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W
hile human rights
activists across the
world express their

shock and outrage at Bi-
nayak Sen’s life imprison-
ment sentence, one of the big-
gest blows will be felt by his
alma mater, Christian Medi-
cal College (CMC) Vellore.
Until the verdict, the gentle
doctor was busy, among other
things, with a new project
which could usher in a new
light for healthcare educa-
tion in India. Following the
Social Determinants of
Health report of 2008 by the
World Health Organisation
(WHO), Sen was appointed by
CMC Vellore as a consultant
to draft a curriculum model
that would incorporate hu-
man rights within the ambit
of healthcare and thus pave
the way for a more socially
equitable society.

Ignoring his exemplary
work among the tribals of
Chhattisgarh, the Indian
State imprisoned Sen in 2007
on charges of having links
with the Maoists. In 2008,
while still in jail, he was an-
nounced winner of the Jo-
nathan Mann Award for

Global Health and Human
Rights. After several cam-
paigns as well as appeals by
22 Nobel laureates, he was re-
leased on bail by the Supreme
Court in May 2009. But the re-
lief was short-lived: on De-
cember 24, Raipur district
and sessions court judge B P
Varma sentenced him to life
imprisonment for the same
‘crime’. In such a scenario,
CMC’s desire to implement
the curriculum — which
would have been the first to
reinstate the Utopian notion
that doctors are next to God
— stands crippled.

How did the seed for such
a curriculum come to be
planted? “The WHO report
has made a remarkable state-
ment that social inequity is
killing people on a grand
scale. CMC has been in the

process of incorporating the
idea of social inequity into
the curriculum. Except for
some specific work done by
organisations like CEHAT,
JNU Centre for Social Medi-
cine, Sama and the Tata Insti-
tute of Social Sciences, there
is no precedent in India in
unifying health and social in-
equity,” Dr Sen told this re-
porter a few days before the
verdict. His placid tone as al-
ways belied the burning pas-
sion that has seen him devote
30 years of his life to caring
for the underprivileged.

“There is widespread
hunger in the country today
and the increasing levels of
displacement and disposses-
sion are further robbing the
poor of their meagre means
of livelihood,” continued
Sen. “The situation is noth-
ing short of a genocide, par-
ticularly since we have al-
lowed this to happen for such
a long period of time. The
country is hungry for a Right
to Health.”

tioning. The brewing vio-
lence between the armed
forces and the Maoists — in
which the tribals have been
trapped and victimised —
has stalled every kind of
work undertaken by activ-
ists. Sen had been trying to
get back the clinic — which
includes a pathology labora-
tory, a pharmacy and a train-
ing centre for health workers
— to its previous form. “I
haven’t been able to attend to
the clinic on a weekly basis
because of my extensive
travel as well as the fact that
the area has been declared as
extremely sensitive,” he
said. “It is tough indeed be-
cause no doctor is willing to
go there. It will take time to
reinstate the confidence of
volunteers.” But patience is
a virtue that one could best
learn from the man who was
arrested on charges of being
a Maoist after he blew the
whistle on the state’s atroci-
ties against tribals by the vig-
ilante militia Salwa Judum.

While the sessions court
verdict may have angered
scores of human rights activ-
ists in the country, Sen has al-
ways believed that the truth
will eventually triumph. As a
doctor — a healer and nurtur-
er — his only concern most
recently has been the issue of
hunger. “It is tragic that
when 40 per cent of our coun-
trymen go hungry, the gov-
ernment is gearing itself for
military confrontation,” he
said. “The government as-
serts that it has been unable
to undertake any develop-
mental projects in central In-
dia because of the presence
of the Maoists. But what
about those areas where
there are no Maoists? We are
in the middle of a crisis, and
this cannot be solved with
military intervention. If
such measures are not stalled
now, we are moving towards
human annihilation. I feel in-
adequate that I haven’t been
able to do much.”

Those who’ve been in-
strumental in foiling the doc-
tor’s exemplary work would
perhaps be happy to hear his
momentary words of failure.

