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The UG program has been witnessing quite a number of changes over the past couple 
of years, offering a wonderful academic environment and quite a number of opportu-
nities outside the classroom, in terms of extra-curricular activities to hone the hidden 
talents of the students. The multidisciplinary approach to teaching in combination 
with just about emphasis on contemporary research exposure, prepares the students 
in a very holistic manner which makes the program quite unique in the country. The 
academic curricular changes that were brought in, in the past year, offers more flexibil-
ity for the students in terms of the courses that they can take and this hopefully will 
make the program even more satisfying and wholesome for the students. With the 
introduction of the BTech (Mathematics & Computing) program in the year 
2022-2023, the UG program has been stealing the limelight with a larger group of 
young, energetic, and bright students and making the campus more vibrant.

The students continue to excel not only in academics but also in many other fields. 
The students continue to bring accolades to the institute through their achievements 
in various competitions, both at the national and the international levels. It is not only 
academics and competitions that the students excel in, but also organizational and 
also in various cultural activities, which demonstrate the multifaceted capabilities of 
the UG students. One platform which provides an opportunity for the students to 
showcase their literary talents which are otherwise latent, is the UG magazine, 
QUARKS entirely brought out by the students, annually. The QUARKS magazine is a 
lens through which the UG students could look and perceive and experience what 
they observe and bring out their hidden talents in the form of an article, a note, a 
poem, a story, or simply a photograph to the forefront. 

I am quite pleased to write this note for the 10th edition of QUARKS, which is the 
painstaking efforts of the entire QUARKS team. I look forward to reading this issue 
and am sure that it will make an equally enjoyable reading experience as the previous 
editions of QUARKS.
Happy reading.
Balaji Jagirdar
Dean, Undergraduate Program

The UG program has been growing from strength to 
strength ever since its inception in 2011. As we enter 
the twelfth anniversary year, it is inching towards 
becoming a flagship program of the institute. I take a 
lot of pride in associating myself with the youngest 
and the brightest minds of the campus and working 
towards making this program, the most sought after 
program in the country. 

From the Dean’s Desk
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Editor’s Note

Quarks first came into existence through the generous efforts of some passionate  
undergrads almost a decade ago. Since then, it has been a sanctuary to the stirring 
creative voices of our community. Borrowing the name from the fundamental subatomic 
particle, quark, it’s a reminder that our creative expression is just as fundamental to our 
personal identity as any other pursuit. 

Crafting the annual magazine has been an experience this year. From frantic visits to the 
UG office to spending interminable nights poring over sequences of words, to finding 
pockets of time together, it was quite a ride. And, of course, the Quarks experience is 
never complete without pushing, poking, prodding every soul in sight to go indulge in 
the arts so we could display the fruits of their spirited efforts.  

Over months we collected a delightful mixture- prose, poetry, articles, travelogues and 
some gorgeous artwork. The literary entries are poignant with their compelling voices. 
We also received some comic entries that had us beating with laughter. The issue also 
features collaborative work which the team had a lot of fun putting together. As always, 
we have interviews offering perspectives on a wide variety of things.  From the old and 
seasoned pioneers of their fields to those beginning afresh. An interview with Mrs.  
Vaishna Roy, editor of The Hindu and Frontline, became a very enriching take on           
contemporary journalism. 

Punctuating all of these are some beautiful works of art and photography that we 
received over the months. This year’s issue has been deeply reflective of the hopes we 
all harbor, the ones that keep us wakeful at night. The cover itself is an artful nod to   
mankind’s final hope of finding a home floating somewhere in the vast reaches of space, 
buoyed by our collective humanity. 

I would like to extend a vote of thanks to the administrative staff involved in the making 
of the magazine. Without the office of communication, the magazine would not physi-
cally exist at all. I would like to thank the dean, Prof Balaji Jagirdar for extending his 
support at a time when things were not taking shape. 

I am extremely thankful to my teammates and friends for working together on the maga-
zine despite clogged schedules and, at times, 12-hour time zone differences! 

I am glad to finally present to you the annual issue of 
Quarks, the undergraduate magazine, for the session 
2022-23. Like anything worthwhile, this one took its 
time. Brewing slowly, crouching and crawling till it rose 
and finally broke into a sprint. It has been heartening to 
watch it come together, take a voice of its own like a 
creature with opinions.  
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Your efforts were instrumental in bringing Quarks to life. Y’all can rest now. For a while, 
that is. 

Most importantly, I am thankful to all the people who submitted entries or contributed 
in their own ways to the becoming of this magazine. They form the soul of the issue, 
imbuing it with a beating heart. It’s a glowing testament to the vibrant, creative spirit of 
our community. An outpouring of voices who delve in more than just science.  

