printed handbills 
with a Gestetner duplicating ma-
chine in that house, he writes after 
that, the police was searching for 
the place badly and a police per-
sonnel came regularly up the front 
street to keep watch on the house. 
It was here that he composed 
his famous song amra to bhuli nai 
shohid  (We have not forgotten, 
O martyr) following the death of 
Madhab Nath’s killing in Silchar jail. 
Some of his comrades requested 
him to compose a song .

‘We will find it, don’t worry’, my 
cousin reassured me before he left.

A chance event took me to Gu-
wahati next January. From there 
I set out for Shillong, primarily to 
discover the house my father had 
talked about in his writing. My 
cousin took me to Nongthymmai, 
but when we went up the hill, he 
seemed thoroughly confused. ‘I am 
coming here exactly after 67 years, 
everything has changed so much,’ 
he kept saying. We went further 
up and then came down, looked 
at a playground where young boys 
were playing football, came further 
down almost to the tip of the main 
street and suddenly, seeing a nar-
row stretch of road that bifurcated 
from the long winding street up 
the hill at some distance, my cousin 
said, ‘That one, it seems. It is not 
my fault, it was a forest at that 
time, the number of houses in this 
place is confusing.’ 

We went along that road and he 
stopped in front of a house with a 
handsome garden. ‘This could be 
the one, yes, I think this is the one’ 
he said. There was no one to be 
seen around. I thought asking for 
permission and narrating a little 
bit of our purpose might help us 
identify the house, even if we were 
at the wrong place. My cousin was 
still wandering at the back of the 
garden, but he was obviously not 
being able to locate the one room 
tiny outhouse about which my 

father has written in such details. I 
was about to press the calling bell 
of the main house, when he called 
out to me, ‘This is the one. See, my 
memory is not all faded; in the spot 
in this shade, which they have now 
turned into a nursery, stood the 
room.’ ‘How can you be so sure? 
I asked him. He showed me two 
memorial stones to the right of 
the nursery. I drew near them, not 
much was legible but one could still 
clearly read the names etched on 
both stones: ‘Kharkhangar’.

My cousin gave me a rather intrigu-
ing interview standing in front of 
that dream-like nursery. ‘One eve-
ning (I was in class seven or eight 
then) after school when I came 
home, my father told me sejomama 
had sent this gentleman over. 
Apparently, he wanted to see me 
badly and he was extremely unwell. 
It was dark and we walked the few 
miles to reach the house. Crossing 
the garden, the man opened the 
lock of the outhouse and I saw my 
uncle lying in a makeshift bed on 
the floor. He tried to open his eyes 
and smile at me, but could not 
manage to do that. He was so pale 
that I was sure he would not live for 
long. The thought made me scared, 
I wanted to go back home, and I 
wept bitterly while the gentleman 
took me back home.’

Seeing us in her garden, the owner 
of the house came out. She was 
the grand-daughter of the couple 
whose memorial stones we had 
seen and I wanted to narrate to her 
the entire story. I told her how Shil-
long had become one of the central 
places in my father’s life at various 
stages and how even during his 
periods of confinement here (either 
because of ill-health or under-
ground political activities) he never 
failed to collect folklore and tradi-
tional songs of the Khasi and Jain-
tia hills. I told her that my father 
was a purist as far as folk perfor-
mances were concerned and how 
as a child, he would try and put me 
to sleep by singing those songs and 
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recounting those lores. I also told 
her about the happy Jaintia song  
‘HaituMmo’ which depicts the story 
of a hunter who one day targets a 
fawn and discovering how beauti-
ful it is, fails to shoot his arrow. I 
told her about the incredibly wistful 
khasi song,‘KokhunJanga’ where 
a fawn, warned repeatedly by its 
mother about the cruelty of the 
two-legged animals, tries to defy 
her one day by going out of its hole, 
and gets killed.

The lady in turn told me that de-
spite the fact that the predominant 
musical trends in Shillong are non-
traditional, and carry the mark of 
heavy western influence, in NEHU 
and other places some professors/
researchers are now trying to bring 
back old forms of songs and tradi-
tional accompaniments of the hills. 
She was a Khasi, but understood 
some Jaintia and smiled happily 
when I sang two lines from the 
Jaintia song I just told her about.  
‘These songs cannot die. If you are 
singing them in cities like Kolkata in 
their unadulterated forms, here too 
in the north-east,we are experienc-
ing a renewed interest in them’ ,she 
added.

Hemango Biswas writes, IPTA be-
came an independent organization 
from the Progressive Writers’ Asso-
ciation because performing artists- 
which includes theatre profession-
als, singers, musicians – have a 
much greater appeal in this country 
where most people are still illiter-
ate, compared to writers who deal 
with words and are able to com-
municate with people of a certain 
background only. He further adds 
that IPTA inspired, artists and musi-
cians to borrow from folk forms, like 
music and theatre. By doing this, 
they added local elements to their 
creative pursuit and used it to po-
litically motivate the masses. Artists 
like Bhupen Hazarika, Binoy Ray 
and to some extent Salil Chaud-
huri made the best possible use of 
the folk genre to compose protest 
songs. Of course, one should add 

to the list the names of many other 
folk artists like Annabhau Sathe, 
Amar Sheikh, Dasharathi Lal who 
came from working class back-
grounds and were renowned trade 
union leaders.

Yet, in a way, Hemango Biswas’s 
use of folk music in composing 
protest songs was like no one else 
even amongst the other names 
mentioned here. His early influenc-
es at home and in the surroundings 
of Sylhet, long years of organiza-
tional work in the IPTA and the 
Communist Party in the north-east, 
and encounters with varied folk 
forms at the pan India or regional 
IPTA conferences/peasant gather-
ings sharpened his innate ability 
to internalize folk melody/rhythmic 
patterns of a great range and put 
them to proper use.

By now, various researchers have 
established the fact that it was 
to a great extent because of his 
initiatives that bihu came to be 
performed at various major cities 
including Guwahati in Assam. 
Even as late as the forties and 
fifties – bihu was still considered 
by many urban upper and middle 
class caste Hindus in Assam as 
something grossly rustic and vulgar, 
mostly because of its erotic import. 
Hemango Biswas wrote several ar-
ticles establishing the centrality of 
bihu in Assamese folk music. I can 
see with how much care he had 
collected biyanaam, bangeet, barg-
eet, lullabies and other traditional 
songs in his notebooks from those 
days – many of which he taught 
us in his music classes. When one 
reads the chapters of his book 
on the theory of folk and ethno-
musicology ‘Ganer Bahirana’, one 
can see to what length and depth 
he analyses the origin and practice 
of bihu – its tunes, melodies, lyrics, 
metaphors, contexts and ambi-
ence. And of course, one does not 
forget how during the IPTA days he 
discovered the genius of folk artists 
like Maghai Ojha, brought them 
to the fore, and even gave them 

a proper platform for folk perfor-
mances. Thanks to these initiatives 
by him, many of these artists later 
went on to earn an international 
reputation.

While doing a project that dealt 
with Hemango Biswas and Bhupen 
Hazarika’s famous tour for peace 
and harmony, in riot-torn Assam in 
1960, I met many old people in re-
mote corners of the state who tes-
tified how successful their trip had 
been. In this context, they informed 
me how the song ‘Haradhon-
Rongmon’ (composed especially for 
this tour)had helped calm people, 
especially in sensitive areas. The 
song was written in both Bangla 
and Assamese and it narrated the 
story of Haradhon, a peasant from 
eastern Bengal and Rongmon, an 
Assamese peasant, whose houses 
were gutted in the riots. But in spite 
of the devastation, they dreamt 
of building a new home together 
where they would sow seeds in the 
fields and sing a tune combining 
bihu and bhatiali.