The new project in Vel-
lore did keep the activist doc-
tor busy and away from his
family for days on end. While
still at the draft stage, the
curriculum has already
managed to get students to
survey malnutrition in the
hinterland. But it is Sen’s
clinic in Dhamtari village in
the now-famous district of
Dantewada in Chhattisgarh
that has faced a lull in func-
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Before his imprisonment, Binayak
Sen was working on a unique
medical curriculum model for his
alma mater to incorporate human
rights in the realm of healthcare

“The WHO report has
stated that social
inequity is killing people
on a large scale.
Christian Medical
College Vellore has been
in the process of
incorporating the idea
of social inequity into
the curriculum. This is
the first time this is
happening in India”

DOCTOR HOPE

TRIBAL MESSIAH Binayak Sen is brought to the sessions court in Rai-
pur. Last week the court sentenced the doctor, accused of links with
Maoists, to life imprisonment

D
enied due acknowledgement in
his lifetime, maverick poet Asa-
dullah Khan Ghalib (1797-1869)

had predicted that the world would ac-
knowledge his greatness posthumous-
ly. The newest chapter in lengthening
the memory of Ghalib was added on De-
cember 26 — a day ahead of his 213th
birth anniversary — when his fans in-
stalled a beautiful bust of him at his re-
stored haveli (mansion) in old Delhi’s
Gali Qasim Jaan. If the event warmed
up the frozen December evening in the
walled city — the fans, holding candles,
marched to the memorial from crowd-
ed Chandni Chowk — the birth of the
bust itself is no less exciting.

A year ago, when renowned poet-
film director Gulzar commissioned the
bust to Solapur-based sculptor Bhag-
wan Rampure, the latter says he had no
clue the task would be so challenging.
“Gulzar saheb had faith in me. I had to
live up to his expectations and do jus-
tice to one of the most familiar faces in
the pantheon of Indian poets,” says the
48-year-old sculptor whose other fa-
mous installations include the bull at
the Mumbai Stock Exchange, the Budd-
ha series and busts of Jhansi ki rani
and B R Ambedkar. But did he know
Ghalib enough? “I had seen Gulzar’s
popular TV serial Mirza Ghalib and
had grown up listening to the poet’s
ghazals,” says Rampure. Gulzar also
lent the sculptor Pavan K Varma’s 1989
book Ghalib: The Man, The Times and
some rare photographs.

“One of the photographs in the book
had been sourced by former president
Dr Zakir Hussain from Germany,” says
Gulzar who, having brought the poet to
millions of homes through his serial in
1988, had long wanted to pay “my hom-
age to him through a mujassama
(bust)”. After the Delhi government
permitted Gulzar to donate a Ghalib
bust to the memorial at the haveli, he
says the first and only artist he thought
of was Rampure. “I have known him for

years and knew he would translate my
feelings in marble,” he says.

Rampure, on his part, read up all he
could on Ghalib — his personality, his
poetry, his trials and tribulations, his
love for a courtesan and his famous self-
respect (legend has it that the poet trav-
elled from Delhi to Calcutta for resump-
tion of the pension the British Raj had
stopped but returned without meeting
the officer because the latter didn’t re-
ceive him properly). Before he began
carving Ghalib in marble, Rampure did
a bust in clay. “I invited Gulzar saab to
Solapur to see the clay portrait and ap-
prove it. He lauded it and said it better-
ed his expectations,” recalls Rampure
whom Gulzar affectionately calls “me-
ra bachcha (my child)”.

The sculptor says the toughest part
was to capture Ghalib’s droopy eyes
and his pleasant smile. “Ghalib had a
great sense of humour. He knew how to
turn a tense moment into an agreeable
one. This was difficult but I captured it
in the bust,” says Rampure, a JJ School
of Arts graduate who initially worked
in Mumbai but subsequently moved to
Pune, from where he shifted to his
hometown Solapur in 2007.

Once the bust was ready, the prob-
lem of how to carry it all the way to Del-
hi arose. The airlines people could not
have been trusted even if they marked
the consignment “brittle”. So the op-
tion of ferrying it by air was out. “The
safest mode of transportation was
train. We got it packed professionally,
and an assistant of Rampure accompa-
nied the bust to Delhi by train,” says
Gulzar, who admits that a lot more
needs to be done to make Ghalib’s
house a famous destination like Shak-
espeare’s house in Stratford upon
Avon. Indeed, Ghalib’s haveli en-
shrines the poet’s many memories. It is
here that the bard penned 1,100 cou-
plets in Urdu and 6,600 in Persian, apart
from writing numerous letters to his
fans and friends which initiated an in-
formal style of letter-writing in Urdu.