Looking back, I am proud of the fruits our efforts have borne. The process was not with-
out it struggles. We had to canvass for its cause, sometimes hold dear friends at the 
proverbial gunpoint to squeeze a submission out of them. But when the entries started 
trickling in, it was like hope being kindled again. Beyond all the chaos that went into 
creating it, Quarks was always a space worth preserving. It mattered. I am hopeful it will 
continue to serve as this ledger of creativity in the future.  

If this little labor of love inspires you to pick up that brush again, or the pen to ink up 
your thoughts - to create something however small or big, we would consider our job 
successful.  

Hope you enjoy reading it as much as we loved creating it. 

Thank You! 

Saakshi Porwal 
Editor, 
Quarks- 2022/2023
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ENTROPY
~

In 2022, Prof. Deepak Dhar became the first 
Indian to be awarded the Boltzmann Medal, 
the highest recognition in statistical physics. 
In an interaction with Quarks, he gives us an 
insight into what statistical mechanics means 
to him and his aprroach to a research career.
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The Boltzmann Medal is a highly rec-
ognised award in the �ield of Statisti-
cal Physics. How do you feel about 
receiving this honour? Did receiving 
this award bring any changes in your 
life? 

The Boltzmann medal is undoubtedly a 
great honour, and I am happy to be 
selected. I would say that there are 
people who got the award earlier, like 
Wilson and Fisher who are giants in the 
�ield. I am sure I don’t compare to them 
in any way. So all the people who get the 
award are not equally good. 

How much change has it caused in my 
life? Not very much! I don’t feel awfully 
different. I think the only difference is 
that my name has come in the newspa-
pers, and some more people have heard 
my name, but I’m sort of assured that the 
public memory is short, and they will not 
remember for long. 

Science is getting increasingly inter-
disciplinary. Physics, for example, is 
�inding applications in many different 
�ields, leading to new innovations 
every day. How does Statistical Phys-
ics shape your thought across 
domains?  

Everyone who looks upon a problem 
comes with some history, and how we 
look at something depends on what we 
have encountered before. When I look at 
a problem, it has some perspective that 
is sort of like a statistical physics per-
spective because that is what I have been 

trained in. So, it is inescapable that there 
will be such a thing. However, it is not 
necessarily the best way to look at it, but 
that’s the way we do. So, one can look at 
problems from several perspectives, and 
statistical physics has provided me with a 
helpful way to look at problems in eco-
nomics, networks and maybe problems 
in traf�ic as well. Maybe also in biology.

During your school years, what moti-
vated you to take up science? 

When I was a child, my father encouraged 
me to study science. He used to bring me 
the “Understanding Science” magazine to
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help me appreciate science. They were a 
semi-popular or popular account of 
science, which was helpful for me. In the 
beginning, it was a little dif�icult for me 
as it was in English, and I didn’t know it 
so well, but I managed to read it and 
learnt to appreciate science outside the 
textbook. 

Academia often gets quite hectic. 
How do you maintain a healthy 
work-life balance?  

I, of course, have to maintain a balance 
as there are several responsibilities and 
different things one has to do. I’m not 
sure if my family members will agree 
that it is the right balance, but I give 
them time; I give time to my work and 
other things. Everybody has the same 
problem, and they have to come up with 
their own solutions. I don’t think my 
perspective on this will work for some-
one else.

You have written about the relation-
ship between mathematics and the 
real world and how it sculpts our per-
ception of reality. Could you elabo-
rate more on your views?  

I think the point about reality is that it’s 
a challenging word to describe because 
reality means different things to differ-
ent people. I use reality in the sense that 
it should be a physical object; for exam-
ple, an idea is not a reality. An idea lives 
in a different world of ideas. We work 
with both: real objects and ideas of vari-
ables like x, but one must keep the 
distinction clear. It is just a slightly 

different way of seeing the same thing. 
The notion of a nation called India is an 
idea, but it is not a physical object. It 
doesn’t mean it’s not useful, but it is an 
idea and must be considered as such. 
There is no geographical entity called 
India; as you know, you can draw the 
boundary where you want.  

The framework of Physics is incom-
plete without imaginary numbers. An 
imaginary number is something which 
we cannot observe in reality; however, 
the theories describe real, measurable 
quantities. So, what do you think about 
the nature of reality in Physics and 
Mathematics?

I think complex numbers are no less real 
than real numbers. They are at the same 
level of abstraction. For example, I can 
imagine a number like the square root of 
two, which is not directly observable; it is 
de�ined in a complicated way. The square 
root of -1 is de�ined more or less in the 
same, some abstract and complex 
manner.