Retracing his journey in Assam 
made me realize that I was not 
haunted by my persistent dream 
for nothing – it only took me years 
to decipher the signs in it.

Rongili Biswas is a writer and musician 

based in Kolkata. She is also Associate 

Professor of Economics, West Bengal 

Education Service. For the past few years 

she is trying to build up an archive of her 

father, the legendary singer, composer 

and activist Hemango Biswas.
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from here
to there
through the
old ocean
of time
we migrate
over waves
of uncertainties
to seek shores
of resolution
that drive you
from myth
to reality
and back again
through
windswept isles
clangorous cities
and pacific
lagoons.
 
thoughts migrate
like birds
like beasts
like humankind
like valiant souls
that know
(t)here is here
and here is (t)here.
 
and you are us
and we are you.
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Border in the 
Courtyard: 
Partitioned India 
and My Mother’s 
“Home” 

Dr. Neela bhattacharya saxena

One humid August morning in 1947, 
people in the Indian sub-continent 
had learned that a line drawn by 
the pencil of a stranger had literally 
cut their homes into two nations.  
They had to choose which half of 
their courtyard they wanted to 
now call “home” and which half a 
foreign country.  As the inevitable 
consequence of that violent draw-
ing, that border was soon bloodied 
as yesterday’s neighbors became 
sworn enemies in the name of a dif-
ferent deity or perhaps in the name 
of a nation. Today when devastat-
ed Afghan refugees line the political 
borders of neighboring nations to 
escape the million dollar bombs; 
when proud towers of New York 
collapse in front of our very eyes; 
communities around the world, 
imagined or otherwise, are forced 
to confront our collective humanity 
and the borders we create.

The wooden urns distributed to 
the victims’ families in New York, 
contained ashes from the dead 
belonging to 80 different nations, 
largest minorities among them, 
South Asians. People of the Indian 
sub-continent so easily forget that 
many of us have always been as 
hybrid and as miscegenated as the 
commingled body parts lying under 
the “blue metallic eyes” of Seng-
hor’s “New York.” At this moment 
of global uncertainty when the 
terror of history has brought South 
Asia at a dangerous crossroad, one 

is forced to wonder why there is 
such ferocious clinging to illusory 
identities. While the thresholds 
between home and the world are 
being increasingly blurred, and we, 
the translated creatures wander as 
nomadic beings in search of homes, 
we are compelled to look back and 
tell and retell our stories if only to 
put all monolithic identities under 
erasure.

What is a border and how does 
reality mutate when one is con-
fronted with a border across one’s 
courtyard?  What does a border 
contain and what does it exclude? 
Besides its military assumptions, 
borders are also margins, imaginary 
or real, that enable the creation 
of centers.  In order to be central 
to her self and to succeed in her 
struggle for independence from 
colonial rule, India had to submit to 
the creation of borders that would 
create two nations to be perma-
nently locked in fraternal feuds. Like 
the deadly poison that accom-
panied the emergence of nectar 
of immortality during churning of 
the ocean of the universe in Indian 
mythology, partition and bloodshed 
accompanied India and of course, 
Pakistan’s independence.  People 
whose lives were changed forever 
because of such a march of history 
could only recall partition whenever 
they thought of independence.

 The idea of a home radically 

changes for people who become 
exiles in their own backyards.  For 
their progeny, they leave stories and 
memories of a home the children 
will perhaps never see, in turn, dras-
tically and forever changing their 
notion of home. Living on the other 
side of the Atlantic, thousands of 
miles away from that small town, 
that my mother called home, I now 
dig up memories of endless stories 
I heard as a child. I would like to 
share with you some of those im-
ages that are indelibly marked in 
my memory.  Such is the power of 
childhood stories that I can clearly 
hear the boatman’s songs and the 
splashing of water in the river far 
away that my mother used to hear 
in the middle of the night; I can 
taste hundred different varieties of 
mangoes from my grandfather’s 
orchard although I never set foot 
on that soil.  Since then my ideas of 
home and exile have become inex-
tricably mixed as I have now joined 
the so-called border crossing post-
colonials, thriving in the metropoli-
tan centers of the simultaneously 
expanding and contracting world.

At this point, I cannot help but think 
that the word for border is shimana 
in my mother tongue Bengali, which 
also means limit. If borders carve 
out homes for nations, they stand 
for the limits of a nation reducing 
everything outside to nothing and 
hence their dispensability.  Those 
borders drove my mother out of her 
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home, out of the known quantity 
and into the unknown as violence 
erupted all around in an attempt to 
destroy all those “nothings” beyond 
the border. Some borders reduce 
human beings to “nothings” and the 
history of humanity is replete with 
competing ideologies of power that 
have been drawing and redrawing 
borders to always create not too 
small numbers of “nothings.”  The 
liminal space between the colonial 
past and the challenge of decoloni-
zation constitutes that space where 
subjects of now new nations are 
compelled to define themselves.  
Bereft of their notions of home and 
identity at least partly due to “the 
epistemic violence” of imperialism, 
people of an entire subcontinent 
were reduced to fight their neigh-
bors in order to create their Hindu, 
Muslim, Sikh, Christian or what I 
would call border identities, they 
could construct.  

Naming had to happen; selves 
had to be constructed so that 
people could fill the empty space 
of nationhood because, ironically, 
drawn borders not only construct 
nothings outside but also empti-
ness within. Those bloody days of 
India’s partition are fast receding 
into the distant memory of some 
and are paradoxically exhumed 
and becoming uncanny realities to 
many in today’s world of continu-
ous communal violence.  In a world 
where nations become smaller and 

smaller because of the desire to 
carve more and more borders, the 
global village is indeed a comfort-
able space to inhabit.  For some 
us, history has created a nameless 
space we call home; this is one of 
those stories about memories and 
construction or dissolution of the 
notions of home. 

My mother’s family left Sunamganj, 
now in Bangladesh, when retreat-
ing British Empire created India and 
Pakistan through partition; they 
settled, not too far from that home, 
in the Indian state of Assam.  My 
mother who was in the first year 
of college in 1947 could not finish 
her degree and took up elementary 
school teaching as her brothers 
and sisters slowly dispersed in the 
surrounding area.  When I called 
my mother and asked her to write 
something about her memories 
of partition, she wrote a letter in 
exquisite Bengali describing that 
moment in terms of a broken 
dream. She wrote that during the 
rainy season, the entire town of 
Sunamganj would become an 
island as the Surma river would 
engulf the land, and at that time 
they would have a festival and sing 
songs praising the goddess Manasa 
to ward off the snakes.  One such 
evening when she and a few others 
were rapt in the music, suddenly 
the news of imminent partition 
broke the beat, full tide was ebbed, 
and that broken melody was never 
mended, the rhythm never restored.  
She related the exodus of millions 
of people leaving their ancestral 
homes with whatever they could 
collect after the historic division of 
the country by Sir Radcliff.  Some 
headed East, others to the West 
and some never reached any desti-
nation but the ultimate one due to 
disease, hunger, and lack of shelter. 
My mother pointedly wrote that Sir 
Radcliff was given thirty minutes of 
briefing in front of a map of India 
in London to decide the future 
habitat, livelihood, and nationality 
of a few million people living in a 

huge and diverse land. And after he 
reached India, within four weeks he 
divided the country, the aftermath 
of which the people of the sub-
continent are still suffering. 

