
Over the course of an eight-year journey, filmmaker Saba Dewan has
delved deep into the history and present conditions of the tawaif, the
courtesan of north India. Her recently-completed film, The Other
Song—which won the Macenet prize for the best international
documentary at the Pusan International Film Festival 2009—traces the
memories, physical spaces, novels, poetry and music associated with
the tawaif, and the politics that over a century led to her gradual
erasure from public memory. In the following essay, Dewan shares with
us some of the discoveries she made during the course of her research
and describes her encounters with the present-day inheritors of the
tawaif legacy.

In Search Of the Other Song:
Travels Among the            

Tawaifs of Banaras
Saba Dewan
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Along with travelogues, autobiographies and copious documentation,

Occidental travellers during the Raj left behind the lore of ‘Mad Dogs and

Englishmen’. Most travelled in the service of the British Empire; but starting

from 1902 some were sent by European and American recording companies

on the mission of capturing the voice of ‘Indian’ singers. The travelogues of

such recording engineers are tucked away in autobiographies, trade

journals and in the house magazines of recording companies. They provide

a personalised account of the scramble for sound that marked the early

business of recorded music in South Asia.  

These recording engineers started off as auxiliary technicians in the oldest

record companies in Britain, the United States and France during the 1890s.

Many of them had a passion for music, some were even amateur pianists.

With the expansion of the business in recorded music by the turn of the

century, these engineers developed commercial acumen. As the demand for

new records grew across North America and Europe, the worth of recording

engineers rose exponentially. By the first decade of the twentieth century,

when they were racing across Asia, Africa and Latin America to record local

music, they had become the prime catalysts of global business in and

around the Gramophone. 

My research on this first ‘new media’ of the last century has sought to

capture the interplay between the dynamics of creativity, culture and

commerce. The travelogues of recording engineers provide an apt entry

point to understanding the formative configurations of recorded music in

British India. However, making sense of these configurations also entails

accounting for the travelogues themselves. This necessitates a careful

reading of these specific narratives in the light of the wider regimes

responsible for their creation

The
Scramble

for
Sound

Vibodh
Parthasarathi
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“When I received a grant from IFA in 2000 to study
contemporary religiosities in Bangalore, one of my
research questions concerned how women and men
entered and participated in civic, public or quasi-private
religiosity. I realised that one of the few spaces in which
women asserted themselves as makers, not just as patrons,
supporters, devotees or viewers, was during Dasara, when
they made doll displays and publicised their creations. I
was curious to understand the demographics, the
aesthetics and the politics of these doll displays, as a way
of searching out and theorising how religiosity and ritual
make our urban lives.”

Society in Miniature:
Dasara Doll Displays 

Annapurna Garimella
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A Strange Cross-cultural Infancy:
Children’s Literature in
Nineteenth-Century Bengal

Gargi Gangopadhyay

Into a milieu where children were schooled at pathshalas and
madrasahs, participated in kathakata and panchali performances,
and enjoyed a rich tradition of folktales, fairy-stories and
nursery rhymes, arrived a print literature for children in early-
nineteenth-century Bengal. This was meant to disseminate
Western pedagogies and Christian values and to supplant the
popular forms that hitherto underlay a child’s education.
Responding to this ‘alienation’, Bengali intelligentsia sought to
give native children a literature of their own and in the process
developed a rich, indigenous tradition. Gargi Gangopadhyay,
who received an IFA grant in 2008 to study this swadeshi
children’s literature, tells us more in the following essay.

Chakmahi Baksha (The Tinderbox) 1867
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Sashikanth Ananthachari is making an IFA-supported film on the
Draupadi Amman Mahabharata Koothu festival that is celebrated in
over 200 villages in Tamil Nadu every year. In the following pages he
explores a fascinating aspect of this festival—namely its portrayal of
human identities and values as fluid and permeable. In the Draupadi
Amman festival, Draupadi speaks through five Kauravas—even though
they belong to the enemy camp; the festival has both Shaivite and
Vaishnavite elements; and each ritual in the festival is sponsored by a
different caste. Through its inclusiveness and its play with identity, the
festival becomes “simultaneously, a celebration of one’s caste,
community, gender and economic identity, and its transcendence”.

Kelai Draupadi! (Listen Draupadi!)

Sashikanth Ananthachari
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