“Statistical physics has 
provided me with a helpful 
way to look at problems in 
economics, networks and 
maybe problems in traffic as 
well. Maybe also in biology.
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Unfortunately, the word real number sug-
gests that they have something to do with 
reality. In my article, I have questioned 
whether the centre of mass of a moving 
body is a real number. It is hard to tell! 
You cannot be sure of that point. We 
choose to represent it as a real number in 
theory, but it is a theory, a construct, an 
idea. It is not necessarily in the real 
world. Suppose someone throws a ball; 
you can catch it without any calculations 
using real or imaginary numbers. Howev-
er, if you want to do a sophisticated job, 
such as �iring a cannonball and hitting 
the right place, then using intuition is not 
a good idea. You can maybe then calculate 
the parabolic trajectory and use it, but 
whether the trajectory of the cannonball 
is actually represented by the parabola is 
something that is not clear to me. It is a 
parabola in theory, and you can test the 
theory, but that is not the same as reality. 

On a lighter note, I read an article in 
the Hindu newspaper in which Prof. 
Gautam Menon refers to you as a magi-
cian. How do you feel about it? 

I would say there are magicians of all 
levels, from street magicians to Houdini. 
Some people can do something, but some 
can do it better. I wouldn’t put myself at a 
very high level of genius. All research and 
science involve some degree of originali-
ty and you can call it magic, or you can 
call it something else. Nothing is auto-
matic though. It’s not like all people could 
have done this. Maybe, they could have 
done it if they had adequate training and 
you know, luck. 

Statistical Physics has an interesting, 
albeit sad, history of how it treated its 
pioneers. Quoting a line from a 
well-known textbook, “Ludwig Boltz-
mann, who spent much of his life 
studying statistical mechanics, died in 
1906, by his own hand. Paul Ehrenfest, 
carrying on the work, died similarly in 
1933”. They were led to their tragic 
fate because the scienti�ic society 
failed to acknowledge their work and 
ideas. Today, the award carrying Boltz-
mann’s name is considered one of the 
greatest honours in the �ield. Why do 
you think it took so long for the scien-
ti�ic community to recognise the early 
works in Statistical Physics? 

In the 1900s, when these theories were 
proposed, the idea of atoms was not 
accepted. It was then a hypothesis, and 
not everybody was convinced that they 
existed. Atoms only became fairly con-
vincing after Einstein’s explanation of the 
Brownian motion. It was like quarks: 
nobody has seen quarks but we still think 
they exist. Some people, however, 
thought that physics only involved real 
observables and didn’t believe Boltz-
mann’s work. It was not anybody’s fault; 
it was just that things weren’t suf�iciently 
well developed at that time.  
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Do you think the scienti�ic communi-
ty has evolved now? For example, if 
someone proposes a new theory, are 
they more inclined to believe it if it 
seems mathematically sound despite 
a lack of experimental evidence?

No, I don’t think so. I wouldn’t want it to 
be this way. I don’t want people to 
become gullible. Only when there is ade-
quate evidence should you believe 
something. Nowadays, as more people 
work in science, the progress is faster. 
For example, many people now claim 
that there is dark matter, but nobody has 
seen dark matter yet. It is a hypothesis, 
but maybe in 10 years, people will be 
able to see some evidence of dark 
matter. Otherwise, it is just an interpre-
tation of some complicated situation. 
Earlier, it would take maybe 30 years 
before they could �ind an experiment to 
test the atomic hypothesis.  

Based on that, what is your opinion 
about concepts like string theory, 
which are currently based on purely 
mathematical and theoretical per-
spectives?

As of now, I would say there are some 

ideas which some people like to pursue 
as they seem interesting, and these some-
times eventually �ind use somewhere. I 
think some people should be allowed to 
pursue such theories purely because they 
are interesting. I would say that having an 
experimental application is not the only 
possible reason for studying something. 
People look at paintings or novels. And 
it’s not clear they have any direct applica-
tion, but it doesn’t mean that they, you 
shouldn’t write novels,or you shouldn’t 
have paintings or some such thing, right? 
I think some part of science has cultural 
value and, in that context, people should 
study string theory. On the other hand, 
whether strings exist or not is a different 
question. I think people don’t mind if you 
want to study some very abstract theory, 
but if you also would like the government 
to support this project with 1000 crores 
of rupees, then questions may be raised 
by people, as to why they should pay. 

We found out that you have worked 
with Richard Feynmann. Can you tell 
us about your experience working 
with him? Any anecdotes you would 
like to share with us?

When I joined Caltech, I took his course 
on advanced quantum mechanics. So 
every week I would hear him twice or so. 
It was very useful. It is hard to explain. 
Your view of the world changes when 
someone explains something to you from 
a particular perspective. He had his own 
philosophy, which would have in�luenced 
some of mine for sure. 