When I received this letter, a Muslim 
woman from Bangladesh, who 
prefers to remain anonymous, was 
with me.  Moved by the letter, I 
wanted to read it to her as she 
speaks Bengali and has been living 
in the U.S. as a refugee, but I was 
not prepared for the response.  To 
my horror and utter shock, she 
described seeing the same Surma 
River of my mother’s stories filled 
with headless bloated bodies.  Not 
that I was unaware of that terrible 
war, but no eyewitness had related 
it to me with such intensity.  I could 
not imagine what it was like for a 
young girl my age to have wit-
nessed the carnage in 1971 as the 
West Pakistani soldiers massacred, 
raped, and looted their own country 
people. Once again borders were 
being drawn, and borders were be-
ing bloodied as another new nation 
was going through its birth pangs, 
another new country being named 
out of the same ancient land.    

My Bangladeshi companion told 
me that she knew people whose 
kitchen or some other part of the 
house belongs to India, and they 
keep running back and forth from 
one country to another during their 
daily activities.  Then she poignantly 
related a story that showed how 
artificial the boundaries of religion 
and nationality could be when it 
comes to human relationships. 
During that horrific war fought on 
the soil of the sub-continent, two 
of her brothers and their Hindu 
servant were confronted by the 
Pakistani soldiers who suspected 
that her brothers were Hindus. 
Their servant although facing sure 
death as a Hindu, volunteered his 
religion and concocted a story to 
divert attention from the brothers 
and their entire family who were 
freedom fighters and would have 
surely been killed if found out.  This 
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woman’s family was saved as a 
result of that man’s loyalty.  But 
then in another place in another 
time, many Hindus were saved by 
unknown Muslims, but those stories 
did not make headlines as they 
spoke of humanity and not of its 
aberrations.  Although this woman 
and I are both children of border-
ings, our histories and realities are 
vastly different, but we both ended 
up in the U.S. splashed by the cur-
rents of destiny. 

Coming back to my other memo-
ries, I realize that this is a story of 
those who had escaped the horrors 
for some reason or another, my fa-
ther’s family among them.  Bengalis 
who left East Pakistan and Pun-
jabis who left West Pakistan in 1947 
created a sort of intra-nation dia-
sporic communities in many parts 
of the country and also dispersed 
around the world.  My father’s 
family had left a similar town like 
Sunamganj in the same area before 
partition and had settled in Tripura.  
Although my father went to college 
in Bangladesh, he rarely associated 
it with home.  For him, a little town 
in the Indian State of Tripura called 
Dharmanagar always remained 
home where my parents now reside.  
If stories that my mother told me 
of a lost home created an image of 
a never, never land in my mind, our 
travels to my father’s home from 
the northern state of U.P. where 
we grew up began a structure of 
movement that permanently com-
plicated my idea of home.  

Since discourses of diaspora, exile, 
home all seem to touch upon the 
notion of roots in some way or the 
other, I would like to present the 
trajectory of my childhood to say 
that certain subject formations 
may not include a clearly defined 
idea of roots or homes.  Instead, 
the image that comes to my mind 
is that of the huge Banyan tree 
with pendulous roots hanging from 
above.  We played around them all 
the time, and one could hold onto 
any one of these roots whenever 

needing support that were seem-
ingly descending from the sky. I now 
take you through many sites in my 
memory of pendular movements 
from home to home, to show how 
stories of my mother’s home, peri-
odic visits to my father’s home, our 
moves from city to city managed to 
mix up any notion of a fixed home 
and hence identity in my mind. 

My mother from whom I inherited 
my love of literature and music likes 
to tell stories all the time; and quiet 
and curious that I was as a child, 
I loved to listen to them although 
those stories were repeated many 
times over. I can see her walking 
down the village road on her way 
to school, the only girl from the 
village to attend a school away 
from home.  I can also see her rid-
ing a bike, again the only girl in the 
village to try such things.  She also 
told me endless stories about her 
father whom she lost at the age 
of ten.  I can see him waiting for a 
guest before his mid-day meal; it 
was a custom of many households 
to offer food to a guest before 
taking it themselves.  I can also 
imagine quite vividly my mother 
and aunt noisily playing around his 
study, and I can hear his serious 
voice exclaiming, “Shambed!” My 
grandfather had combined the 
names of these two daughters to 
create one name, reminiscent of 
the Vedic traditions with a Bengali 
pronunciation.  I can imagine him 
probably reading the Vedas, and 
naming his children. I am perhaps 
a bit embarrassed to say that 
my maternal grandfather was a 
jamindar, or a feudal landowner 
who owned a lot of land that of 
course, were lost after partition, and 
at least for some time his family 
enjoyed caste and class privileges.  I 
am especially ambivalent about it 
because I have often been remind-
ed of my Bengali Brahmin position 
and the complicated relationship it 
has with my so-called involvement 
in minority discourses, but the pic-
ture perhaps is more complex.

A few words about my grand-
mother would be appropriate here.  
After her husband’s death who 
had opened a home school for his 
daughters, my grandmother sent 
my mother to school as she took 
over the administration of the es-
tate.  Defying many public exhorta-
tions, she would travel to courts in 
covered palkis to defend the land 
that was under constant threat, 
now that a widow with young 
children was managing it.  She also 
created quite a stir as she arranged 
a remarriage for a young widow 
who worked for her, not acceptable 
within strict Brahminic traditions.  
She too crossed many “borders.”  
Although in many respects she was 
extremely conservative, I choose to 
remember my grandmother for her 
courageous personality.  Her own 
mother was an intriguing person 
who practiced esoteric spiritual 
ways, and her stepmother was a 
very vocal political leader of her 
time. 

My mother’s home remained a vivid 
story, but many of my other child-
hood memories are of travel to my 
father’s home, and I was fortunate 
to have spent a large part of my 
childhood with my other grand-
mother. If traveling, border crossing, 
and other transgressions that break 
the narrow boundaries of home 
are a condition of modernity, my 
father is a modern man.  Some of 
the stories that my father told me 
were also stories of transgressions, 
crossing the border and touching 
the liminal spaces of nothingness 
perhaps.  His transgressions had 
begun early when he along with 
his other friends would cremate 
the dead bodies of untouchables, 
a serious anathema for Brahmins.  
My grandfather had to face the 
consequences, and his family lost 
their caste position for some time 
as punishment.  But my father soon 
left his home as he could get a job 
in the colonial administration near 
Delhi, thanks to his English educa-
tion.  As we were growing up in 
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U.P., we were often reminded of our 
outsider status in the mainly Hindi 
speaking world of U.P.  Incidentally, 
we were forbidden to speak Hindi 
inside our house so that we could 
learn Bengali.  Also my parents 
spoke to each other in Sylheti, a 
dialect of Bengali from the area 
of their origin in Bangladesh, but 
always spoke to us in “proper” Ben-
gali.  I now think that existing in this 
multilingual environment where we 
would automatically switch codes 
as we moved in and out of the 
house, I learned to move in and out 
of multiple selves, another pendular 
self-construction rather useful for 
border-crossers.  

If the “myth of origin” and the “myth 
of return” to a homeland imaginary 
or real inform Diaspora, my parents 
have lived a diasporic life.  My 
father would spend a big part of his 
savings every three or four years to 
visit his and of course our “home.” 
Although my present location in the 
U.S. is very different in many ways, 
it is also an extension of my par-
ents’ diasporic condition within the 
same nation where constant travel 
between different locations called 
home managed to stretch the 
limits of all borders.   My father’s job 
required transfer from city to city; 
consequently, another significant 
memory I have is the loading of 
trucks every few years or sometimes 
within a year, and I went through 
seven different schools between 
kindergarten and high school.  I re-
member the excitement of newness 
more than any anxiety of leaving 
home as we crossed city borders, 
but the most striking are my 
memories of four day train journeys 
from U.P. to Tripura.  I can still feel 
the thrill in my bones remembering 
when my father would come home 
and say “Amra bari jacchi.”  We are 
going home.  

