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EDITOR’S NOTES

WHY MEN SHOULD BE THE FEMINISTS

D

espite the name of this magazine,

made to drop out of school to take care

I am not a strident feminist. I

of younger siblings, cook and clean.

believe that men and women are

Sadly, much of these prejudices and

the yin and yang of life, the prakruti and

attitudes are learnt by children from the

purusha, and both these energies are

men in the house, including the father.

needed to keep the cycle of life moving.

We all know that an abusive father will

But, every time I see sexism, I am ready

inevitably lead to an abusive son who

to don the avatar of Shakti.

thinks it is his right to beat his wife and

Take the recent incident when two

demand not just food but sex. Such men

recently elected young MPs were trolled

do not respect the privacy of a woman’s

on social media for posting photographs

body, and I am glad there is now a law in

of themselves in front of Parliament in

place for marital rape.

jeans and shirts. Why is there such a

It’s time we stopped treating a son

hue and cry each time women dress in a

as an exalted being. Instead, we need

manner that is not traditional?

to treat him as we would the girls in the

Why is it OK for men to go back to

house, and have the same expectations

work after a child, but eyebrows are

of him. For the boys, too, let their

raised when a woman does? Jennifer
Aniston says that a man is never asked why he has chosen a
career over kids. But a woman always is, she is quoted to have said.

masculinity not become a prison. Let
them learn to respect a woman’s time and effort.
This leads me to the lies of a culture that makes women believe

Everywhere, it is the woman who takes up the major role in child

that their outward appearances matter before they are found

rearing. New mothers have to not only feed, burp and bathe the

attractive enough to be loved. That they must lose weight, snip,

baby but also wake up several times in the middle of the night to

tuck, lift and be perfect to entice a mate, and thus be loved and feel

feed or change diapers. The man, especially the Indian male, is not

happy. We speak of this in our story on Unusual Initiatives. In this

expected to do anything except not be disturbed at night. He can

column, we have Anushka Kelkar who set out to photograph young

go bowling and pubbing, take a trip to London to see the World Cup,

women as they were, sans make up or filters, and found this gave

and no one would so much as raise an eyebrow. The mother, on the

them new courage to speak up about the body shaming that they

other hand, has had to give up much of her career and life, even her

faced even as children. They were made to feel less of a woman by

girlfriends, to be with the baby.

their parents or society either because they were fat, dark or bald or

At workplaces, there is blatant bias, where women are not

because they didn’t conform to the given standards of beauty. As a

recruited because they could get married and become pregnant,

result, they disliked their bodies so much that they suffered trauma

wasting what their employers believe are precious resources of the

and issues of self-esteem.

company. And how many women have spoken of being sexually
harassed at the workplace encouraged by the ‘MeToo’ movement.
We watch on Netflix shows like Delhi Crime that deal with the

Despite all this I have never heard a woman say she wanted to
be anything but a woman. It is glorious to be a woman who is free
to make her choices. We have Monisha Rajesh in one of our stories,

Nirbhaya rape case and wonder how there can be monsters such

who set out to explore the world in 80 train journeys! That’s the

as these who can subject a woman to violence and rape and

freedom I wish for every mother, every daughter, every woman.

actually believe she deserved it as she was out at night.
We fail to see that these feelings of superiority are to a large
extent fostered at home. Even little boys are made to believe that
the women are there to cater to every whim of theirs and should
have no life of their own. It’s worse in rural areas where girls are
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COVER STORY

RAVEEENA TANDON
A SPINE OF STEEL

Outward appearances can be deceptive. Take Raveena Tandon for example. She is beautiful, a national
award-winning Bollywood actress who has had several ups and downs in her career …. and yet she has
a spine of steel, with the courage of her convictions and a sharp mind. She could well have chosen the
easy life of a successful actress, leading a self-involved and charmed life. Instead, she chose to adopt two
young girls when she was only 21, looked after their upbringing and is, today, a dedicated mother to her
own two kids. She shares her incredible journey with MINAL KHONA and talks about her decision to
adopt two motherless girls and why she didn’t make a big deal of it during her Bollywood days

I

n the early 1990s, a teenaged Raveena Tandon,

frequently during the interview that she could not have

wearing no make-up except for some lipstick, walked

done this without the love and support of her parents.

into the office of the woman’s magazine that I worked

“My parents were like grandparents to the girls and

for. She had come to drop off her pictures for a feature

were very supportive from the start; neither they nor

we were doing on faces to watch out for that year. All

my friends ever questioned my decision. Technically,

of us women in that tiny cabin sat there staring at her

the girls were not strangers. In fact, I learnt about

with our mouths hanging open. She was drop dead

giving and compassion from my mother. Since I was

gorgeous. I believe that the camera doesn’t do justice

in class 8, she would take me with her to orphanages

to her beauty. She is way more stunning in real life than

and we would meet the children there and donate

she looks on screen.

things for them. If there was a small baby, I would

But the national award-winning actress is an

always want to bring it home with me. So, compassion

intriguing mix of beauty, brains and a big heart. She

was instilled in me from childhood and I believe it is an

has been in the news of late for her strong opinions on

important part of one’s upbringing to be able to help

various issues, her web series writing and her passion

people when they need it the most.”

for the environment through her wildlife photography.
That’s not why we are talking to her though. She
broke the norms of convention when she adopted

she says she was there for every big event like annual

two young girls when she was barely 21 herself. She

day or if one of them was participating in a play. Pooja

recalls, “It was the year 1993 or ‘94, I am not sure, when

was admitted in Jankidevi Public School in Andheri,

I decided to adopt these girls – Pooja and Chhaya.

Mumbai. Chhaya, who had not even been sent to

They were the daughters of my cousin who was no

school earlier, had to go to a boarding school for

more. Their father was alive but I kept hearing horror

a couple of years to catch up with the rest of the

stories about the way they were being treated by their

children her age, as no Mumbai school would give

guardians to whom they had been handed over. I spoke

her admission.

to their dad and told him I had seen these girls being

Raveena did not make a big deal of it and, though

born in front of me and I couldn’t watch them being

she was only in her early 20s when she adopted them,

treated this way. He legally handed over custody to me

she just went with the flow. “Honestly, I didn’t think

and my parents and I became their guardian. From then

about the impact on anyone’s life and nor did I have a

onwards, my girls have been with me and they lived with

press conference about adopting them. They came to

me till they got married.”

live with us and we started from scratch. People make

Pooja was 11 and Chhaya, eight, when they came
to live with Raveena and her parents. She reiterates
2 |

Raveena’s parents looked after the everyday affairs
of the girls when it came to matters of schooling, but
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a big deal out of it but I don’t think that is the case.
Once you make up your mind, it automatically flows.”

Raveena Tandon with her husband Anil
Thadani, son Ranbirvardhan, daughter Rasha
and her mother-in-law (seated)
NAARI
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On holiday with her kids

made in life. We were like friends and I was preparing
them for heartbreaks, crushes, boyfriends, etc. I was not
protecting them, because they needed to experience
life on their own. But I wanted them to know that not
everything in life was sugar-coated. If they learnt from
my mistakes I would be happy. The times I spent with
them were some of the best of my life.”
Since Raveena was single and very eligible back
Raveena with her daughter Rasha

Given the girls’ traumatic past, there were bound to

then, I wonder how her decision to adopt two young
children impacted her personal life. Did it scare away
any prospective bridegrooms or did it put pressure on

be some scars. She agrees saying, “There was definitely

any existing relationship? She admits candidly that this

some baggage, fears and hurts. As a young adoptee

question only arose from the media and inquisitive older

mother, I ensured it never became a burden. Pooja had

women who would ask ‘Who will marry you?’

a rebellious spirit and I loved that about her. She has

“It never deterred me. If I had to find someone, I

the fighter-survivor instinct and she has channelised it

would love and respect him more if he had compassion

by becoming a successful entrepreneur with leadership

and understood the decision I had taken and stood by

qualities. Chhaya was a little more nervous; she had

me. For any man to love me, it was love me, love my girls

anxiety and used to shiver in the first few months with

and my dog – in that order. I came as a package deal

us. It took her time to adapt to our way of life and to

and he had to be ready for it all.”

become confident. It is great the way they have both
turned out now.”