“All research and sci-
ence involve some degree 
of originality and you can 

call it magic.
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I recollect an incident. This was shortly 
after I joined Caltech. I was in a graduate 
dormitory. I had been there around a 
week, and didn’t know many people 
there. The dormitory was small, with 
around twenty people. One of them 
came and said “Let’s go to Feynman’s 
house for a party. I did not know what 
was going on. So, Feynman had gone to 
Japan for an academic visit, and left his 
house to a postdoc who was supposed 
to look after the house. He had the keys 
and he was supposed to go there every 
week or so to check on things, his girl-
friend was also there. They had permis-
sion to bring a few guests around some-
times. We went to his house, we didn’t 
do anything big, just had a few snacks 
and came back. So, we had a party in his 
house in his absence. 

Another time, I was in the cafetaria 
having breakfast, while he was sitting 
nearby. He called me and asked, “What 
are you doing now a days?” I described 
my work to him; I was just a 
second-year student at the time, 
describing my work to him. Another 
well-known professor was waiting to 
speak to him, sitting at some distance. 
So, after a few minutes he became impa-
tient and said “Excuse me Feynman, I 
want to talk to you”. Feynman replied, 
“Don’t you see? I am very busy.” I found 
it quite kind of him to give time to me, 
and I liked how he believed in treating 
the students with respect.

Roadblocks are quite common in 
research. How do you think one 
should deal with such a situation? 

If you �ind that you are stuck at some 
place, you should not be disheartened. If 
everything was very easy throughout, 
then perhaps it was not an interesting 
problem in the �irst place. If you can �ind a 
solution in three minutes, it’s okay, but 
chances are that the problem was trivial. 
On the other hand, I would say that if you 
have been working on the same problem 
for �ive years and you can’t make head-
way, then you should work on a different 
problem. There are some problems which 
are so intractable that they don’t have an 
easy solution, or at least you are not the 
person who will �igure it out. What I do is, 
I work on three different problems at any 
time, one of them works and I stop work-
ing on the others at some stage. Someone 
else will deal with them.  

Five years is a long time. In that dura-
tion, what should be a point at which 
one decides that it will not work out? 

For any problem, there should be some 
intermediate results to keep you working 
on it. Else, it is better to let go of the prob-
lem after six, or even three months. 

Have you ever been in such a situation? 

There are many problems which I worked 
on and didn’t get anywhere, so even I 
have forgotten ever working on them. I 
tried, and it didn’t work, that’s what it is. 
Then, I try something else. You don’t hear 
of all the problems I didn’t solve.  
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You have worked in many different 
places. How do the student-faculty 
interactions compare across the 
places you have been? 

I have not worked abroad in a very strict 
sense. I visit places at times, where I 
interact with people. I don’t think it is 
very different. In India, one good thing is 
that we don’t have to write too many 
research proposals. Some of my friends 
abroad spend all their time writing 
research proposals to procure money 
for supporting students. A lot of extra 
administrative work is involved writing 
periodic reports on all your ongoing 
projects. A lot of this extra work is 
spared here in India. It can be comfort-
able to not be in a hypercompetitive 
environment all the time. 

In India, there are not many students 
who aspire to get into research. Why 
is there an inhibition according to 
you, and what changes do you believe 
are necessary to address this? 

I believe there should be people work-
ing in all sectors. If everyone decided to 
work in statistical physics, or high 
energy physics, or astronomy, it certain-
ly will not end well. In India, unfortu-
nately, there is a mentality where if you 
see other students doing something, you 
will also try to do the same thing. One 
should remember that if there are a lot 
of people working in a �ield, success will 
only come to a smaller number. If ten 
people work on something, maybe all of 
them can get some interesting result. 
But if there are a thousand, not all of 

them will get something. Maybe thirty, 
but certainly not a thousand. Highly pop-
ulated �ields are highly competitive, and I 
generally prefer to work in less competi-
tive �ields. 

There is also a general tendency for 
parents and family to discourage their 
children from pursuing a career in 
research. What are your views on this? 

I would say parents are generally well 
meaning, but sometimes they believe that 
for your good, you should not do science. 
So, they have a certain mindset, which can 
take time to evolve. Certainly, parents 
now think differently as compared to par-
ents 50 years ago. But it may never be 
that an adolescent person has the same 
perspective as their parents. Of course, a 
child can’t always be supported, a child 
would want to eat too many candies and 
the parent has to step in and say no. A 
parent’s job is to teach their child, and in 
that process, sometimes, they impose 
their will. But they are not always right, 
even though they are usually well mean-
ing. 

To conclude the interview, what is the 
one piece of advice you would like to 
give young students in research?