I remember how the landscape 
would change from brown to green 
as we would cross the boundaries 
of U.P., Bihar, West Bengal, and en-

ter the lush green tropical forests of 
Assam before reaching the hills of 
Tripura.  This journey will be punctu-
ated by momentary stays at rail-
way platforms and waiting rooms 
that would become our temporary 
dwelling places, as we would wait 
to change trains.  I can still smell 
the lush forests as we would pass 
through 39 or so dark tunnels that 
would signal the state of Asssam.  
As the tea vendor’s tone, accent 
and language changed we would 
know we are coming closer to “Bari.”   
Once home, we would of course be 
pampered guests as we will frolic 
with cousin sisters and brothers in 
one of our several ponds while the 
elders will join the ritual of catch-
ing fish with huge nets.  My father 
would try to throw it as dexterously 
as his more experienced broth-
ers do. As shiny silver fish would 
get caught in the nets, my mother 
would have the honor of clean-
ing and preparing them while my 
aunts would supervise. Of course 
everybody would speak Sylheti 
there and attempt to speak proper 
Bengali with us while our feeble at-
tempts to imitate Sylheti would be 
tolerated with amused indulgence.  
Then there was food.   From my 
earliest childhood I remember the 
flavor of some of the foods we ate 
there that still haunt me as I fail to 
capture that flavor in my cooking.  
Every morning we will wake up to 
find the courtyard filled with fresh 
mangoes, bananas and other deli-
cious tropical fruits gathered by my 
uncles that we will eat for break-
fast.  My first juvenile attempt at 
playing with words to communicate 
my feeling is curious because in a 
rhyming couplet I vaguely recall, 
I had written that home means 
lakes full of water and trees full of 
fruits. But the vacation to home will 
soon end, as we would prepare to 
take the long trip back to another 
temporary home.  

I come back to the present now.  
Arif Dilrik once accused many post-

colonials, especially Indian intellec-
tuals of arriving at the metropolitan 
centers on the “wings of progress” 
and for him postcolonialty begins 
when “Third World intellectuals 
have arrived in the First World aca-
deme.” I am not sure that I belong 
to that category because my entry 
into the U.S. was a gendered event 
although I did teach at a University 
before coming here.  It was a result 
of a major border crossing that 
many women traditionally experi-
ence in marriage, but mine was an 
act of serious transgression as well, 
as I had broken many taboos of 
my culture.  Looking at my location 
now I realize I exist in three spaces, 
in our house with my husband and 
children, in my car as I am a long 
commuter and in my office here at 
Nassau.  Crossing the Throgsneck 
Bridge on a regular basis seems 
to reenact my pendular subjectiv-
ity shaped by my childhood, and I 
almost relish watching my passing 
through the portals of the bridge as 
if signaling my entry into another 
self.   

Although I am now amused at the 
irony of a so called post/neocolonial 
living in a colonial house in Ameri-
can suburbia, I was in for a surprise 
when I saw the lush beauty of 
rolling hills upon my first arrival here 
instead of the imagined America 
from the film representations “with 
the blue metallic eyes” and tow-
ering skyscrapers that Senghor 
framed in his poem “New York.”  
Since to my child self home meant 
lakes and trees, I feel rather at 
home when I look at the changing 
colors of the landscape around me 
and the mist rising out of the lakes 
as I fly through the highway in and 
out of the borders of home.  

Such is the force and twist of his-
tory that children of so many who 
were expelled from their homes 
have now been gathering outside 
the edges of those boundaries 
redefining by choice their notions of 
home and exile.  Many have creat-
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ed diasporic communities closer to 
the imperial centers and those of us 
who are critically conscious of our 
locations as well as our doublebind 
of privilege and racialized gender-
ing, have been attempting to un-
derstand the meaning behind such 
temporal and spatial facts as inde-
pendence, partition, decolonization, 
dispersion and diasporas.  One of 
the most poignant of these cross-
ings have been making friends with 
Pakistanis in the US with whom 
I share a culture, at least part of 
a language, and a love of what is 
now called South Asia. Responding 
to the recent violence in India, my 
friend Tahira Naqvi quoted from a 
Hindi/Urdu poem by Ali Sardar Jafri 
that touches upon the reality of our 
togetherness, our mingled Muslim 
and Hindu identities:

tum aa’o gulshan-e-Lahore se 
chaman bardosh 
ham aa’aiN subh-e-Banaras kii 
roshni lekar 
himaaliiya kii hawaoN kii tazgii 
lekar 
phir is ke baa’ad yeh puchaiN 
keh kaun dushman hai 
(you come carrying the garden 
of Lahore in your arms 
we come with the light of the 
dawn of Banaras 
the freshness of the breezes of 
himaliiya 
then after this we will ask who 
is the enemy?) 
(Lahore is a cultural center 
of Pakistan and Banaras an 
ancient holy city in India.)

This has been an attempt to 
frame a meaning for myself 
amid the sectarian violence 
gripping the sub-continent.  As I 
realize the futility of holding onto 
fleeting identities, I also recognize 
that for me Indianness always 
remained illusive, because it is 
quite impossible to capture the 
essence of a vast ancient land in 
any definitive concept.  But like my 
father, every two or three years, 
I find myself packing my bags 
and my kids and catch myself 

saying we are going home.  As I 
now travel at a greater speed and 
move from time zone to time zone, 
my already mixed up notions of 
temporal and spatial home has 
been further complicated.  But 
I cannot quite say that I have 
entered the hybrid space between 
home and exile as a result of my 
recent contact with the West 
because as my trajectory shows, 
I as perhaps many others have 
always inhabited multiple spaces 
simultaneously.  Growing up with 
linguistic and cultural difference 
all around me, and switching back 
and forth among numerous selves 
and signs, otherness seems like 
one of those spaces that one must 
inhabit at one point or another.  
As I am conscious of participating 
in a globality that is not kind to 
those who cling to their homes 
and nations because that’s all 
they have, I cannot but wonder 
about the borders of privilege and 
bondage. I am fortunate that I 
can grab any one of the hanging 
roots of my imaginary banyan 
tree when anguish and isolation 
threaten to disturb the lulling effect 
of complacency.  For me roots float 
and India’s independence, her music 
and food, her festivals and history 
are contained in some of those 
floating roots, but I daily discover 
new roots from other spaces as 
comfortable to hold onto as the old 
familiar ones.  The courtyard that 
was divided into bloody national 
spaces years ago reminds us 
that we need to be weary of our 
boundary drawing desires, but even 
a momentary escape from ethnicity 
is a domain that privileged few can 
inhabit.  

Coming full circle in this essay, I 
recognize the impossibility of an-
swers and conclusions, as there are 
only individual and some collective 
sites of meaning around difficult 
questions.  I would like to end in a 
different note by quoting from a 
poem called “Cities” that seems to 
imagine floatation and rootedness 

in other terms by Ralph Nazareth, 
a poet, a fellow teacher and friend 
whose meditations upon Indian-
ness prompted many of these 
ideas:

“My grandfather’s village is now a 
city.
My father’s village is nearly a town.
It too will soon turn into a city.
My children’s town will no doubt 
become a city
and when it does it will be assumed 
into space
and there it will float
alongside other villages and towns 
turned cities
peaceful and detached
turning slowly to the sun
then again slowly to the moon
and our children will take little 
space walks
to visit one another, their relatives 
and forebears,
and the darkness will heal behind 
them
or the leeward light fuse in their 
shimmering wake
and they‘ll talk about their own 
little pockets of weather
and trace their geneologies on 
these islands in space
and wonder how we could ever 
have been so hopeless,
and make the black predictions we 
were once so used to making. 