Today, Raveena is happily married to Anil Thadani, a
film distributor, and they have two kids of their own. “I

When it came to their upbringing, there were

am very lucky to have Anil as my husband. He has been

challenges, especially since Raveena was a busy actress

the father figure in the lives of the girls, and gives them

and single mother. “Again, if it were not for my parents,

advice on investments and banking. They also share

I would not have been able to do it. The major challenge

a very close bond with Rasha and Ranbirvardhan, my

came from the disciplining I guess, and there would

younger children. When they come home, we are all one

be the odd good cop bad cop kind of situation. If my

big happy family.”

mother had been tough with one of them, the girls

Raveena married Anil in 2004 and gave birth to her

would come to me. Realising that they were going be

daughter, Rasha, in 2005. Her son was born a few years

teenagers very soon, I would soften the blow. When I

later. Recalling her pregnancies, Raveena reveals she did

came back from shooting, they would tell me if they

not have any medical issues both times and her children

were upset, and we would cuddle in my bed and just

were healthy babies. “The first time I was very excited I

talk. I would tell them about the mistakes I had also

was pregnant, and I ate everything under the sun that I

“In fa, I le abo giving

AND COMPASSION FROM MY MOTHER. SINCE I WAS IN CLASS 8, SHE WOULD
TAKE ME WITH HER TO ORPHANAGES AND WE WOULD MEET THE CHILDREN THERE

and donate thin f them”
4 |
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“ F any man to love me,

IT WAS LOVE ME, LOVE MY GIRLS AND MY DOG – IN THAT ORDER.
I CAME AS A PACKAGE DEAL

and he had to be ready f  all ”

Raveena with Chhaya and Rasha

had deprived myself of during my years of working and
being disciplined. Whether it was chocolates or cakes or
ice cream, gulab jamun (Indian dessert) and every kind
of sweet I had kept myself away from for so many years
in the movies working non-stop … This was something I
went a little nuts over during my first pregnancy. So I put
on a hell of a lot of weight. During my second pregnancy,
I had a lot of baked and grilled foods and I put on almost
the same amount of weight – maybe five kilos less than
the first time. I did become very, very big during both
my pregnancies.”
However, Raveena did not rush into losing the post-

Raveena with Chhaya, the younger of the two adopted girls

She is a hands-on mum who would like to pass on

pregnancy weight. “I took my time. I did not want to have

the values she learnt from her mother to her kids. In

any kind of pressure on myself. My first priority was my

fact, she calls herself a student and says she has learnt

children and I nursed them for the first eight months.

from her three girls. “In teaching them about everything

After that I started dieting a little bit, controlling what

from good manners to achieving goals and the power

I ate and started to work out. Gradually I lost the excess

of giving, I find myself growing with them. I am the

weight.” She also describes giving birth as a miracle.

student, not the teacher I had thought myself to be.

“It felt nothing short of a miracle, as ethereal

My three girls have taught me so much about love, life

as it is enthralling.”

and forgiveness.”

As a mother, Raveena is very involved in all her

Given that she herself is a spirited person, unafraid

children’s lives. The interview, too, was done in phases

to speak up for the underdog, she has taught her kids

as she had to fetch her kids from school. She recalls

to do the same. “I have told all of them to stand up for

vividly how Rasha was crying when she was born and

what is right. I have also told my son and daughter that

stopped the moment the nurse placed her on her

if you see someone being bullied at school, you need

mother’s chest and heard her voice. “Her laughter lights

to support the one getting bullied and speak up for him

up my spirit; she is my heartspace,” she says.

or her. Though they need to have a mind of their own

Her Instagram feed is full of pictures of herself

and decide how they want to live their lives, I can only

with her kids on holiday, at various festivals, even one

guide them and teach them the difference between right

celebrating her own mother’s birthday. There is one

and wrong. I always tell them that being a successful

where her daughter Rasha is singing on stage and the

human being first is much more important than material

proud mother has posted a video of it. When Chhaya got

success. The latter comes and goes but what you are as

married, it was Raveena who walked her down the aisle.

a person stays with you for a lifetime.”
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O F F T H E B E AT E N T R A C K

AROUND THE WORLD
IN 80 TRAINS!

Train journeys, these days, seem to have gone out of fashion, with everyone wanting to zip across cities
and continents on flights. But, says Monisha Rajesh, a travel writer from England, there is freedom when
you travel on a train, strolling into stations at leisure, and letting cities and landscapes unfold as the train
chugs forward. Monisha, the author of the recently published book, Around the World in 80 Trains,
speaks to MALLIK THATIPALLI about her travels
PHOTOGRAPHS: MARK SETHI

W

ho among us would travel around the world in

from London to some of the world’s most remarkable

80 trains, from the US to China? That, too, just

railways, from the cloud-skimming heights of the

a couple of years after travelling the length and

Qinghat-Tibet railways to the sumptuous splendour

breadth of India in 80 trains? But then British journalist

of the Venice Simplon-Orient Express. She documents

Monisha Rajesh is no ordinary travel writer. In an age

her journey in her book, Around the world in

when pictures on Instagram are a measure of one’s travel,

80 trains, five years after her first book, Around India in

she traverses countries on railway lines and documents

80 trains, released.

cultures and cuisines from her berth in the train.

6 |
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On her journey Monisha traverses Asia via the

Over seven months and across 45,000 miles,

Trans-Mongolian Railway to Beijing, then heads to

Monisha, along with her then boyfriend and now

Japan and finds herself on the Death Railway, the

husband Jem, did a trip of a lifetime that took her

line built by prisoners of war in Burma [present-day
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Myanmar] at the cost of thousands of lives. She

and rude rummages through your bags,” she adds. “I like

makes an unforgettable journey to North Korea and

being able to board at leisure, carry whatever I want on

Tibet, while exploring US, Russia and Canada, among

board and move around with the kind of freedom only

other countries.

trains allow. If I want to read or sleep or eat, I can, and

“A few years had passed since my first book and I knew

I still end up at my destination. Trains also allow you to

that if I didn’t undertake this journey then someone else

see into the nooks and crannies of cities in a way that no

would,” says Monisha, explaining the reason behind her

other transport allows you to do. Planes are so bland and

expansive travels. “This journey didn’t involve India at all so

tedious, swooping in and out of cities, whereas trains cut

it was a brand new adventure for me. After my four months

into the guts of a city, laying bare all the bones.”

around India I came away in thrall to trains and the joy of

While one tends to think of all things American as the

travelling in such close proximity to fellow passengers, to

gold standard for comparison, Monisha turns the idea on

the extent that you have no choice but to befriend one

its head when she says that Amtrak (the US train service)

another and find out their stories. I loved that train travel

is one of the worst services she’s ever travelled on, with

made it so easy for me to understand other cultures while

old rusting trains, terrible swaying carriages and rude

simultaneously moving through spectacular landscapes,

staff. She adds with a laugh, “It’s quite funny to think of

eating wonderful food and talking to local people I

the US as ‘developed’ when comparing their dreadful rail

otherwise wouldn’t have a chance to meet.”

services with those of Japan and China, which are two of

Never a big train traveller or from a family which had

the best in the world. Even the trains through Malaysia

a link to the railways, Monisha says that trains take away

and Singapore were sleek and wonderful, with excellent

the stress of travel for her. “There’s no urgency to pack

food on board and well-kept interiors. Americans barely

carefully, throw away liquids, and go through body scans

use their trains apart from commuting in the northeast

Monisha sa

that t rai

take away the

STRESS OF TRAVEL FOR HER. “THERE’S NO URGENCY TO PACK CAREFULLY,
THROW AWAY LIQUIDS, AND GO THROUGH BODY SCANS

and rude ru

ages t ough yo ba"

On the steps of a monastery in Lhasa
NAARI
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Suffering altitude sickness on the
Qinghai-Tibet railway to Lhasa

“ I loved that t rain t ravel made 
SO EASY FOR ME TO UNDERSTAND OTHER CULTURES WHILE
SIMULTANEOUSLY MOVING THROUGH SPECTACULAR LANDSCAPES, EATING
WONDERFUL FOOD AND TALKING TO LOCAL PEOPLE

I herwise wouldn't have a chance to mt ”
corridor, and I can understand why. They’re slow,
delayed, and often depart at unearthly hours.”
Journeys such as these are all about the great stories

“Aside from a couple of instances in Russia I was largely

– kind strangers, unexpected encounters and endearing

happy wherever I went. Having said that, I was with my

kinship among fellow passengers. From waking on the

husband and also a photographer friend for the last six

Trans-Mongolian to see the Great Wall of China climbing

weeks of the journey, so had I been travelling solo things

the hills in the distance, spotting black bears in the Rocky

might have been very different.” she admits candidly.

Mountains and stepping across remnants of the Death

The book charts the little known territories of North

Railway in Thailand to seeing Mount Fuji pass by through

Korea and Tibet, some of the few places in the world not

the Shinkansen window, Monisha’s travels have given her

much is known about and Monisha admits that she was

a unique insight into people and places.

under no illusion that 10 days on a controlled train tour

However, the most memorable moments, the young
author confesses, centre on the people she met on board
– a Tibetan nun who was overjoyed to meet her purely

8 |

Safety is the biggest concern for woman travellers but,
for the most part, Monisha says that she felt perfectly safe.

would uncover any huge secrets, but she wanted to see
the countries for herself.
“It’s important not to bend to pressure from

because she was of Indian origin and she was grateful

critics when it comes to visiting places like Tibet and

to Indians for protecting the Dalai Lama; a war veteran

North Korea as their people are so alienated already,

named Bob from Boston who kept a brown envelope

through no fault of their own, that to further ostracise

filled with photos of his wife and grandchildren whenever

them brings no joy to anyone,” she emphasises.

he travelled solo; and a young Chinese student who

She adds thoughtfully, “Even though our interaction

helped Monisha and her fiancé order food and went out

was restricted, I was still able to hold hands with

of his way to help them collect train tickets and find their

young North Korean students and join them in their

onward train. It was always the human interaction that

celebratory dances, and chat with young Tibetans over

stood out on the journey.