A piece of advice I would like to share is 
that that to do well in science, you have to 
work hard. Listening to popular lectures 
is inadequate. You have to read textbooks 
and original papers. One should work 
beyond a narrow speciality. For example, 
a student working on thin �ilms keeps 
track of literature by reading archives. 
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They would look at it every morning and 
scan titles. If they see something inter-
esting to them, they will read it, else, they 
will not look. This ends up causing one to 
have a very narrow understanding. Even 
in theory this happens. I once asked 
some students at a renowned institute, 
“How many papers do you read each 
month?” By read I mean not just reading 
the abstract in two minutes, but rather 
downloading the paper and at least 
spending one hour on it, and if honest 
they usually come up with a number like 
three or four. I told them that papers are 
typically three to six pages each. Which 
means around thirty pages a month. The 
numbers are no secret. I was then saying 
that it implies the government is paying 
them 1000 rupees to read a page. This is 
no joke. The point is you are spending 
taxpayers’ money. They support you 
quite well. Students believe that if they 
read four papers a month they are doing 
quite well. I say that no, they should read 
ten. If you read more, you will do better 
work. 

In April 2023, Prof. Deepak Dhar was 
presented the Padma Bhushan by Presi-
dent Droupadi Murmu for his contribu-
tion to physics and building a vibrant 
community of researchers in India.
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Serendipity 
“Katniss, honey, should we ask him?”, Catherine whispered his name superstitiously, 
“Behemoth”.   
“Worth a shot”, Katniss said.   
“If  he refuses to, I’m afraid we’ll have to find a dif ferent hole.”  
“I hope that butt-snif fing drooling mongrel son-of-a-bitch dies”.  
The curses are in vain, but it brings some comfort to them, as they stare despondently at 
their previously spacious cat hole, now usurped by a dog.    
There is a bar right at the end of  Jackson Avenue, a popular haunt of  all the wealthy 
humans who are looking for booze, cigarettes or company in chilly fall nights. Beside the bar 
is a dark alleyway, a popular haunt for all the cats looking for catnip, second hand smoke 
and rotten fish, and Behemoth is found there every night.   
Behemoth is a black Maine Coon, shaped colossally, and moves like a thunder cloud slowly 
wafting through the sky, ready to burst. His meows sound like thunder roars and his stares 
are steely and lightning sharp. There are rumours that he murdered his owner in cold blood, 
feasted on her remains and assumed a vagrant lifestyle, thus the name the cats have 
anti-christened him with.  
Katniss and Catherine enter the alleyway at dusk, approach Behemoth, and clear their 
throats. Katniss nudges Catherine with her belly.    
“Umm sir, Katniss and I have a small favour to ask of  you.”  
Behemoth is pleasantly amused at being spoken to. He bellows “Go on, please”, and grins 
from ear to ear eerily.    
“There is a certain animal, a dog, which is now living in our cat hole, and we want him 
out. We’re too scared to approach him, sire. We thought you could perhaps assist us in 

ousting him.”   
  Behemoth guffaws “Oh well, I’m not ashamed to admit it, but I am quite afraid of
   dogs, and     
     would much less want to fight for territory with one. Besides, why are both of  you 
      living in that hole? I  thought our kind lived alone.”   
       “None of  your business”, they hiss back.  
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Catherine says, “The dog is smaller if  not the same size as you are”.  
Behemoth laughs and replies “I’m sorry. I cannot Boo Radley you out of  this one.  I  hope 
the dog leaves, or that the both of  you find a dif ferent hole. Have a good night. But is it 
squawking possible have a good night with those shrieking birds!”  
The shrieking birds on top of  the expansive Tabebuia tree are fighting. They are 
garden finches, and they are fighting over a leaf, the last leaf. Every fall, the 
Tabebuia stows its metabolites away in leaves which are inevitably shed, a 
fall-cleaning garbage disposal, a chemotherapy leaf-loss. These metabolites are 
potent hallucinogens for the garden finches. Finches report a foggy sense of  calm, a 
vision of  early spring, infinite wisdom, and sexual happiness. Tweedle dum and 
Tweedle dee are fighting for the drug. Alas, the leaf  holds enough for just one, and 
the other leaves have either perished or been consumed.  

What started as a civilised debate, with tallying of  the amount of  LSD – leaf-
ily sourced drug, across the season (turns out both have done 40 leaves), a list of  pros 
and cons (identical), and a singing contest (both ear-numbingly bad), they are now 
wing-fighting on the branch above. Tired, they back of f. 
Dee says, “What if  I just take the leaf  and f ly away?”   
Dum counters “I will f ly with you till eternity. I’ll also make a joke out of  your nest 
privacy”. 
“You keep my wife and children out of  this. How about I take a shit on the leaf  right 
now and make it mine? Huh?”  
“Go ahead. I’ll see you try. You have to eat your own shit then, you do realise”  
“I don’t care. Watch me”.   
Dee poises his derriere squarely towards the leaf  and prepares to eject his guano. 