(Winner of Best Essay Award and 

published in Nassau Review, Sept 2002)
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A little boy across some borders
asked his cow-
“Why do they ask us to leave
to a land and tongue unknown?”

He picked up some red earth,
belonging-ness trickled down a small hole in 
the fist.

They say this land is not mine.
Tomorrow where I stay,
the games will begin again.
Lines across our lands will re-define,
what we knew was ours-both Yours and Mine.

Where is that land,
that belongs to no one and is everyone’s
I want to build home there.
But father says
no such land exists,
and our leaders and fathers are wise men.
The pain of leaving home,
Do they know it too?

He looked at the cow then,
lost in his conversation somehow-
“Will you come with me?”

ChandKopali looked back-
“Religion will cut me into pieces
and give a name to your meat and mine.
Men, they speak the same language of 
misunderstanding everywhere.”

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

All night they had screamed,
In chorus with burnt crimson skies.

Houses burnt,
People burnt,

Gods burnt,
Animals burnt

In sleep eyed stupor he saw it all.
Chandkopali too,

they had burnt together somehow.

Someone pulled his shirt,
stuffed a bag

‘Leave’- they had screamed.
Death became constant neighbour

head tilted to another side,
he walked-

to another country and world.
Chand Kopali had watched.

The calf never looked back
 ‘Ganga’ and ‘Padma’ ran along-

The bus took him
to Mahatma’s land of peace.

To refugee camps, full of promise,
of puffed rice and sleepless nights.

 Happiness in leftovers.
                               

Fifty years and more now-
of Independence, peace and home,
a boy still wanders on lonely nights

in languages acquired over time.

There, where dead meat became a mother 
tongue.
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Gk Pillai : It is important to 
understand how governments 
function in the North East. 
States in the NE especially those 
like Assam and Tripura function 
under a background of rules 
and regulations unlike many 
other states in fact. There’s a 
story about a file in the Imphal 
Manipur secretariat in the late 
90s, the file starts with a noting 
from the minister PWD asking a 
road to be sanctioned at a cost 
of some 49 crores. This file then 
goes through the chief secretary 
and then a government order 
is out and the finances cleared 
and a government order issued 
and fifty percent of the ad-
vance which is about 24 crores 
is released within twenty four 
hours. This is unthinkable in other 
states whereas once the order is 
passed in a place like Manipur, 
once the government order is 

issued, the executive engineer in 
the district prepares the esti-
mate for the work, in three weeks 
time he also sends a utilisation 
certificate report saying the road 
has been constructed and built 
and the balance 24 crore also 
needs to be paid. 

 The other story is that of the 
Manipur PWD minister comes 
asking the joint secretary North 

East(Pillai) and says he wants 
a particular road to be built in 
one of the hill areas of Manipur. 
He shows a map with villages 
that are not connected with 
roads, etc and it seems like a 
good proposal for some 11 crore. 
The Joint secretary agrees to 
support, and sends it to the 
North Eastern Council in order 
to get the estimates prepared 
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and putting it up. A reply comes 
in from the Council within 
a week saying this can’t be 
sanctioned because this road 
was completed about 5 years 
ago, and that they had also got 
the utilisation certificate from 
the Manipur government saying 
that the road has been built and 
completed to their satisfaction. 
When investigation was done, 
the joint secretary found that the 
minister who had come with the 
proposal was the contractor who 
had built the road five years ago. 
The history of the state shows 
that many of the ministers are 
ex contractors. There is also 
rampant extortion because of 
the history of militant-ism which 
abounds in these states and 
the link between the political 
nexus and the militants is very 
strong. While conversing with the 
Chief secretary, he has narrated 
incidents of how when proposals 
such as these come in and if the 
chief secretary says he would 
object, he is told that ‘please 
don’t do that there’s a person 
standing outside with a gun and 
in case there is a problem, he 
would come and shoot the chief 
secretary inside the Manipur 
Secretariat.

 Monitoring of cases is very im-
portant in governance. The role 
of the civil society is to ask simple 
questions, whether it is ques-
tions about files not moving, or 
anything else. This can be done 
through an RTI. Taking a decision 
is important on the part of the 
government servant. Whether it 
is right or wrong is immaterial, 
this is especially important as 
wrong decisions can be corrected 
and there’s enough provision in 
the government to correct deci-
sion. Civil society in the North 
east should be far more alert 
about the need for decisions to 
be implemented. In states like 
Assam the situation is still better 
because some rules are followed. 

In Tripura you can make out that 
things work because there is the 
right intention. In comparison in 
the newer states like Arunachal 
or Meghalaya, people are still 
not ready to uphold account-
ability, as a result there is no civil 
society follow up. In today’s time 
technology will play a major role 
because the interface with Gov-
ernment work can be eliminated, 
this eases out work as well as 
corruption too. The role of gover-
nance in states is not only in the 
hands of the state government- 
but it must be remembered that 
either for corruption or the lack 
of it, the Central Government 
is also responsible to a large 
extent. 

sunil kaul : Few years ago, we had 
complained to the local police 
because a man had beaten 
up his wife and we thought 
he needed to be arrested. But 
the police did not take action 
for a couple of days, when we 
prodded them to do so again, 
they asked us to provide some 
security for the policemen! Some 
days later during a conversation 
with a DIG I was startled to 
know that he was of the belief 
that policemen themselves did 
not need any monitoring but 
expected to be judged based 
on how they did they work 

with others. Experiences with 
government committees show 
that State governments have a 
feeling of being invalid because 
they don’t have adequate funds, 
while the Centre keeps getting 
richer. The fund allocated to 
the state is also to a large 
extent dependent on various 
stipulations. Another strange 
matter is that in states even like 
Assam- which are supposed to 
be one of the better governed 
NE states, there is no TA, DA or 
any of the allowances given to 
the officers, unless it is a Central 
government scheme. The states 
barely pay, apparently because 
of a backlog. Unfortunately even 
civil society discussions about 
these issues rarely improve 
anything. Also people say things 
have improved with the RTI, 
but have they really, do people 
get the answers they deserve 
unless they have access to the 
information commissioner’s 
office?

 Another joint commission – 
Right to Food for those internally 
displaced people- those who 
have been displaced by ethnic 
violence. Nothing was done as a 
part of that commission’s work. 
There have been several cases 
where it has been noticed that 
worker’s bank accounts have 
been used to deposit money for 
showing in order to show that 
some work has been done, when 
the work did not happen. These 
funds were then transferred out 
of the workers account without 
them having any knowledge of 
it. Such incidents were widely 
reported and enquiries set up 
to investigate the matter but 
nothing really happened, nor 
was anyone punished in spite 
of various witnesses who had 
testified towards this.  The role 
of civil society discussions is vital 
not only in terms of governance 
but also keeping in mind the fact 
that corruption affects us all and 
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in the end it is the people who 
must come up with solutions 
to how this must be tackled. 
Because this huge amount of 
money is often used for buying 
weapons of mass destruction 
and promote terrorism. In terms 
of governance all the blame 
cannot be put on the North 
Eastern governments and their 
functioning, the centre is equally 
to blame in terms of money 
laundering and lack of efficient 
administrative policies that are 
followed up to ensure the welfare 
of the region both. 

Govind bhattacharjee : In the late 
nineties I was posted in Shil-
long as senior deputy accoun-
tant general. In that capacity 
I had posted a gentleman as 
a divisional accounts officer to 
a remote location in Manipur. 
When the officer reached the 
place, he came back to Shillong 
within a few days and sought 
an appointment with me. On 
being questioned he said that he 
had no place to stay since both 
the government quarters and 
the office had been occupied by 
militants, the office functioned 
only once a month when it was 
time for salary. 