a cup of butter tea and find out how they felt about

NAARI
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om waking on the T ra -Mong ian to
SEE THE GREAT WALL OF CHINA CLIMBING THE HILLS IN THE DISTANCE,
SPOTTING BLACK BEARS IN THE ROCKY MOUNTAINS AND STEPPING ACROSS
REMNANTS OF THE DEATH RAILWAY IN THAILAND TO SEEING
MOUNT FUJI PASS BY THROUGH THE SHINKANSEN WINDOW,
MONISHA’S TRAVELS HAVE GIVEN HER

a unique i ig io people and places
Climbing the Great Wall of China

comments and treatment in Russia and Eastern Europe
and in parts of China. I often had white people place
their hands together and nod with a serene ‘namaste’
when they met me which was beyond idiotic and I’d
usually nod and say ‘hello’ in return.”
Travelling through umpteen dirty stations, falling sick
in China and adjusting to the various time zones is no
mean task and, armed with little bottles of hand soap,
flannels and sanitiser, the author has been able to take
the rough with the smooth and look beyond the grime.
Her advice to women travellers – be open-minded and
willing to accept anything that comes your way.
Looking back at her travels, Monisha says that
she was fortunate to have the opportunity to travel
around the world with her husband and build fabulous
memories which they can pass on to their children. She
reminisces, “We met so many people along the way who
had spent their whole lives working towards retirement
so they could travel only to find themselves alone after
divorce, bereavement or illness. And it made me realise
that the time to travel is now, when you still
have your health. Money comes and goes,
but time doesn’t wait. If you don’t make the
most of every minute you may never get the
time or opportunity again.”
“Home was our beginning and our end,”
the 37-year-old writes in the book and
remarks that at the end of the journey all
the delays, the unearthly hours and bad
food were worth it as they were gifted the

Chinese occupation. And those small

opportunity to see some of the world’s most

moments are what bridge the divides.”

spectacular sights from

The book reports an incident when

St Basil’s Cathedral in Moscow, the snow-

the author was mistaken for a Sri Lankan on a train in

capped peaks of the Canadian Rockies to the Great Wall

Canada and when quizzed on racism pat comes her

of China and yaks grazing on the Qinghai-Tibet plateau.

reply, “In the UK and US, travel writing has long been

Arriving home, she says, has made her appreciate

dominated by white male middle-class writers who

what she has. “I was so grateful for running hot water,

often place themselves at the centre of the narrative

heating, a cozy bed, electricity, and to be able to sit on

and fail to see their journeys through any other prism.”

my sofa with my husband enjoying a bacon sandwich

She remarks, “As a brown woman travelling in some of

and a cup of tea like we usually did on a weekend. So

the more off-piste territories I was acutely aware that I

many people we saw on our journey had none of these

would be treated differently and was subjected to racist

luxuries and it made me see how lucky I am.”

NAARI
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COLLECTIONS

A PASSION FOR PICHVAI
Pichvais are sacred cloth paintings done by a particular atelier of artists in Rajasthan that were used as
decorations for the idol of Lord Krishna in his manifestation as Shrinathji at the Nathdwara temple.
Sadly, the art declined over time due to lack of patronage with artists themselves abandoning the
profession. Luckily, there has been a recent revival due to the efforts of a creative entrepreneur, Pooja
Singhal of Delhi, who has been working with some of the older artists to bring Pichvais into the mainstream.
MALLIK THATIPALLI outlines Pooja’s extraordinary efforts to keep this rich tradition alive
and accessible to all

“I

grew up with Pichvais. My mother would often take me
to Nathdwara to buy the paintings,” recalls Delhi-based
Pooja Singhal whose revival and curations of Pichvai

exhibitions are being talked about these days. A proclivity for
the art took root during the formative years of the designer,
born and brought up in Udaipur and, for nearly a decade, Pooja
has been deepening conversations about revival and curatorial
interventions in the 17th century art form. A cultural and creative
entrepreneur, an activist curator and art interventionist, she is
working to mainstream the art form and the way it is presented
to the world.
Her initiation into art came through her mother, Madhu
Singhal. “My mother was a patron of the arts and I grew up seeing
artists in and out of my home showing their work to my mother.
She would often help family and friends visiting Udaipur to buy a
good Pichvai. We visited the temple often and the few artists who
painted Pichvais looked upon my mother as a patron of their art.”
Worried at the lack of support for this art form, Pooja started
an atelier in 2009 where traditional artists worked to give this
art a new lease of life. She explains, “We have created a small
community of artisans from Rajasthan, largely through old
associations with my family and word-of-mouth. Most of them
work out of our main atelier near Udaipur where they create the
works upon receiving direction from me on the choice of colours,
the materials, etc, while a few younger artists receive their
training from the experienced ones.”

Gopashtami 48” x 36”

"I realised that very sn there would be
NO ARTISTS LEFT WHO COULD PRODUCE A GOOD PICHVAI. I STARTED
WORKING WITH SOME OF THE OLD ARTISTS WHO WERE ASSOCIATED WITH
MY FAMILY AND EXPLORING THE FACTORS

that led to the t fm's deine"
10 |
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Shrinathji 68” x 45”
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AN UNUSUAL ART FORM

hides layers of spiritual significance and symbolism depicting Krishna As

Pichvai, mostly narrating episodes of Krishna’s life,

the many seasons and moods of Krishna.

originated in Nathdwara, the temple town, where

Once she decided to work on reviving Pichvai, Pooja

you can find richly-hued paintings made on cloth using

began taking an active interest in the paintings themselves,

hand blocks, embroidery or weaving still being used

studying historically used materials, colours and fabrics

at the temple.

and comparing them to what was being used in the

Pichvai (in Sanskrit pich or ‘behind’ and wai or ‘textile
hanging’) is a luxuriously detailed hand-painted textile

paintings touted to tourists and buyers as Pichvai.
She also made an attempt to understand why the

traditionally hung behind the idol of Shrinathji, the

quality of the works had declined. A clearer picture of the

seven-year-old incarnation of Krishna. Pichvai normally

market scenario surfaced and her journey of revival began

depict scenes from Krishna’s life. In the 17th century,

in earnest. Researching old compositions from reliable

only five families of the Vallabhaichari sect (who worshipped

sources like Amit Ambalal’s book, use of natural pigments

Shrinathji) created the Pichvais. Their purpose, other than

and materials, recreating them with the help of older artists

artistic appeal, was to narrate tales of Krishna to the illiterate.

she knew and, finally, instigating the sale of the paintings

The evocative nuance of this deceptively simple painting style became her driving mission.

12 |
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Govinda
(Museum Style)
with Lotus
6” x 6”

The Haveli
of Srinathji
with Folyase
46” x 60”

After devoting years to understanding the Pichvai tradition,
she realised that “our indigenous art is increasingly seen as
unsophisticated, but is actually

temples) also went along and decided to stop at Eklingji in
Rajasthan, which also had a huge temple of Shiva.
But, according to tradition, two temples of such great

executed with a lot of creativity and has a history that is

importance could not exist at one place. The group moved

relevant even today”.

further and, at one point, the bullock cart carrying the idol

HISTORY OF SHRINATHJI TEMPLE
The historical references available in various sources suggest
that in the 17th century, in anticipation of the Mughal king
Aurangzeb’s raids, major Hindu temples were shifted to Rajasthan,
where they could be kept safe in the hands of the mighty Rajputs.
One of the Rajput kings agreed to provide refuge. Those

got stuck in the ground. And then it was decided to establish
the temple of Shrinathji in the city of Nathdwara (Nath - lord;
dwara - gate, meaning ‘the gate of the lord’).
The beautiful haveli (mansion) of Srinathji and the
thriving town of Nathdwara, near Udaipur, sprang up soon.

REVIVAL

who were carrying the idol of Shrinathji and Pichvai artists

Over the years, Pooja confesses, her attempts to buy a

(originally the painters of the background art from the

good Pichvai were in vain. She explains, “The technique and

The wks encompаs divee subjes
FROM THE ORIGINAL CANON BEYOND THE CHOWBEES
SWAROOP, INCLUDING MUCH-LOVED CENTRAL SUBJECTS LIKE ANNAKUT,

Gopаami and ad Pnima
NAARI
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skill required to make Pichvais was passed down from father
to son and, thus, became a family tradition. The painters
lived in colonies in Nathdwara and earned a livelihood from
patrons and pilgrims alike. Eventually, the finesse and quality
began to decline. This was driven by the dual impact of
reduced patronage and the demand of pilgrims for cheaper,
thus poorer quality, paintings.”
The most challenging part of this process, Pooja says,
has been dealing with the unwillingness of the younger
generation of the artist’s families to carry on the tradition.
She adds, “They have all reached a point where they want
to make quick money and do not want to go through the
rigorous training and discipline required to become a master
Pichvai painter that the older generation went through. I
realised that very soon there would be no artists left who
could produce a good Pichvai. I started working with some
of the older artists who were associated with my family and
exploring the factors that led to the art form’s decline.”
Each Pichvai is an intricately and meticulously composed
work depicting Krishna in different avatars – ‘chowbees
swaroop’ or 24 divine forms, surrounded by his beloved
gopis, on the festival of Holi is one such. Though simple in
appearance, the intricate detailing on each work leaves one
spellbound. There are about 60 festivals in Nathdwara,
so there is a lot of festivity around Krishna and many
subjects for Pichvais.
Availability of authentic and natural material was another
challenge, whether it is the cloth for the Pichvais or handmade

Shrinathji 39” x 32”

basli paper, stone colours as well as ensuring that the gold and
silver used in the paintings is not Chinese powder.
Explaining the painstaking process, Pooja says Pichvais
are made on finely mercerised cotton, traditionally drawn

and send our artists to ensure that no pigmentation is done.
These give Pichvais their beautiful colour palette.”
Pichvai colours used to be made in all sorts of ways; some

from Ahmedabad’s Calico Mills. “The smaller works are made

from semi-precious stones, while others like yellow from the

on handmade paper. It is an atelier style of making these

urine of cows who had been fed mangoes. This isn’t possible

works where a group of artists work on each painting.”

any more. So, Pooja uses quality mineral colouring and

A pencil sketch is first prepared and the senior artist
decides who is going to fill which portion of the work. “The
facial expression of Srinathji is very important and needs to
be executed with precision and depict the right emotion. The

natural products to get the same rich hues.