“You know what, I can’t watch this. I’ll turn again when I know you’ve 
     decided not to.”   

Dee releases his goop of  uric acid and paraphernalia, but just before 
   Dee does the deed, a gust of  wind moves the leaf  askew. The 
     projectile misses the leaf  and lands squarely on the mouth of  the 

gleefully yapping dog at the edge of  Catherine and Katniss’
erstwhile  cathole. The acid, combined with the undigested 
toxins of  the digested drug is acrid enough to burn a hole in the 
tongue of  the dog. He screams his last scream at his kennel and 
f lees with the might of  a tornado. 
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The deafening bark invigorates the neighbouring dog diaspora as they proceed to move 
helter-skelter and join the howling spree, to make their voice heard and their presence 
noticed. One dog, the only one that can fit, a small chihuahua, makes its way into the 
alley. At the sight of  the chihuahua, which was only one third the girth and one-eighth the 
weight of  Behemoth, Behemoth cries and flings himself  onto the tree bark and holds onto 
it for dear life with his knife sharp claws. The bark of  the tree begins to bleed sap. Tweedle 
Dee and Tweedle Dum follow the familiar scent to be treated to fountain of  liquid happi-
ness oozing out of  the tough tree hide. 

Kindness does arrive, but mostly from an unexpected source. 

  -Sudhanva KV
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Floating
-Antony James

I am floating in space 
No anchor to keep me in place 

Only darkness I see around 
By not shackles, but by freedom I am bound 

I struggle with all my might 
With against me, I am moving towards the night 

There is nothing to stop me 
I am still floating free 

I chose this fate 
I couldn’t act when I knew it was too late 

I broke away 
And I drifted away 

I am floating alone 
In this dark and desolate zone 

No one to save me from the darkness 
As I float away towards nothingness 

Lorem ipsum
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from the journalist’s desk

interview with the 
editor of Frontline,
Vaishna Roy

With an illustrious career spanning 
over 25 years, Vaishna Roy stands as 
a prominent �igure in the print 
media industry. Currently serving as 
the Editor of Frontline, The Hindu's 
premier fortnightly magazine, 
Vaishna opens up to Quarks about 
her remarkable journey in journal-
ism and the ever-evolving path of 
the �ield in recent times.
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“ The biggest change I 
would say is the slow dis-
appearance of a culture of 
meaningfulness and fear-
lessness that once drove 

newsrooms.

Over your career, your pieces have 
spanned a vast breadth of journal-
ism, from recording passionate sto-
ries in art and culture to reporting at 
the political frontiers. How has your 
experience been traversing through 
the genres?

It’s been an incredibly rich and varied 
journey. Whichever genre I pursue, I 
tend to immerse myself totally in it, so 
that reporting and writing about each 
area becomes not only a ful�illing but 
also a learning experience. Journalists 
like me who are not beat reporters in 
the traditional sense — and even more 
so when we become editors — are gen-
eralists in the best sense of the word — 
we are philomaths. We tend to be curi-
ous about a zillion things and want to 
share that thrill of discovery with our 
readers. Whether I am reporting from a 
cruise ship in Singapore or from a 
tsunami wrecked Nagapattinam, inter-
viewing a mridangam maestro, or writ-
ing an op-ed, I begin by arming myself 
with all the facts, then absorbing the 
story and the milieu, only then begins 
the journey of writing.

How has the content of print media 
transformed from your early days as 
a journalist to now?

Except for a few exceptions, most print 
media is foregrounding entertainment, 
lifestyle and soft features and depriori-

tizing stories from the margins or from 
�ields such as health, nutrition, and educa-
tion. The coverage of politics, communal-
ism or sectarian violence is marked by 
self-censorship. There is extreme trivial-
ization of the media function. Vital space 
is wasted on who wore what at a social 
event. Somebody posted a tweet about 
how he eats dosa and within a few hours it 
had become a headlined story in a main-
stream news outlet. Fewer media outlets 
are asking how their news or feature 
stories will impact or inform readers, pre-
ferring instead to distract or amuse read-
ers. If a news outlet begins to entertain, 
then what are cinemas or clowns for? The 
media then no longer serves its original 
purpose. The biggest change I would say is 
the slow disappearance of a culture of 
meaningfulness and fearlessness that 
once drove newsrooms.
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True, once independent and fearless, 
journalism is visibly becoming more 
pro�it-driven by the day. Have you had 
to adjust to the evolving priorities of 
the industry?