 Sometime during 2004-2005, 
a performance audit was done 
for a broad scale evaluation of 

government activities. This was 
a performance audit on the 
modernisation of the police force 
in the North Eastern states. It 
was found that in Nagaland, the 
police force did not have enough 
weapons and vehicles. After the 
recommendation, 56 vehicles 
were immediately purchased 
and given to the department. 
One year later when a survey 
was done to see whether the 
vehicles were being used, it was 
found that about only 8 out of 
the 56 vehicles were used by the 
police, the rest were being used 
by ministers or the spouses of 
the officers at home. In another 
police depot, a lot of ammuni-
tion were bought but during the 
survey only very less ammunition 
was found and the rest of the 
large numbers were missing. 

 A colleague posted in Manipur 
once received an anonymous 
note, asking him to deduct about 
five percent of each employee’s 
salary and deposit the cash in a 
certain place. The officer thought 
it was a joke and did not heed 
the note. A month later, while 
trying to go out of his office for a 
haircut he was told by the CRPF 
that he could not go out of the 
office because they had received 
information about a hit list by 
miscreants and this officer’s 
name featured third in the list. 
Shaken and scared the man took 
a taxi at night and fled the place 
till he reached Guwahati. He was 
later able to secure a posting 
somewhere else. The problem 
is that decisions cannot be 
taken in a transparent manner 
when it comes to governance 
in the North East. As a result 
those trying to make a real 
effort to govern there have to 
employ a lot of different tactics 
like asymmetric federalism, by 
giving it special powers, by using 
the constitutional mechanism 
and partly by having special 
financial arrangements. Article 

371, Schedule 5 & 6 were put 
into use- the purpose being 
to address the asymmetry 
that existed in this region. The 
purpose of the constitutional 
makers to have these articles 
was fulfilled to a very limited 
extent, because these articles 
also wanted to give some 
autonomy to the people. But 
autonomy alone isn’t sufficient, 
institutional set ups are 
necessary, but in the NE even 
that set up wasn’t created and 
whatever autonomy was given 
became diluted. The ministry 
of the development of the 
North Eastern Region and the 
North Eastern Council are two 
such institutions to see to the 
development of this area. The 
NE Council was created by an 
act of parliament with all the 8 
chief ministers as members and 
also a member of the planning 
commission.  But it hardly played 
any role in planning. That role 
was instead relegated to the 
planning commission, which 
carried out all the planning 
leaving out the North Eastern 
Council (which was supposed to 
be part of the planning and the 
monitoring) to do nothing. The 
council was not even invited to 
the meetings of the National 
Development Council, the apex 
body related to planning in the 
country. The ministry created 
for the development of this 
area met with the same fate. 
Funds allocated to this area 
were not routed through this 
ministry, and instead of playing 
a major role in the development 
its role was limited.  Even 
last year only 3 % of the total 
funds allocated to the North 
East was routed through this 
ministry. The problem is in the 
decisional capacity necessary to 
utilise the funds that are being 
allocated to the area. Similar 
short sightedness followed in 
according of the special category 
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status to the NE states. Under 
this arrangement, 30% of the 
block grants were earmarked 
for the NE states. Initially it 
helped the states in utilising the 
money to create physical and 
social infrastructure and help 
improve the living standards 
of the people. But even this 
mechanism was sabotaged by 
two aberrations. 1-Continued 
proliferation of central sponsored 
schemes, the allocation of 
which were eating into the 
block grants. The transfer of 
money directly to the agencies 
implementing of these plans, 
without routing them through 
the state budgets- this denied 
the states any control over the 
usage of the money. The result 
was lesser and lesser availability 
of funds for the block grants, for 
the development of the special 
category states. Also the status 
of special category states is like 
a permanent fixture there is no 
evaluation of the money being 
allocated for the funds. Whether 
the money is being utilised or not 
is not of any concern to those 
who are supposed to evaluate 
this. The scheme also didn’t take 
into account the deviations that 
some states were less backward 
than others and needed to be 
handled differently. It became 
a problem of funding without 
the necessary monitoring 
and the understanding that 
funding alone can solve all 
problems. Giving preferential 
financial treatment is no way 
of ensuring capacity, which 
is essential for development. 
Entrenched structural problems 
made possible by centuries 
of isolation, neglect, and 
deprivation cannot be treated 
in such a simplistic manner by 
designing a novel scheme of 
funding. Because development 
needs the formulation of a 
coherent strategy and adequate 
institutional set up none of 

which, has been found here. 
And hence it became a diffused 
mix of adhoc, goal-less, vision-
less short term tactics. Instead 
of creating states that are 
empowered economically and 
politically and bringing them 
into the mainstream, all it 
succeeded was in creating a set 
of states perpetually dependent 
on central grants for their 
sustenance and the inability to 
negotiate their own economic 
future on their own strength. It 
has instead bred and nurtured 
a culture of corruption and 
complacence and the structure 
has failed to deliver. That in a 
way sums up what has been 
happening in the NE.

surjit thokchom : We must 
understand that the festival is 
one that highlights, unequal 
opportunities, of injustice, of 
inequality backed by a whole lot 
of spirit of alienation, isolation 
and a lot of grim hope which 
highlights the governance in 
the North East India. We’re 
talking about the Government 
of India funds and how it has 
been interpreted differently by 
the bureaucrats and by people. 
Many of the so called corruption 
and practices of corruption are 
in fact lack of proper utilisation 
from at least a set of people 

available in the North East India. 
The North east is governed by 
multiple visible and invisible 
governments.   Therefore with 
all sincerity, we have to make 
a well calculated, negotiated 
compromise for our own survival 
and successful, diligent and 
democratic implementation 
of the scheme. If the two are 
not in a position to sustain at 
the same time, we as a people 
need to make a decision, a 
choice, whether we permit to 
implement the schemes and 
allow to give the impression that 
the government of India is really 
serious about the development 
of the North East part of India 
or shall we do something in 
such a way that despite the 
whole ethos of being not a 
mainstream Indian, we think 
that the Government of India 
has so much commitment and 
therefore there must be ever 
increasing our tendency to 
mainstream ourselves and find 
ourselves as a part of India. This 
tendency can be developed 
and multiplied if the schemes 
are properly implemented and 
this spirit is to be challenged, 
because the whole notion of 
we not being a legitimate part 
of India still operates as an 
undercurrent. Hope, is what 
keeps us going in the middle of 
all this. In terms of governance 
what comes to the mind is, shall 
I as an individual stand for good 
governance or shall I stand for 
a negotiated settlement of 
having ( at least temporarily) 
a convenient way of survival. 
The NE is a multi cultural, multi 
ethnic, multi lingual society with 
a very poor spirit of plurality. We 
all love to be either Manipuri, 
or Khasi, or Garo or Assamese 
and even in that definition of, 
let’s say Assamese; we try to 
narrow it down to Ahoms and 
increasingly we try to build an 
identity that multiplies the ever 
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increasing number of ethnic 
groups in the North East. Also 
we must contemplate on the 
whole notion of the ethnic 
spirit and whether it has its 
origins in the NE India or have 
we borrowed it from the rest 
of India. But the more I see of 
Gujrati, Marathi, Tamils, etc, 
even the state reorganisation 
on the basis of linguistics 
itself shows that somewhere 
we encourage a language or 
ethnic badge politics. Being a 
patriarchal Meitei Manipuri and 
understanding the matrilineal 
Khasi society made me 
confused and I still have some 
way to go before I call myself 
a true Indian. In order to bring 
about a commitment from 
the confused tribal who wants 
to be part of the larger India, 
good governance can play a 
large role. Good governance 
as a culture needs time and 
nurturing. There is a need for 
increasing connectivity of every 
sort, whether it is digital, physical 
and mental. The increase of an 
understanding of the plurality of 
the NE will help the region fight 
insurgency better too. Politicians 
both in the centre and elsewhere 
have taken advantage of the 
narrow hue of our identity and at 
the end of the day it is we who 
are the victim of this process. 