A CONFLUENCE OF STYLES
Pooja’s collection has a wide oeuvre which captures

eyes have to be made in particular proportion and they make

the creativity of the artists. Apart from the Pichvais in

the difference between a good Pichvai and a bad one.”

traditional Nathdwara styles there are Nathdwara miniatures,

Colours are obtained by grinding stones and using a binding
agent called gond. “Today, we source them from Nathdwara

Mughal miniatures and Pichvais, and Pichvais in Kota and
Deccan styles.

There wа a time in the Indian mk
WHEN CONTEMPORARY ART WAS POSSIBLY THE ONLY ART THAT PEOPLE
WERE ASPIRING TO BUY AND COLLECT. TRADITIONAL ART WAS CONSIDERED
FOLK AND TRIBAL AND AN INEXPENSIVE FORM OF

t that wа only hung in t radional homes
14 |
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Krishna as Govinda 36” x 24”

The Nathdwara minatures play with the scale

Krishna as Govinda Zig Zag 16” x 12”

The collection includes Pichvai paintings in the Deccan

of traditional paintings, downsizing the huge cloth

style, with indigo cotton as base and gold and silver foil

compositions into a quarter of their size on handmade

used in stone colours. There are also some rare pieces

paper, yet retaining the detail, finesse and spirituality

in red and green. And then there is the Kota style, known

inherent in the works.

for its minimalist approach and brisk brush strokes. The

The Mughal miniatures and Pichvais render a fresh form,

intricacy and visual richness of the headgear, jewellery and

using decorative elements from Mughal miniature painting

the shringar , which is a key feature of the traditional Kotas,

to add layers to traditional Pichvai compositions. The

allow for creative liberties.

deity and the priest’s clothes, the backdrop, the borders

Pooja believes that traditional art has to reinvent itself

are all subtly embellished by the beautiful motifs. This

and appeal to the younger generation or the evolved

creative input was birthed when Pooja was attempting to

aesthetic of Indians.

deconstruct the chowbees swaroop (the 24 boxes forming

She explains, “They are far more exposed to design and

the border of a large Pichvai). She discovered that the

various art forms across the world. There was a time in the

works on their own seemed somewhat flat when removed

Indian market when contemporary art was possibly the only

from the confines of the larger cloth compositions of

art that people were aspiring to buy and collect. Traditional

yore. Adding the Mughal miniature decorative features

art was considered folk and tribal and an inexpensive form of

brought them to vivid life without disrupting their aesthetic

art that was only hung in traditional homes.

harmony. Since then, the artists have produced several
series of works using this idea.

“There has been a whole shift towards minimal,
clean and contemporary design. Today, we have come full

The works encompass diverse subjects from the

circle. It is something akin to fashion where we are moving

original canon, including much-loved central subjects

towards traditional fabrics once again. A similar movement

like Annakut, Gopashtami and Sharad Purnima (festivals

is now happening in the art scene where people want to

celebrating Krishna).

buy traditional art. It has become aspirational.”

NAARI
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U N U S U A L I N I T I AT I V E S

WHY SELF-LOVE IS
NECESSARY

Wanting to live up to unrealistic standards of beauty set by advertisements and the beauty
industry, young women are made to feel ashamed and inadequate about their bodies and
colour. In an off-beat initiative, a 21-year old photographer started an Instagram page called
browngirlgazin where she photographed women as they were – dark, plump, pimply – and
had them speaking about the traumas of not confirming to the usual norm of beauty or colour
LAKSHMI PRABHALA speaks to Anushka Kelkar and reveals the experiences of some of
the women featured on the insta page
PHOTOGRAPHS: ANUSHKA KELKAR

W

e live in a superficial world, where the idea
of “beauty” assumes conforming to narrow,
sometimes impossible, standards of skin

tones, textures and body types. We are constantly told
what we should look like, often conditioning us to aspire
to look like women on magazine covers or billboards,
without realising how unrealistic these goals may be
or how adversely it could impact our self-esteem
and well-being. In March 2018, Anushka Kelkar,
a 21-year-old photographer, started an Instagram page,
@browngirlgazin, to understand the relationship Indian
women have with their bodies. For over a year, she has
been featuring women of different skin colours and
sizes, without resorting to airbrushing, using filters or
removing blemishes – celebrating womanhood, self-love
and body positivity.
While she was a student at Ashoka University,
Haryana, Anushka observed a big discrepancy in the
way young women around her felt and spoke about

“I started this project with a simple
idea – what would happen if I
could create a space where women
could be open, vulnerable and
honest about their bodies and their
relationship with them?”
- ANUSHKA KELKAR
16 |
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their bodies while projecting a completely different
impression on social media. She recalls, “I started this
project with a simple idea – what would happen if
I could create a space where women could be open,
vulnerable and honest about their bodies and their
relationship with them?”
Using photography as a medium, Anushka set out to
collaborate with women to record how they felt about
their bodies. Anushka used a set of five questions to
try and understand a woman’s story better. Following
an initial discussion, she proposed a backdrop for the
shoot and the kind of aesthetic that she had in mind,
but always made sure she stayed true to the story the
woman had shared. After the shoot, Anushka would
feature select photographs on @browngirlgazin and
caption them according to the woman’s responses to her
initial question.
Early on, Anushka wasn’t sure if women would be
comfortable opening up on a public platform, that too
about their relationships with their bodies. “But what I
think really helped was that they already had the story
that they wanted to convey and I saw myself as a channel
to help them express their story.” Anushka describes
how she helps women feel relaxed and begin to trust her.
“I try to keep every shoot as casual as possible. Even if
the girls talked about difficult experiences such as sexual
abuse, instead of reacting with shock or disbelief, I would
engage with them as a friend. And I think that’s what
helped build a rapport.”
According to Anushka, the three most common

“I used to spend a lot of my time and money
in beauty parlours – waxing different parts of
my body, changing the way my hair looked,
constantly trying to look like the models I’d seen
around me. In the past year, all of it changed. I
recently chose to shave my head. Now I spend
my days outside in nature, climbing trees and
walking barefoot on beaches and I have never
felt more beautiful or believed in myself more”
- SUDIPTA MONDAL
Jaanvi grew up with Fair and Lovely [name of a face

reasons for women to feel uncomfortable with their

cream] as a norm and had internalised that fair skin was

bodies are discrimination based on skin colour, fat

a prerequisite for being considered beautiful. As a child,

shaming and menstruation. Some women were told that

she believed that the darker tone of her skin made her

they were too dark while others who were bigger than

ugly and unworthy. When only fair-skinned students were

a certain size were made to feel they were not worthy

picked for leading roles in plays, and dark-skinned children

or their bodies didn’t matter. Surprisingly, even though

became a laughing stock, Jaanvi figured having dark skin

most of her target audience is from urban cities and

meant others could define what one could or couldn’t do.

has access to pads, menstrual cups, etc, there is a lot of

However, as she grew older, she found the obsession with

social shame associated with menstruation as well as

fair skin demeaning. “I am a young Indian woman who

cause for embarrassment.

doesn’t have fair skin and refuses to be apologetic about

For many women, collaborating with @browngirlgazin

it. I’ve wasted too much of my time researching fairness

seemed to have a cathartic effect. “Because it is a very

hacks and far too much money on fairness creams. I

intense and emotional process, for some it entailed a lot

decided that I don’t want to be defined by some narrow

of crying, while others felt overwhelmed and the shoot

standard that is based on oppressive history. I am brown, I

would happen over multiple attempts. For some others

am beautiful, and my skin colour should not be something

it was a really joyous occasion, a way to begin accepting

that determines the opportunities that are given to me.”

and celebrating their bodies. Every shoot has been
unique in its own way,” Anushka recalls.
Through a series of portraits of Jaanvi Rambade

When Jaanvi first saw the Barbadian pop-icon and
actress Rihanna on screen, she began questioning the
standards that exist in our society. “Just because most

(@_namastebitches), Anushka explored women’s

actors in Bollywood are fair-skinned and white-washed

relationship with their skin. Like anywhere in India,

doesn’t mean that’s what we need to aspire to be. Being

NAARI
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as healthy concern and were sometimes aimed at my
parents. I hated that everybody felt as if they had the
right to comment on my body. I hated how
affected I was. At the age when I should have been
dealing with my biologically changing body, I was
focused on changing its appearance. And I think I broke
myself a little in that process.”
Varisha was tired of her worth being reduced to digits
on a machine; she was made to fear the space she
occupied. She became silent, conscious, felt suffocated
and hated the person she was. The turning point came
when she began to accept her own body. “I love each and
every inch of my body and I would not let another person
stand in the way of that. I am living my best and my
healthiest and have been that way since I was 12. People
need to start dealing with the reality that books, movies,
magazines do not, and I repeat do not and cannot
represent me. It’s not a ‘lifestyle choice’. I love my body
for everything it has been through and what it is. I don’t