Aghast at the apathy to such a mile-
stone in the capital’s cultural history, a
group of litterateurs, singers and poets

founded the Ghalib Memorial Move-
ment in 2007. Its objective is not just to
preserve the house where the iconic po-
et penned his major works but also to
turn it into a museum befitting his
greatness. “We have not done enough to
keep Ghalib’s memory alive. Among
other things, we plan a library at the
memorial. But I am glad a beginning
has been made,” says Gulzar, who is on
the Memorial Movement committee
and initiated the statue under its aegis.

Gulzar’s angst at the collective am-
nesia about the place and the area Gha-
lib inhabited is shared by many. Among
them is Firoz Bakht Ahmed, freedom
fighter Maulana Abul Kalam Azad’s
grandnephew and an activist-cultural
commentator who grew up near Gha-

lib’s haveli. Responding to his PIL in
1996, the Delhi high court ordered the
Delhi government to urgently restore
Ghalib’s house which had fallen into ut-
ter disuse.

“Installing Ghalib’s bust is lauda-
ble, but we must rescue Urdu, the lan-
guage the poet used to universal adula-
tion,” says Ahmed. Poet-lyricist Nida
Fazli echoes Ahmed, quoting a ques-
tion that celebrated poet-lyricist Sahir
Ludhianvi had raised at the Red Fort
mushaira which commemorated the
centenary of Ghalib’s death anniver-
sary in 1969: “Urdu pe sitam dha kar/
Ghalib pe karam kyon ho (why is Ghalib
being favoured after torturing Urdu)?”

As Ghalib’s language dies silently,
the people who helped mount the poet’s
bust at his haveli must ponder over the
question Sahir raised so inimitably.

‘We need to do
much more for

GHALIB’
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Legendary poet Mirza Ghalib finally got his
due when a statue of him, commissioned by
Gulzar and sculpted by Bhagwan Rampure,
was installed at his haveli in old Delhi
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POETIC LICENSE Lyricist Gulzar person-
ally paid for the statue commissioned by
the Ghalib Memorial Movement 

Gulzar admits that a lot more
needs to be done to make
Ghalib’s house a famous
destination like Shakespeare’s
house in Stratford upon Avon.
Firoz Bakht Ahmed, on whose
1996 PIL the Delhi high court
ordered the Delhi government to
restore Ghalib’s ‘haveli’, says,
“Installing Ghalib’s bust is
laudable, but we must rescue
Urdu, the language he used to
universal adulation”

WITH LOVE Sculptor Bhagwan Rampure with a clay model of the Ghalib bust

F
lora Fountain today
brings to mind a bus-
tling crossroads,

swarming with frenzied pe-
destrians navigating their
way through the cacoph-
onous traffic. It becomes al-
most impossible to imagine
the majestic fountain, named
after the Roman goddess of
flowers and springtime, as
the serene landmark it was
intended to be. Perhaps it is
this wonderment at the idea
of Mumbai (erstwhile Bom-
bay) emptied of its frantic
multitude that creates in
Mumbaikars an aching nos-
talgia for the city that was;
that drives them to hold on to
its old name and cover their
café walls, postcards, coast-
ers and even purses with pic-
tures of the city’s past.

The next few weeks is the
time to indulge this nostal-
gia, with three Mumbai-cen-
tric photography exhibitions
on in the city — two of them
capturing its sepiatone hey-
day from the 1920s to the ’50s.
The Chhatrapati Shivaji Mu-
seum Gallery is hosting the
photographs of British pho-
tographer Emil Otto Hoppé,
which, incidentally, are up
for viewing for the first time
in India. A banker who took

up photography as a passion,
Hoppé was celebrated for his
portraitures of legends such
as Thomas Hardy, George
Bernard Shaw, T S Eliot and
Albert Einstein, and came to
India in 1929 on the invitation
of Rabindranath Tagore. He

travelled through the sub-
continent for four months,
taking over 3,000 photo-
graphs and maintaining a di-
ary of his observations.