 The NE civil society is also 
diverse and there is a set 
amongst this society who think, 
that it is the duty of a handful 
of people in the civil society to 
take up the cause of the people, 
while others only follow their 
instructions. The feeling exists 
that members of one tribe 
working with that of others is 
a crime, for example a Khasi 
should work only with a Khasi 
or a Manipuri only with other 
Manipuris. This feeling exists 
even amongst the Christian 
missionaries who do social work 
within different communities 

without intermingling with 
each other. The feeling of 
not wanting to be with the 
mainstream or even with that 
of other communities needs to 
be challenged psychologically, 
educationally, economically, 
politically by the civil society 
organisations. This is the area 
where civil society needs to 
step up the thought process 
about making people politically 
aware, making organisations 
like state universities aware, 
etc. Awareness about breaking 
out of narrow ethnic politics 
needs to be done at a more 
systematic level by involving the 
indigenous tribes in this thought 
process and not only relying on 
other main stream communities 
talking about it in pockets. A 
grass root upheaval of this sort 
cannot only happen through the 
privileged class of society more 
and more people need to be 
involved in this and not confine 
themselves to only these states 
in their education and work. 
The people of the NE need to 
reconstruct their vision of India, 
there is no lack of commitment 
but the vision needs to be clear 
in their minds. 
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My hills said  : 
“I was raised to be your home
and though I’m not as old
as my brethren in other lands,
I’m weary and worn out.
Sometimes, it’s not the years
but the wear and tear
that adds up the years
and today I feel
the exacerbated age
forced upon me.
I’ve been giving way 
every year, here and there
you see it as landslides and mud-
slips
and sum it up as a peculiarity 
of the Monsoons.
It’s not the Monsoons, my child,
it’s you I cannot carry anymore.
It’s you my child 
I cannot provide a home anymore.
I was made to provide you
a secure sustenance
but you ask too much of me.
I wasn’t made for what
you want of me. 
You’ve grown too heavy,
too big for me.
Now let me bleed into 
the strong arms of my sisters
~ the rivers and streams ~ 
Now let me melt and be one
with my sisters.
Farewell, my child, 
let me weep, let me seek solace,
and become the bed and the 
bedrock 
of my sisters.
The human race has become 
too distanced from us.

My 
hillS 

SAid

Monalisa changkija

i replied  : 
But you cannot do this to me
you are my home
and I am the Lord and Master
of all land, water and air.
I forbid you to meet and melt
into rivers and streams I own.
Yours is to stand or sit, as I bid
for today my need to integrate
into an economy
that humbles the earth
cannot be postponed
I need to destroy you 
to survive and thrive,
you better do as I bide.

My hills said  :  
You cannot survive and thrive 
without me
yet you see your salvation 
in destroying me.
So be it because
I will prevail forever
in some form or the other 
but you will prevail and prosper
only in one way
for a while.
And then you will become
fodder and food
for me to revive.
We could have lived together
but you designed your destiny.
You wanted, I gave
there’s nothing more 
for me to give
I’ve given my all. 
Farewell, my child,
you’re on your own now
enjoy the economy
that deludes you 
into believing
you’ve humbled the earth.
But my child
get this right ---
you are the Lord and Master
of all land, water and air
only as a lessee,
not the Landlord.     

Poet and Journalist.  

This poem was published in the 

April 22, 2013 issue of Nagaland 

Page as the Editorial. Written on 

August 25, 2010.
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Roots: The Living Root 
Bridges of Meghalaya

Documented  by  ian lyngdoh

Photographs by  ian lyngdoh and arne De knegt

Pencil Sketch by  subendhu Ghosh

Bridges, they say in the 
Khasi and Jaintia hills of 
Meghalaya are not built  
but grown. 

This photo essay shows how 
villages in Meghalaya use 
traditional knowledge to engineer 
a unique bridge building art with 
living roots of rubber trees. This is 
an ancient art of making the roots 
grow across a stretch weaving in 
sticks and stones till they take root 
on the other side of the river thus 
allowing the people to cross over. 
But deforestation and climate 
change resulting in erratic rainfall is 
affecting the roots.

Crafted by the indigenous 
Khasi-Jaintia tribe (mostly in the 
Southern slopes of East Khasi Hills 
or Ri War Mihngi & Sepngi) in the 
War Jaintia area of Jaintia Hills, 
the Living Root Bridges are unique 
geo-engineering efforts of a long 
tradition. Some of these bridges are 
as old as five hundred years and 
have come to represent the cultural 
heritage of the tribes of these hills.
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The bridges are constructed around 
mountain streams in a manner 
that aid farming and cultivation 
creating various livelihood oppor-
tunities. They provide access to the 
orange and betel nut groves, the 
broomstick patches and veg-
etable gardens of the slopes of the 
mountains and in the valleys below. 
The presence of these manmade 
bridges and ladders has protected 
the society to carry out their day-
to-day activities, and at the same 
time preserved the culture and 
livelihood in many ways. In extreme 
climatic conditions of that area 
which often witnesses the heaviest 
rainfall (in the world) and rapidly 
running mountain streams that 
provide an unsuitable environment 
for cultivation,  these bridges help 
people gain access to the fertile 
slopes and valleys that provide 
them sustainability and a safe 
passage to other villages and even 
markets. 

According to the elders of their 
community, the Living Root Trees 
have been playing the role of 
guardians of the environment as 
they sustain the fertility of the soil; 
provide shade as well as food and 
shelter for the birds and the insects.

These trees have been considered 
sacred since times immemorial and 
felling of these giants has been 
prohibited by tradition.

In many other places, due to the 
steep terrain, ladders have been 
grown with the same roots across 
the cliff face to make the valleys 
below accessible to the farmers 
and cultivators.

The distance, where these bridges 
are found, from end to end (Jaintia 
Hills to Nongriat), is probably about 
100 kilometers. These bridges are 
found across the mountains and 
valleys, particularly in the warm 
and tropical climate, where the tree 
species “Ficus elastica” is found in 
abundance.

It takes about ten years for the 
roots of these trees to become 
strong enough to form and sup-
port the bridge across. The root 
tendrils are manipulated with the 
help of bamboo support across 
the streams and are woven around 
river boulders on the edge of the 
streams. In the course of time, 
these root tendrils become giant 
branches that can take the pres-
sure of the fast growing torrents 
during the monsoon season.

These bridges unlike the ordinary 
wooden bridges do not rot and 
with careful maintenance can be 
and have been used for several 
years. 

The Living Root Bridges of Megha-
laya are a fine example of tradi-
tional knowledge and unique work 
of art that is also contribution to 
the ecosystem. They rightly deserve 
to be recognized as heritage sites 
for the fact that they still exist and 
have been functional for several 
generations.
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ebb and Flow: 
Migration, Masks and 
river stories

The Majuli pavilion was staged 
scenarios and built spaces where 
sight and sound helped create 
an immersive experience. This 
installation has historical and 
cultural intersections between 
monastic art, tribal life, climate 
change and displacement.      

Visualised by the artEast team

Participating 
Artists 

1. singhasan (altar):  
The exhibit includes 
deconstructed elements from 
the traditional Singhasan or 
throne found inside the Monikut 
(sanctum sanctorum) in any 
Satra or Namghar in Assam. 