“I am a young Indian woman who doesn’t have
fair skin and refuses to be apologetic about it. I’ve
wasted too much of my time researching fairness
hacks and far too much money on fairness creams.
I decided that I don’t want to be defined by some
narrow standard that is based on oppressive
history. I am brown, I am beautiful, and my skin
colour should not be something that determines
the opportunities that are given to me”
- JAANVI RAMBADE

|

to that. I’ll never stop working out, eating healthy food,
sleeping on time or staying hydrated but I will also not
deny myself indulging in the good things life has to offer.
No, losing weight is not a priority any more. Happiness is.”
Very often women find it much more difficult to
accept and love their bodies because there are many
businesses, from fairness creams to weight-loss tablets,
which exist only because women are unhappy with how
they look. None of these would be around if women were
truly empowered regarding their bodies. Additionally,
women also end up having to deal with societal pressure
and stigma regarding their appearances. Although they
have a choice, to wear make-up (or not), or to dress as
they please, women are always expected to present

It’s time for young women to see brown skin not as

themselves in a certain manner, especially at events

‘diversity’ but as an intrinsically natural and wonderful

and occasions. Through a photo series, Anushka also

part of our society.”

explored the theme of ‘Indian wear’ and discovered that
for Indian weddings and religious events women were

varisha_tariq) threw light on the struggle of coping with

required to adhere to a certain dress code, e.g., wearing

body shaming. Due to a health condition at the age of

bright colours like red or pink and wearing jewellery, etc.

seven, Varisha was prescribed medicines that contained

But when women with dark skin wore bright colours,

steroids and this resulted in weight gain. Unable to cope

they were labelled bold or defiant. Or, if a woman sported

with body shaming, she started working out when she

piercings at a traditional event, she would invite frowns

was barely 12. With her carefree childhood taken away

and be looked down upon.

from her, Varisha was consumed with hate – for herself

NAARI

worshipper of my body, nobody can ever come close

brown is a beautiful thing, and it’s a totally normal thing.

A collaboration with Varisha Ghazala Tariq (@

18 |

listen to comments any more because I am the ultimate

Even though Anushka has photographed at least

as well as the people around her. During her first week in

250 women so far, she is still petrified at the thought

college, Varisha distinctly remembers biting her tongue

of their responses after each shoot. “Every time I send

very hard to keep herself from crying when a friend

a woman her photographs I know a part of her is going

offered unsolicited advice to lose fat and reduce the size

to be taken aback. Very often the reactions have been

of her bust. “I hated the comments that were disguised

‘How can this be me?’, ‘Is this who I am?’, or ‘Is this how

JULY - SEPTEMBER 2019

I look all the time?’” But Anushka defines her style as

relationships with periods, and gaps in urban health care

“a kind yet unflinching gaze”, where she doesn’t try to

for young women. Anushka believes that people have

make someone look slimmer or aesthetically amazing

also begun to question old and narrow beauty standards.

but aims to capture an honest emotion at a given

“If I had launched this project, say two years ago, I doubt

moment. Her own idea of beauty has also transformed

it would have got the response that it has got now.

through the endeavours of @browngirlgazin. “I think

Everyone seems to be getting on-board this bandwagon

for me beauty is something that transcends objective

now, as clothing and perfume brands are trying to

aesthetics and is more of a fleeting feeling of wonder or

collaborate with me. It may take a while before these

joy. It has evolved from beautiful features, attire or body

changes really start percolating into society but one can

posture to something that is more about people’s energy

safely say that it has started,” she says of the positive

and how they respond to your energy. When I am behind

outcome of her project.

a camera, I know there is a moment when they [my

A leading ethnic-wear brand Craftsvilla reached out

subjects] are totally relaxed and trust me enough to let

to Anushka after seeing her work, and invited her to be a

me in. That moment really encompasses what beauty is.”

part of their #JudgeMeNot campaign. The campaign was

While @browngirlgazin started out as a photo-project,

aimed at questioning the culture of stereotyping women

over the last year it has grown into a platform where

in our society and encouraging women to embrace

women also came together to speak about issues

themselves the way they truly are.

such as sexual health care, reproductive health care,

In collaboration with Craftsvilla, Anushka
photographed Sudipta Mondal (@sudipta03) as a part
of their #JudgeMeNot campaign. Sudipta grew up in
Jharkhand and her parents encouraged her to chase
her dreams and live her life passionately. She took up
dance and fitness as a career, travelled to mountains
and beaches and dated men of her choice. Although
Sudipta questioned beauty standards, she found herself
trying hard to fit in. While working as a performing artist
she was annoyed because she had to fit into a certain
standard of beauty to be respected. “Looking glamorous
and dolling up was always important because I thought
boys only went on dates with girls who were slim, stylish,
and had flawless skin. I always wondered whether
anyone cared about my character and personality at all.
Would people want to be my friend and call me hot and
bindaas (carefree) if I decided not to fit into this mould
any more? Would anyone take me seriously? I used to
spend a lot of my time and money in beauty parlours –
waxing different parts of my body, changing the way my
hair looked, constantly trying to look like the models I’d
seen around me. In the past year, all of it changed.

“I hated the comments that were disguised as
healthy concern and were sometimes aimed at my
parents. I hated that everybody felt as if they had
the right to comment on my body. I hated how
affected I was. At the age when I should have been
dealing with my biologically changing body, I was
focused on changing its appearance. And I think I
broke myself a little in that process”

I recently chose to shave my head. Now I spend my days

- VARISHA TARIQ

woman’s worth is not defined by her appearance alone.

outside in nature, climbing trees and walking barefoot on
beaches and I have never felt more beautiful or believed
in myself more.”
More recently, in May this year, Anushka began work
on a collaboration with an Indian NGO Make Love Not
Scars (@makeluvnotscars) which works in all aspects
of rehabilitation for acid attack survivors. A group of
warm and passionate women have built and made @
makeluvnotscars an amazing community of women
supporting one another to build a world where a

NAARI
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TRAILBLAZERS

RUPA BAI FURDOONJI
THE FIRST WOMAN
ANAESTHESIOLOGIST
Not many know that the Hyderabad Chloroform Commission pioneered anaesthesia, and spearheading
this was a Dr Edward Lawrie of the Hyderabad Medical School. He encouraged a talented woman, Dr
Rupa Bai Furdoonji, to take up anaesthesiology at a time when women, especially in Hyderabad, were
not even allowed to step out of their homes, leave alone study medicine. NIVEDITA CHOUDHURI
pieces together the life of Dr Furdoonji from the scant information available on her…
ILLUSTRATION: TARA ANAND

H

igher education or professional work was out of

information there is on the life of Dr Furdoonji has been

the question for women in India in the late 19th

painstakingly collated by the National Institute of Indian

century. Young women may have longed to do

Medical Heritage (NIIMH), which is attached to Osmania

something useful in the world but they were almost
always expected to stay at home. Most households

Medical College.
In the article published in IJA, Dr Ala Narayana,

followed conservative ideals and young girls were

Director of NIIMH, says students at Hyderabad Medical

often not allowed to go to school. Private tutors were

School were taught by Englishmen and the lectures

employed only for boys and if a girl was smart and

used to be in English. However, an Urdu translator was

intelligent, she learnt the alphabet by listening to her

always present and lectures would be translated into

brothers read.

Urdu – the state language. The duration of the course

During the 19th century, women were considered

was four years, and exams used to be conducted and

feeble and fragile, subject to fainting and illness. This

supervised by professors of Madras Medical College.

weakness was not only considered to be physical but

Students were taught anatomy, physiology, materia

mental as well. Women’s education was considered

medica [Latin term for the body of knowledge about the

sufficient if they were given the necessary skills to

therapeutic properties of substances used for healing],

run a household. Getting a medical education was

medicine, surgery and midwifery.

nothing short of waging war. Only a lady full of pluck

It was during the reign of the sixth Nizam, Mahbub

and grit could have come forward in such a situation,

Ali Khan, in 1885 that Residency surgeon Dr Edward

and declare that she wanted to be, of all things, an

Lawrie became the principal of Hyderabad Medical

anaesthetist. This lady was Dr Rupa Bai Furdoonji,

School. Dr Lawrie, who would later spearhead the

whose hard work and determination led her to qualify as

Second Hyderabad Chloroform Commission, guided Dr

perhaps the first female anaesthetist in the world.

Furdoonji to become an anaesthesia specialist.