The photos, brought from
the EO Hoppé Estate Collec-
tion in California, offer a rare
glimpse of the beginning of
Bombay’s identity as a bus-
tling metropolis and the real
ethos of Shantiniketan,
where Hoppe also spent time.
“In the 19th century, many
Europeans travelled in India
and their observations were
well recorded,” says Sabyasa-
chi Mukherjee, director,
CSMVS. “However, in the
early part of the 20th century,
a very politically significant
era, not too many people pho-

own Parsi community and
was overwhelmed by the sen-
sory overload. “In order to ac-
climate myself to the city I
began taking long walks with
a camera,” she says. “The
walks made me familiar with
the geography. And the imag-
es helped me understand the
people living in the neighbor-
hoods.” Out of this survival
instinct was born her project
Dream Mumbai, a visual di-
ary of her time in the city.
Rather than sticking to the
grand narrative of Mumbai’s
Victorian buildings and
looming skyscrapers, Ama-
ria takes pleasure in captur-
ing the smaller moments of
daily life. As the viewer floats
through the streets of Mum-
bai, five-star hotels and in-
side people’s homes, the im-
ages highlight the
exhilaration, isolation and
desperation that come to-
gether in this city. Previously
on view at the Kalaghoda ca-
fé, her photos can be found at
www.kainazamaria.com.
“Mumbai is a city with con-
stant contradictions; it can
fill and crush your soul in the
same moment,” says Amaria.
“These images offer a
glimpse into the variety of
daily emotions and land-
scapes one can witness
whilst walking its streets.”

‘Hoppé’s Bombay 1929
and Shantiniketan’: on
view at the Chhatrapati Shiv-
aji Museum Gallery till Feb-
ruary 28;

‘When it was Bombay’:
on display at the café at Gal-
lery BMB till January 20.

beauty of this modern city,”
he says in his diary. “Light
danced on the moonlit waters
of the harbor. The India Gate
silhouetted was an impres-
sive symbol against the bril-
liance of the illuminated
Yatch Club.”

The Director of CSMVS
cites nostalgia for old Bom-
bay as a reason for the pop-
ularity of the exhibition, “In
the early part of the 20th cen-
tury, we can see the rum-
blings of the metropolis

Bombay was intended to be.
The open spaces, heritage
buildings and double-decker
trams made the city really
beautiful to behold — one
feels a sense of loss when one
sees how it could have been.”

Set in a slightly later time,
the exhibition ‘When it was
Bombay’ at Gallery BMB,
shows Bombay through the
’30s, ’40s and ’50s. It includes
landmarks such as Capitol
Cinema, Marine Drive and
Flora Fountain. “Places like
Eros and Victoria Terminus
have retained their original
character but yet have

changed with the waves of in-
dependence, technology and
globalization,” says Kanchi
Mehta, the curator of the
show at Gallery BMB. “It’s in-
teresting to see Bombay in a
simpler form, minus the
chaos that dictates the city to-
day. It’s a calmer time, the
cars are different, the streets
are empty, and there are few-
er pedestrians.”

Reminiscent of another
era, the pictures depict the
different styles of automo-
biles, fashion and architec-
ture; one can almost imagine
Dev Anand standing against

a parked car, smoking a bidi.
A collection of negatives of
unknown photographers, the
images were originally taken
by a Linof or Garfex camera
and processed in silver oxide.
Available for sale, the photo-
graphs cost between Rs 4,500
and Rs 6,000.

It may not be a patch on
the past but present-day
Mumbai too provides inspi-
ration to photographers who
flock to the city to record its
many realities. Photojour-
nalist Kainaz Amaria came
to Mumbai on a Fulbright
scholarship to document her

tographed the city and the
changes taking place.”

With his handheld cam-
era, Hoppé captured vistas of
the Parel mill chimneys from
Malabar Hill, the Gateway of
India (which he mistakenly
calls India Gate), the open
spaces in front of CST (VT),
the BMC headquarters, old
lanes and shops in Khadi
Bhandar (which look the
same even today). “Leaning
on the balustrade I enveloped
myself in the well-ordered

Bombay meri jaan

PICTURE PERFECT The exhibition ‘When it was Bombay’ includes photos of landmarks such as Capitol Cine-
ma taken decades ago (top) ; A picture from photojournalist Kainaz Amaria’s project ‘Dream Mumbai’ (left)

Neha Thirani TNN Mumbai is currently high on the photographer’s radar,
with three photo exhibitions in the last month
documenting its myriad faces over the decades
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