I am lucky to be the editor of Frontline, 
which continues to be nurtured by its 
publishers as a space for free and fearless 
journalism. We occupy a protected and 
rare space where it is not pro�it that 
drives our journalism but the quality of 
stories. In the one year since I have taken 
over the magazine, I am adjusting to 
evolving priorities only to the extent of 
ensuring that the magazine becomes 
contemporary, smart, and relevant for 
the digital generation. 

Have you ever taken a risk with pub-
lishing an article that you believed 
was right and necessary, but which 
might have sparked public outrage?

Several times. I have written columns 
and op-eds that have challenged the 
status quo or have refused to follow the 
popular discourse. I have published arti-
cles that have challenged the majoritari-
an stand. I have been trolled, abused, and 
threatened. I remember once publishing 
a piece on how Iskcon’s Akshaya Patra 
Foundation, contracted by the Karnataka 
government to provide mid-day meals in 
schools, would not add onion, garlic, or 
eggs to meals. The article’s central argu-
ment was this: the students were from 
onion and garlic eating cultures — 

only 15% of Karnataka is vegetarian — 
so why had the government organized 
bland veg food which the children didn’t 
like and therefore wouldn’t eat. Ultimate-
ly, the kids suffer. The right-wing ecosys-
tem, not to mention luminaries associat-
ed with Akshaya Patra, descended on the 
reporter, on me, on the publication. Troll-
ing us, abusing us, etc. It was a sustained 
campaign. But well, it’s part of journal-
ism. One simply endures it. One backs an 
article that stands for truth, justice, 
citizen rights. The midday meal scheme 
is a right, it’s not charity.
I like to recall George Orwell in 1984: 
“Being in a minority, even in a minority of 
one, did not make you mad. There was 
truth and there was untruth, and if you 
clung to the truth even against the whole 
world, you were not mad.”

Tell us about some of your favourite 
books or written works that have 
greatly in�luenced your perspective or 
way of thinking?

Dif�icult question! There are so many one 
doesn't know what to list. As a woman, 
one clutches Woolf's A Room of One’s 
Own like a bible! Alexander Frater's 
Chasing the Monsoon is a great example 
for journalists on how to make an excit-
ing book out of a weather phenomenon. 
And look at how that young Manu Pillai 
handles history! Ed Luce's In Spite of the 
Gods was something I read when I began 
my career and I enormously enjoyed his 
style. I think one should read Nassim
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Taleb if only to learn to question accept-
ed wisdom. 

In a world riven with information 
overload and misguided opinions, 
many young people can feel over-
whelmed and develop a sense of dis-
trust towards the news media. What 
advice or message do you have for this 
audience to help them navigate the 
current media landscape and form a 
more informed perspective?

It is important to �irst realise that the 
distrust of news media has been deliber-
ately cultivated. It is not as if readers 
woke up one day and began to distrust 
the media; it was drilled into them that 
legacy media is compromised and should 
not be trusted; that social media will �ill 
in the gap and play the role of journalism. 
A concerted campaign of misinformation, 
lies, half-truths, and slander resulted in 
discrediting traditional journalists. 
While there is no denying that legacy 

media had, and still has, its faults — like 
any other institution — the fake news 
factory that has replaced it is enormous-
ly more dangerous and destructive. 
Once young people realise they have 
been played, they will receive legacy 
media with more openness. They need 
not believe anything blindly, but a little 
research and comparative reading will 
soon show them which news sources 
invariably publish factual news items, 
well-informed views, and well 
researched articles. I would urge young 
people to distrust WhatsApp completely. 
It is a breeding ground for fake news. 
Subscribe to fact-check websites like Alt 
News and Boomlive. They are good faith 
operators whose aim is to inform, not 
evangelise. Young people today inhabit a 
vastly complicated world, made more so 
by AI, deep fakes etc. I can do no better 
than share an old journalistic adage with 
you. “If your mother says she loves you, 
check it out”. 