Very little – in fact practically nothing – is known

Dr Lawrie favoured educating women and

about the early life of Dr Furdoonji, a Parsi from

encouraged many, including Dr Furdoonji, to pursue

Hyderabad. According to an article published in

higher studies in Hyderabad as well as in England.

the Indian Journal of Anaesthesia (IJA), she studied

Motivated by him, five women joined the medical

medicine at Hyderabad Medical School between 1885

course, one of them being Dr Furdoonji. He also changed

and 1889. After completion of her course, the degree

the medium of instruction to English in 1885, which

she received was that of a hakeem [one who practises

opened up avenues for women to study abroad.

traditional medicine]!
Set up in 1846, Hyderabad Medical School was
the precursor of Osmania Medical College. Whatever
20 |
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Dr Furdoonji had a dominant role in the first and
second Hyderabad chloroform commissions. Dr
Lawrie, in fact, praised her expertise in administering

Research into the use of
chloroform as an anaesthesia agent
at Hyderabad Medical School and
the unstinting support to it by the
Nizam put Hyderabad firmly in the
public eye in the 1880s
chloroform in ‘A Report on Hyderabad Chloroform

follower of James Simpson, who was the first physician

Commissions’ published in 1891. But, what were these

to discover the anaesthetic qualities of chloroform,

commissions about?

and Philip Syme, a 19th century clinician who had done

Research into the use of chloroform as an
anaesthesia agent at Hyderabad Medical School and

extensive research on various anaesthesia agents.
Dr Lawrie had experiments conducted on animals

the unstinting support to it by the Nizam put Hyderabad

at Afzalgunj Hospital to find out about the efficacy of

firmly in the public eye in the 1880s. Back then,

chloroform as an anaesthetic agent. The Nizam realised

anaesthesiology was not a separate speciality. Surgeons

the importance of chloroform and supported Lawrie

would anaesthetise patients and hand them over to

in setting up the first Chloroform Commission in 1888

nurses or medical students. Dr Lawrie was a staunch

to conduct and oversee experiments on the safety

NAARI

|

JULY - SEPTEMBER 2019

| 21

of chloroform. Surgeon Patrick Hehir headed the
commission and studies were conducted on animals.
Dr Lawrie submitted the findings to the prestigious
general medical journal, The Lancet. The peerreviewed journal, however, refused to acknowledge
the findings. In its editorial published in March 1889,
The Lancet wrote, “Dr Lawrie contents himself with
bare statements of results.... We require more than the

Dr Furdoonji worked as an anaesthesia specialist in
various hospitals in Hyderabad from 1889 to 1917,
including the British Residency Hospital (later known
as Sultan Bazaar Hospital), Afzalgunj Hospital and
Zenana Hospital

scanty statements of experiments performed upon

Furdoonji were travelling on the same ship from Bombay

dogs before we could accept the conclusions of the

to Edinburgh. Impressed by Dr Furdoonji’s knowledge

Hyderabad Commission.”

and expertise, Besant wrote to Mrs Drummond, urging

Owing to The Lancet’s contemptuous stand,

her to help Dr Furdoonji settle down in Edinburgh. The

Dr Lawrie prevailed upon the Nizam to pay for a second,

message is written on the letterhead of the Peninsular

more extensive study on the same, according to an

and Oriental Linear Ship Company.

article on the website of Central Council for Research in

On her return journey to India, the ship Dr Furdoonji

Ayurvedic Sciences. In 1889, Dr Lawrie stated that “he

was travelling in anchored at the port of Aden. The

was directed by... the Nizam to offer The Lancet the sum

British resident in Aden wrote to his counterpart in

of one thousand pounds to send out a representative

Hyderabad, asking him if Dr Furdoonji’s services could

to repeat the experiments of the Hyderabad

be spared as her work would be very useful in Aden. This

Chloroform Commission”. In response to this offer, The

letter is also at NIIMH.

Lancet proposed Dr Thomas Lauder Brunton as its

Another certificate, signed by Dr Lawrie,

representative in the matter. The Second Hyderabad

acknowledged her participation in the chloroform

Chloroform Commission was thus formed under the

commissions. A certificate verifying her participation

presidency of Dr Lawrie in 1889.

in a pathology course in Hyderabad and one from the

The commission performed experiments on
around 600 animals, including dogs, horses, monkeys,
goats, cats and rabbits. The Nizam was keen for

University of Edinburgh in 1910 provide brief glimpses
into her career.
Dr Furdoonji also travelled to The Johns Hopkins

the experiments to succeed and so he funded the

Hospital in Baltimore, USA, to study. In those days,

entire stay of Dr Brunton in a lavish manner. At the

well-known medical schools in America often refused

end, The Lancet representative left satisfied and the

to admit women. Dr Helen Taussig (1898-1986),

Commission’s findings were accepted.

recognised as the founder of paediatric cardiology,

Dr Furdoonji worked as an anaesthesia specialist

was told by the dean at Harvard that she would never

in various hospitals in Hyderabad from 1889 to 1917,

receive a degree as women weren’t granted degrees

including the British Residency Hospital (later known as

from Harvard University at that time. She later

Sultan Bazaar Hospital), Afzalgunj Hospital and Zenana

developed an operation, along with other surgeons, to

Hospital. Her academic prowess and professionalism

correct the congenital heart defect that causes the “blue

impressed Dr Lawrie so much that he encouraged her

baby” syndrome.

to travel to the United Kingdom for further studies. Dr

Dr Furdoonji retired from the Nizam’s medical service

Furdoonji enrolled for a course in physics and chemistry

as superintendent of Chaderghat Hospital in 1920.

at Edinburgh University in 1909 as these subjects were

Nothing is known of her personal life after she retired

useful for doctors handling anaesthesia. There were no

or when she passed away, though it is known that she

separate courses or degrees in anaesthesiology

remained unmarried.

at that time.

Women’s histories are often hidden but the stories of

Though so little is known about Dr Furdoonji,

early women medical graduates are fascinating. These

Harmusji Kause, a Parsi gentleman from Hyderabad,

women were rebellious and they challenged societal

managed to preserve a few certificates and letters

norms for women. They didn’t stifle their intellect or get

pertaining to her career that were later handed over

dissuaded by the hard work required to get to where

to NIIMH. One of these is a letter of recommendation

they wanted to go. They were exceptional pioneers and

written by Annie Besant, founder of the Theosophical

trailblazers like Dr Furdoonji who made their mark on

Society, to one Mrs Drummond in 1909. Besant and Dr

society and shaped the lives of women doctors today.
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BIRTHING STORY

“I FELT INFORMED
AND EMPOWERED”
Sumun and David Frady, a UK- based couple, have been in India for the last six years. They have two
children, Ravi-Caleb, who is 11, and Luca, who was born in India this February. But, the difference is
that while Ravi was born in the UK through a C-section after a difficult labour and after several years of
marriage, Luca’s was a vaginal birth. Sumun shares her story with MINAL KHONA
PHOTOGRAPHS: LAKSHMI PRABHALA

S

ometimes, actually make that most times, things

my pelvis and because the baby was in an odd position. To

never go according to plan. There is an ocean of

make matters worse, my cervix was contracting instead

difference between what one wants and what

of dilating. The doctors said they wouldn’t recommend

actually transpires. That is what happened with David and

a normal delivery and my son was born via a C-section

Sumun Frady. They married young but Sumun got pregnant

the next day. I was exhausted but calm. Interestingly, the

11 years after their marriage. Sumun recalls, “We were keen

medical staff there told me that the next time I had a baby

to have a home birth, which is possible in the UK. But, when

I should not try to have a normal delivery. It was unusual

I went into labour, the contractions were too quick and I

for doctors in England to say that, as normal births are

was in too much pain. The condition was more to do with

encouraged where possible.”

PHOTOGRAPH BY: ANUKRITI

Just born: Sumun, David and Ravi
with the newborn baby Luca at
Fernandez Stork Home
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David who was present in the operation theatre and

Sumun and baby Luca

even took photographs, recalls, “We’ve been married for
22 years now. The first time we had planned for a water
birth at home; it didn’t work. I was honestly surprised at
how much pain she had to go through and there was the
added complication of the baby in distress. The theatre
was a calm place, they played her favourite songs, I was
in scrubs too and it was much less traumatising than I
was led to believe.”
Sumun and David have been in India for the past six
and a half years. They are currently based in Hyderabad.
David is a freelance creative designer and photographer.
Sumun enjoys her work as a full-time home-maker.
Last year, she conceived for the second time after
turning 40. Despite apprehensions of friends and family,
they decided to have the baby here. Sumun says, “A
friend of mine who knew about Indie Kaur [Director
of Midwifery Services at Fernandez Stork Home] and
Kate [Katherine Stringer, Senior Midwifery Tutor] and
the midwifery programmes at Fernandez Stork Home
suggested I speak to Indie if I was concerned about
anything. When I called, she asked me to meet her for a
chat. When I went to meet her and Kate and Dr Vinatha
Puli [consultant obstetrician and urigynaecologist at
Fernandez Stork Home], they asked me to share what
had happened with Ravi’s birth. It was the first time I
was speaking about my experience to medical staff
so that they could tell me what they felt and take me
through my options. They took notes and assessed
medically what had gone on. Until I opened up to
them, I hadn’t realised how painful it had actually been.
There was definitely pain there and I got some healing
by speaking to them. There was this lightness in my
spirit afterwards. They reassured me that there was no
reason why we could not try for a normal birth this time.
When she said it was a possibility that I could have a
VBAC (vaginal birth after Caesarean), I told my husband
that I might just try having a normal birth.”
David attended every meeting and was familiar with
Sumun’s pain threshold. Indie, Kate and the team at
Fernandez Stork Home had settled their doubts so

“Being a foreigner, having a baby in India
and that too by normal delivery had to be a
divine connection. God brought us together;
He scripted it; I couldn’t have done this
otherwise…”

he was comfortable with Sumun trying for a VBAC.
Sumun wanted to have a VBAC as she believes that

But I trusted Indie so much that I knew she would do

“having a C-section affects your mobility and it takes

what she needed to do. I wasn’t rushed and there was

longer to heal”. She also wanted to overcome her fear of

no grid for time. They put me in the water, and it really

delivering naturally.

helped. Indie and Teresa [lead midwife at Fernandez

She went into labour on the morning of February11.