 Artist (wood carver) : 
Shri Deho Saikia, Madhya Majuli 
Kamalabari Satra

2. bisoni (handmade fan):  
This is a traditional handmade 
cane fan from Sri Sri Auniati 
Satra. This piece has been 
specially made for ArtEast by 
one of the few remaining artists 
of this dying craft.

 Artist 
Shri Drona Pathak, Auniati Satra

3. sormon (crocodile):  
A mythical crocodile made of 
bamboo, is connected with 
stories of birth and origin of the 
Mishing People. This is used in 
traditional rituals.

 Artist:  
Nilamoni Nate

4. Manuscript Paintings:  
Six paintings by Mridu 
Moucham Bora, a preservation 
expert of Manuscript Painting 
as well as painter of  Sankari 
art form. 

 GAJENDRA MOKSHAM
Traditional colour on Sanchipat
Size - 25×6

 BRINDABANA 
Traditional colour on Sanchipat
Size - 25×6c

 FLOWER VIGNETTE
Traditional colour on Sanchipat 
Size - 25×6 cm

 SRISTI TATTVA
Acrylic on handmade paper
Size - 50×20 cm

 RAVANA VADHA
Acrylic on handmade paper
Size - 65×20 cm

 KALIYA DAMANA
Acrylic on handmade paper
Size - 65×20 cm

 USHA PARINAYA
Acrylic on handmade paper
Size - 65×20 cm
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6. Pots of salmora: 
Pots and earthen lamps from 
Salmora

 Potters: 
Ms. Bulu Bhuyan  
Ms.Malabika Bhuyan  
Shri Arun Bhuyan 

7. tribute to sanjoy Ghose: 
A patchwork of indigenous 
designs curated by Jamini 
Payeng who worked with 
Sanjoy to save Majuli.

8. excavating Personal histories:   
Visualised by Parasher Baruah 

i) Time Capsule – The time 
capsule is a collection of 
objects collected from 
different communities and 
some artifacts donated by 
people of what they wanted 
to preserve in 2017. This 
capsule includes seemingly 
mundane everyday objects, 
family heirlooms and art 
unique to Majuli. 

ii) Photo album – A collection 
of old black and white 
photographs collected from 
different households in 
the island of Majuli where 
the first photo studio was 
established in 1975 but most 
of peoples photographs 
were lost in the big flood of 
1998.These photographs are  
an attempt to reconstruct 
memories of Majuli.        

iii) Message in a Bottle – A 
collection of messages from 
a cross section of Majuli 
residents on what they 
want to say to the world 
outside. These messages are 
preserved in bottles for the 
day when Majuli disappears 
or so they fear. 

9. Mishing with the Mask: 
Though mask making in Majuli 
is a Vaishnavaite monastic art, 
this installation suggests that 
if this 500 year old art has to 
survive in this island, the tribes 
inhabiting Majuli- the River 
People, must be handed over 
the craft of mask making.

 Artist: 
Ved Prakash, Delhi 

5. Mukha Pavilion:  
A collection of Masks from 
the Natun Chamaguri Satra.                                    
The Natun Chamaguri Satra 
has practised the tradition of 
mask-making since the mid-
17th century. It makes headgear 
for the festival of raas leela and 
for bhaona, a genre of theatre 
in Assam. As centres of spiritual 
learning, satras also act as 
repositories of Assam’s history 
and often have collections of 
antiques, weapons, jewellery, 
and sacred and royal relics.

 Artists:  
Shri Hem Chandra Goswami 
(Master Craftsman) 
Shri Khagen Goswami 
Shri Krishna Kanta Borah                
Shri Ananta Kalita 

Mask Making Workshop 
and Performance:                                                                                               
A clang of cymbals and 
drumbeats and the masks of 
Majuli came to life and artists 
travelling from the island will 
demonstrated the art of mask 
making and pottery that is 
struggling to survive like the 
island itself. 

 Artists:   
Prabhat Goswami 
Khagen Goswami  
Krishna Kanta Borah 
Arun Borah 
Jyotishman Mahanta
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10. juke box:   
a corner of  the island 
songs : collection of songs/
poems/music from different 
communities of Majuli 
documented by Parasher 
Baruah.

11. akash banti artists:  
Mahinder and team, Delhi                                                                  
Akash Banti installation(a 
bamboo frame with a design, 
that the satras use to put 
earthen lamps often on the 
banks of the river. This gateway, 
entry to the pavilion held the 
mask of Garuda, the mythical 
bird, another iconic symbol of 
Majuli.

12. rims reloaded: 
Artist  Kritika Mahindra, Delhi                                                                                         
Bicycle is the primary mode 
of transportation in Majuli 
and this installation with 
bicycle rims brings us a slice of 
island life. Bicycle Art was first 
developed by Marcel Duchamp, 
who challenged contemporary 
notions of what art was.  

13.  immerse:                              
Edited by Parasher Baruah                                                                        
An Audio-visual installation of 
the Majuli river bank erosion 
with a series of shots of the 
river demolishing the river 
bank played in loop inside a 
video tent. This creates a 3D 
walkthrough or hyperlapse 
video of Majuli landmarks-
with appropriate sound 
design. The entry to the video 
installation is the replica of  
hand painted Dakhinpat Satra 
of Majuli. Dakhinpat Satra was 
established by Vamshigopal 
disciple of Satradhikar Sri 
Vanamalidev in 1584. An 
ornate gateway engraved with 
religious motifs, animals and 
flowers forms the entrance 
heighten the aesthetic appeal 
of the sacred precincts where 
the idol of Mahaprabhu 
Jadavarai is worshipped

Medium: Hand painted 

Artists:    
Sant Ram 
Ved Prakash 
Kritika Mahindra

14. Moving ravana:  
A 25 year old Ravana head 
made by Shri Hem Chandra 
Goswami of Natun Chamaguri 
Satra was on a rotating 
pedestal in the middle of the 
Majuli Pavilion. 
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Majuli: hope and homelessness

Visualised by the artEast team

This installation in water depicts 
homelessness of the people of 
Majuli with relentless erosion and 
loss of livelihood and habitat. 
While movement and change are 
associated with migration and 
displacement, there is often a 
desire of seeking home in stillness 
and contemplation, as Pico Iyer 
would say, accommodating the 
soul as one’s own moveable home. 
Everyday objects of home fill up 
the physical space of memory and 
identity; a pot, a lantern, a bicycle, 
a suitcase, the masks that are 
perhaps no longer required and 
their gods and goddesses. Besieged 
by water on all sides, every year 
the islanders prepare against the 
inevitable but hope stays afloat.

Artists: 
Kritika Mahindra and team  
Lighting by Parasher Baruah

Majuli: land between two rivers
Documentary

Directed by Parasher Baruah

adda: the lost art of  
conversation                                                                                                                   
Indian Coffee House menu board

Artist  
Ved Prakash

Of Other Partitions:                                                                                                                                     
Newspaper kraft paper roll of 
Partition images on bamboos 
stands

Artist:  
Yashika Mahindra

tectonic live

Artist:  
Jimmy Chishi  

living root bridges of Meghalaya

Curator:  
Ian Lyndoh

tea tasting ceremony

Curator:  
Dhurbajit Chaliha

Faces
‘Every face has a story’. This series 
of 10 portraits in charcoal made 
with photographic references is 
part of an ongoing project by 
Joydeep Choudhury, an engineer by 
profession to document faces from 
more than 200 ethnic communities 
in India’s Northeast and map the 
region through faces. Joydeep grew 
up in Shillong, Meghalaya.   

Artist:  
Joydeep Choudhury
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