Stork Home] kept emphasising that I should listen to my

“My water broke and we went to Fernandez Stork

body. Teresa helped me regularise my breathing while

Home. It felt like a rerun of what had happened to me

Indie supported me to bear left or right as required.

during my first delivery and I was very nervous.

After almost two hours, I was able to lie on the bed.

24 |

NAARI

|

JULY - SEPTEMBER 2019

It was exhausting and I chose to have an epidural. I got

achievement. The labour had started at about 6 in

a break from the contractions. What I really liked is that

the morning and it was now past noon. I was tired but

they were all so respectful of my wishes. It dulled the

relieved that I’d had a normal birth.”

pain, which was a big relief.”
The labour was a rerun in more ways than one.

David, who was present the whole time, adds with
a happy smile, “We had faith in their ability; I put my

Sumun says, “The baby’s position was not right this

trust, my wife’s and unborn child’s safety in their hands.

time too. Even in Ravi’s case, he was in distress. But

Indie’s gentle guidance, Teresa with her brilliant smile,

Indie and Teresa were with me and they knew what they

comforting Sumun and encouraging her; and both of

were doing. The doula and Indie had me on my fours,

them giving Sumun the space she needed was very

and they rubbed my stomach with a scarf. They were

reassuring. The way they used a dupatta to turn the baby

trying to change the baby’s position via the spinning

and their team effort gave me all the confidence I needed.

babies technique. Spinning babies is an approach to

I knew my wife and child were safe with them. She was

optimise the physical relationship between the bodies

made as comfortable as she could get and was relaxed. I

of the mother and baby, easing childbirth. My earlier

could tell the team knew what they were doing. They had

experience had been an extremely medical one. This

a work flow – procedures about monitoring things, asking

was so personal and non-medical. After 15 minutes of

questions and they were taking Sumun through the

doing this, I was ready to bear down. I was close to full

stages. The language used was so comforting, and very

dilation and I could feel subtle contractions. They were

little formal medical intervention. They were attentive

talking me through the contractions. I felt so cared for,

towards her body language; little signs that helped them

and that gave me the courage and confidence. I was

take it forward. She was not rushed, we were there for

on the verge of giving up when the head came out,

six hours, but the only focus was on the process of giving

and they prodded me on till the rest of the baby also

birth. It was truly a miracle to see Luca being born. It was

came through the birth canal. I felt like it was a huge

an amazing, beautiful experience.”
Sumun is glad she met the midwifery team

“But Indie and Teresa were with me and they
knew what they were doing. The doula and
Indie had me on my fours, and they rubbed my
stomach with a scarf. They were trying to change
the baby’s position. My earlier experience had
been an extremely medical one. This was so
personal and non-medical...”

and doctors at Fernandez Stork Home. “From the
experiential and relational side, it was a brilliant
relationship I shared with the team from Fernandez
Stork Home. Indie knew what she was talking about and
the fact that I could trust someone was such a relief.
She is very passionate about the way children should be
born. They had even kept the operation theatre ready
just in case I needed a C-section,” she recalls.
Looking back, with Luca now a few months old,
Sumun reflects, “Being a foreigner, having a baby in
India and that too by normal delivery had to be a divine
connection. God brought us together; He scripted it; I
couldn’t have done this otherwise. Getting pregnant the
second time in my 40s was a big surprise. At Fernandez
Stork Home, though I met Dr Vinatha, the medical
intervention was minimal. There was nothing medical
and it was a very natural, normal, personal experience.
In England, it is a lot more clinical. I believe that the
midwifery programme at Fernandez Stork Home is so
vital to birthing. They understand the whole process and
the trauma that a woman can go through if she has had
a painful experience giving birth the first time. I can’t
speak highly enough of Indie; she has full belief in what
they are doing and it was a confidence booster for me.
I felt informed and empowered. It was a very valuable

David, Ravi, Sumun and Luca

experience that will always stay with me.”
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MOMMY DIARIES

WHAT THEY
DON’T TELL YOU ABOUT
HAVING A BABY!
Sometimes motherhood feels like a conspiracy, with no one telling you about the many sleepless
nights you are going to have or the marathon breastfeeding sessions that you undertake, writes
MINAKSHI, a new mother, about the trials (and joys) of the first three months

D

uring my pregnancy, I only did research on how

long hot shower because you can hear the baby wailing

painful childbirth would be. I have a few tattoos

for his next feed.

that I didn’t find painful when I was having them,

contractions were meant to feel like. I thought I was

tattoo. So, I figured I had a good pain threshold. I was all

having a bad stomach ache from the pizza I had had

gung-ho about having a natural birth.

the previous night. Two hours later, I was in tears and

Fast forward to the day of my delivery and, two

wanted to smack my husband who kept trying to coach

minutes into my contractions, I was practically begging

me through the breathing. When that pain hits, no

for anything to take away the pain. I even told my

childbirth class and no calming husband can help you.

husband that the only way I would even think about

You just want that epidural and you want it fast. After

having another child was if they gave me an epidural

that, everything was a breeze. We watched TV as I dilated

right at the beginning. Despite that mind-numbing

further and pretty much played the waiting game. Six

pain, I can say giving birth was the easiest part about

hours of labour, two popsicles and nine pushes later, our

having a baby. Everyone tells you to sleep when the

son was born. I was so exhausted that my first thought

baby sleeps. Everyone tells you breastfeeding is the way

was food and then the baby! What no one tells you about

to go. Everyone tells you to enjoy the newborn stage.

labour and delivery is that you lose all inhibitions. You

Everyone tells you to enjoy motherhood and be grateful

have nurses and doctors prodding you and your insides

for the bundle of joy in your arms.

till you deliver. Once you move to the mother and baby

What no one tells you is you are so sleep deprived
that you can have levels of anxiety that you didn’t know
were possible. You wonder if you have postpartum

26 |

The day of my delivery I honestly did not know what

and some women claim it hurts no more than getting a

room to recover, you need the help of a nurse to pull your
pants down and hold you while you pee.
While they might tell you doctors are amazing,

depression because you can’t stop

what they don’t tell you is that

crying. No one tells you that you

nurses are the real heroes in labour

have to manoeuvre the baby in

and delivery.

such a way so that you can hold

The first two nights in the

him and use the bathroom at the

hospital were only the start to

same time because he refuses

the rollercoaster of a ride they

to be put down. No one tells you

call motherhood. You don’t know

about cluster feeding. No one

why the baby is coughing up

tells you breastfeeding is so hard

weird liquids. You don’t know

that you need support from your

if he’s getting anything while

family and partner. No one tells you

breastfeeding because he won’t

that you can’t even pour a bowl

stop suckling. But you are grateful

of cereal for yourself because the

for the husband who seems a pro

baby’s needs come first. No one

at swaddling and calming the baby.

tells you that you cannot have a

It’s a different story two months
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It's eаy to p up pies on I taam
TALKING ABOUT YOUR BUNDLE OF JOY WHILE YOU’RE CRYING WITH
FRUSTRATION BECAUSE THE BABY HAS BEEN CRYING FOR THREE HOURS
STRAIGHT AND YOU DON’T KNOW WHY. WHY DOES NO ONE TELL YOU
SLEEP DEPRIVATION IS A FORM OF TORTURE AND THAT WOULD EXPLAIN
WHY YOU CRY IN THE SHOWER FOR TWO WEEKS

 raig because you're so exhaued?
later when he can sleep through at night, despite the
loud wailing of a baby.
Once you get home from the hospital, the real

While I know I didn’t have postpartum depression, I
most certainly had postpartum anxiety because I would
stress about feeding the baby, stress about when he

adventure begins because you don’t know the

would wake up, stress about if I could get him to calm

difference between night and day and neither does

down, stress about what was making him cry. And all of

the baby. You don’t know if you’re eating breakfast or

this with probably one of the easiest and most chilled

lunch or if you’re getting a meal at all. So I shout out to

out babies I’ve ever come across. What about those

my mum to make sure I get my khichdi (lentil and rice

mums whose babies are colicky? Or those mums who

dish) and dahi (yoghurt) that I could eat every single

have toddlers to deal with? I have newfound respect for

day because they are such comfort foods.

my own mother who had to manage a two-year-old and

Why does no one tell you that breastfeeding mothers

newborn while my father travelled for work.

are real champions because you spend upwards of six

And, unfortunately, I am a micromanager which

hours in a room feeding your baby and sometimes all

meant that I just couldn’t sleep knowing the baby was

night when they are going through a growth spurt and

crying even if my husband was doing his best to calm

want to nurse non-stop? On the bright side, the baby

him down and get him to sleep.

gains over one and a half ounces a day. Why does no

But then I read something that just flipped

one tell you breastfeeding babies digest food faster

a switch inside me. Your little baby has been inside you

which means over 10 diaper changes a day and going

for nine months. You are the comfort they know. They find

through boxes of diapers like it’s nothing?

comfort in that baby wrap with their legs pulled up close

The first two weeks are hard. They are harder than

because it mimics the womb. The loud sounds and bright

hard which is when you are thankful for the husband’s

light are a stark contrast to the comfort of your heartbeat

two-week paternity leave so you have some time to

and the calm of your belly. They cry out because that’s the

take a quick nap or soak in the bathtub to ease pains

only way they know how to communicate.

you didn’t know you could have. Honestly, you are so

“Some cuddles first. Mama, this feels nice. When I

exhausted from the feed, change diaper, put to sleep

feel you holding me while you gently rock me and when

cycle that you forget you had a human rip through you.

I can smell and feel you, I feel safe. I can feel your hand

He also has a head size in the 93rd percentile which

on my back and my ear is placed just right on your heart.

would explain the multiple stitches I needed.

Mama, this is home to me. Do you remember back when

Most importantly, why does no one talk more

we were always together? Sometimes I miss that time. It

about postpartum depression or postpartum anxiety?

was so nice to be close to you. I hear you whisper to me,

When my doctor mentioned this to me before my

‘Everything is okay, little one’. Mama, will you just hold me

delivery, I almost laughed because I’ve wanted to be a

a little longer? I’m tired and feel so relaxed in your arms. I

mother my whole life. Why would having a baby make

will soon learn, Mama. Soon, I’ll be there for you.”

me sad? But it’s real. The anxiety and stress is real.

They call this the fourth trimester for a reason. It is a

It’s easy to put up pictures on Instagram talking about

period of change for your newborn as they adjust to the

your bundle of joy while you’re crying with frustration

new world and you are their home. Despite the ups and

because the baby has been crying for three hours

downs, I wouldn’t have it any other way. The little coos,

straight and you don’t know why. Why does no one

the grins, the smile when he sees you, the excited kicks

tell you sleep deprivation is a form of torture and that

when you sing to him.

would explain why you cry in the shower for two weeks
straight because you’re so exhausted?

My son has made motherhood the most tiring but
the most fulfilling adventure yet.
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LAST WORD

EVERY LITTLE LIFE
IS PRECIOUS
Whatever the odds may be, whether the mother herself is ill or there is a possibility
of the baby being born with a deformity, most women choose to go ahead with the
pregnancy. As an institution, DR EVITA FERNANDEZ writes, they are committed to
the founders’ belief that all life is god-given and sacred

M

y parents Leslie and

I have remained in awe of

Lourdes Fernandez, the

these brave women. Every single

founders of Fernandez

woman reinforced my belief that a

Hospital, believed that life is from

mother can never forget the child

God, sacred and precious and

in her womb. A woman’s instinct

that life begins at conception. The

– regardless of her age, education

belief was carved in their hearts

and socioeconomic status – is to

when they began their journey

protect the life in her womb. Even the

together, and later carved in stone

well-educated career woman – who

as a non-negotiable value built

confessed she had no idea who the

into the foundation of the hospital.

father was – decided to continue her

As a result, the hospital, from its

pregnancy. The ultrasound scan at 14

inception, has refused to terminate a

weeks displayed a well-formed foetus

pregnancy unless there is an immediate

and that tore her apart. She decided

threat to the life of the mother. This has

to continue her pregnancy.

stood the test of 70 years.

I can still recall the face of the 23

What does this mean for women

year old who refused to terminate her

who walk through our doors

pregnancy despite being diagnosed

requesting an abortion? What does

with widespread cancer. The

it mean to us as an organisation that

oncologists urged her to remove the

supports a woman’s

unborn foetus in order

right to make a

to begin her treatment.

choice regarding
her own body? Can
such contradicting
absolutes co-exist?
This is what I wish
to talk about today.
Over seven

Every single woman reinforced my belief that a
mother can never forget the child in her womb.
A woman’s instinct – regardless of her age,
education and socioeconomic status – is to
protect the life in her womb

decades, we have

The young mother
opted to save her baby
even though her own
life was at risk.
I remember the
brave young mother
who had her first
scan at 20 weeks of

treated with respect the privilege of walking with women

pregnancy and was informed of her anencephalic foetus (a

who continued their pregnancies despite the enormous

congenital abnormality where parts of the skull and brain are

challenges they faced. These included unmarried women,

absent). These babies die within a few hours or days of birth.

divorced/separated, unprepared, financially unstable

The young couple was counselled and informed of their

mothers-to-be and victims of rape as well as women whose

options, which included termination of pregnancy. Yet, they

unborn child had a lethal abnormality, and the young

chose to love that life and accept the outcome.

mother whose body was riddled with cancer.
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What is it that influences a woman to continue

her pregnancy in the face of what appears to be

own individual beliefs may be. We have no right to judge,

insurmountable odds? Some have no choice because

condemn or coerce any person into making a decision

they seek help long after the legal limit when an abortion

which is essentially hers, and hers alone, to make.

can be performed. The women I described were within

I wish to share with you what a famous Italian actor,

the legal limits, and yet they found it difficult to terminate

Andrea Roncato (80 years and childless), told the host in

the pregnancy.

a recent television interview on the Italian entertainment

These experiences have given me an insight into a simple
truth. No woman wishes to destroy the life within her.
Every woman I know who has made a choice to have

show Verissimo:
“I miss having a child. It was the mistake of my life.
When I was very young, I had the chance to become a

an abortion has done so under great emotional and

father, to have a child, but I had him aborted. Now, I’ve

psychological turmoil. The majority of these carry a

become very strong against abortion. I even wrote a book

burden of guilt. They find it hard to forgive themselves

for this child who was never born, titled I Would Have

and attribute any illness or mishaps that may occur later

Liked You [T’avrei voluto in Italian].”

in their lives as a manifestation of god’s anger.
I have spent hours counselling women in the

Here is a translation of a poem he wrote for the
unborn child, published in the book mentioned above.

aftermath of an abortion, urging them to forgive

“I would have liked you to be small, so I could hug you.

themselves. Women experience emotions varying from

I would have liked you to be big, so I could lean on you.

guilt and anger to fear, with guilt overruling all aspects
of their lives. Anger destroys relationships, especially if

I would have liked you to be looking out the window in
winter, watching the snow begin to fall.

the spouse/partner had coerced the woman to end the

I would have liked you to be lying under the covers

pregnancy. Fear surfaces every time she, or the family,

during a storm, silent so you could hear the sound of the

faces a crisis.

rainfall.

When a woman enters the doors of our hospitals

I would have liked you to be kind to dogs, so you could

to seek help to have an abortion, I spend time

pet them, and be affectionate with the elderly, so you

understanding the reasons for her choice. We discuss

could love them.

all options and side effects, if any. We also discuss the
risk of the burden of guilt she may experience. This part
of the conversation is the most difficult and invariably
draws tears. My heart aches for the woman as she
struggles to work against what is natural. I see her
struggle to stay firm in her resolve. I do not want her to
justify her decision. She does not need to – but I listen

I would have liked you to be handsome, so I could brag
about you, with big eyes, like your mother’s.
I would have liked to sing to you, to make you fall
asleep, and continue the dream that woke you up.
I would have liked you to be shy, so I could see you
blush, and stubborn, so I could argue with you.
I would have liked you to be at my side, so the two of us

as she talks, accepting my role as a listener, a sounding

could walk in silence, trying to understand what the other

board and confidante. Most times the woman, after

was thinking inside and couldn’t manage to say.

she has unburdened herself in an environment where
she is not being judged or coerced, decides to continue
the pregnancy.
Another important truth – no woman I know has ever
regretted her decision to continue with her pregnancy.
This includes a mother I met last week, who has a
29-year-old son with Down’s syndrome. When I asked her
if she would have terminated the pregnancy if she had
had a choice, the answer was a firm no. Her son, she said,
had taught her many lessons in life. His unconditional
love and pure heart have been her treasures.
If a woman wishes to end a pregnancy, I respect her

I would have liked to teach you all the things I don’t
know how to do.
I would have liked you to leave someday, so I could
have the pleasure of seeing you come back home.
I would have liked you to experience your first love.
I would have liked you near me on the day I must leave
this world.
I wish I had wanted you, that time when I didn’t want
you …”
Our work brings us into contact with women/couples
who struggle with the decision to continue a pregnancy.
May Andrea Roncato’s reflections help us understand

decision and caution her to seek help in other health-care

what they go through as an aftermath of the termination.

facilities where safety is a given. A silent hug at the end of our

May we have the courage to talk about the guilt and the

conversation helps convey all that my heart wished to say.

regret they may experience. May we always be guided

I believe very strongly that it is important to listen and
to respect every woman’s choice, no matter what our

to help, with compassion, understanding, respect and
without judgement.
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Committed to delivering
respectful maternity care.
Our trained midwives have helped
more than 6000 women have a
safe and comfortable birthing
experience.
Because every woman deserves
to give birth with dignity and
respect, in the manner she
chooses to.

For appointments please call
+91 40 4022 2300
For more information:
www.fernandezhospital.com | www.storkhome.in