Photojournalist Shahidul 
Alam and Dr. Prakash 
Amte present the Mumbai 
Press Club’s RedInk Award 
to Vaishna Roy for her 
reports on art in 2019.
Image credits: The Hindu
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লাল কােলা 
রা�ল অিধকারী 

 েঘার যুে�র আভাস। লাল েপাষাক পরা ৈসিনেকর দল ঝােঁক ঝােঁক েনেম আসেছ 

পাহােড়র ওপর েথেক। কােলা েপাশােকর ৈসিনেকরা এিদেক ভীত, স��। কােলােদর রানী
 িচ�াম�; তােদর কােছ ৈসিনক হয়েতা েবশী, িক� যুে� েয েসনা েবশী থাকেলই চেল না; 
েকৗরবরা ৪ অে�ৗিহনী েবিশ িনেয়ও িক �জতেত েপেরিছল? যু�েকৗশলটাই সব, আর 

কােলারা ভালভােবই জােন েয স�ুখসমের তােদর েজতা একরকম অস�ব। লােলেদর
গােয়র েজার েবিশ, আর তা ছাড়াও তােদর বশ �ার আগায় মাখােনা থােক তী� িবষ, যা মুহেূত �

 �িতপ�েক চল���রিহত করেত পাের। তাই নূতন ও অ�ত�ািশত রণেকৗশল ব�তীত 

যু� েজতা অস�ব। যুে� পরাজয় মােন গণহত�া, এমনিক িশ�রাও েরহাই পােব না
, সদ�জাত িশ�েদর ভিবষ�েত হেত হেব দাসে�র িশকার, কারণ এ হল ভূিম দখেলর 

লড়াই; এখােন লােলরা িনেজেদর সা�াজ� �াপন করেব, িক� কােলারাও সহেজ পরাজয়
 �ীকার করেব না। 

ওিদেক লােলেদর িশিবের উেঠেছ েশারেগাল; ব�দেূরর পথ েপিরেয় তারা আ�মণ করেত
এেসেছ কােলােদর রােজ�। শীেত, খাদ�াভােব পথ এ খুইেয়েছ অেনক ব�ুবা�ব,

পিরবার-পিরজনেক। তাই এ সুেযাগ হাতছাড়া করা যােব না, শী�ই দখল িনেত হেব 

�াসােদর যােত খাদ�ভা�ােরর ওপর কবজা করা যায়। লােলেদর রানী ও ব�� 

যু�পিরক�নায় িনেজর েসনাপিতেদর সােথ। দুপ�ই জােন েয এ যুে� দুপ�ই হারােব  

িনেজেদর অ�ি� েসনা ও িনরীহ রাজ�বাসীেদর; এ ��ও মেন ওেঠ েয যুে� যাবার িক 

সত�ই েকােনা � েয়াজন িছল, �াণ িদেয় যার দাম িদেত হয় তার িক দরকার জীবেন? িক� 

মেনর েকাণ েথেকই উ�র আেস, "এ হল েবেঁচ থাকার লড়াই; খােদ�র জন�, বাস�ােনর 

জন�, �টেক থাকার লড়াই। ভিবষ�ত �জে�র েবেঁচ থাকা সুিন��ত করা িনেজর �াণ িদেয় 

মূল� চ� িকেয়" লােলেদর েসনা সদেপ � এিগেয় আসেত থােক, যু� যায় েবেঁধ। দুপে�র 

েসনােদর মাথাই িছ� হেয় লু�টেয় পেড় মা�টেত। রাজ�াসাদ েভেঙ তছনছ হেয় যায়। 

যু�েশেষ কােলারা িবজয়ী হয়; িক� তা তােদর সংখ�ািধেক�র কারেণ, না বােনর েতােড় 

লােলেদর েসনা েভেস যাওয়ায় অথবা েকবল ভােগ�র কারেণ তা েকবল িবধাতাই বলেত পােরন। 

বারা�ায় বেস িলখিছলাম। সামেনর বাগােন লাল-কােলা িপপঁেড়র সাির, বষ �ার জেল 

েভেস েগেছ িকছ� , িকছ�  মের পেড় আেছ, কােলা িপপঁেড়েদর বাসাটা জেল গেল েগেছ। 

িভতর ঘর েথেক �টিভর আওয়াজ আসিছল, ইে�া-পাক যুে� উভয়পে�র শতািধক 

ৈসিনক মতৃ, ব� আহত। ছিবও েদখা��ল, মােয়র েকােল মতৃ িশ�, মতৃ ৈসিনেকর 

েদহ িঘের পিরবার কাদঁেছ, দাউদাউ কের আ�ন �লেছ বািড়-ঘের। আিম অেপ�ায়
 থাকলাম আমােদর ব�ৃ� কেব আসেব । 
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 SCIENCE AND SOCIETY: 
PERSPECTIVES

The inaugural edition of Pravega’s journalism com-
petition, Untanglement, saw spirited participation 
from budding talent across the country. For the 
finale, the participants interviewed Dr Ramray Bhat 
(Associate Professor, IISc) and Dr Arnab Rai Choud-
huri (Retired Professor, IISc) on how science and peo-
ple’s perspective about the field have evolved over 
the decades. Quarks brings to a you a lovely chapter 
penned by the winner, Aindree Chatterjee.
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On the supernumerary seats for 
women in top Indian science colleges 
and its importance given the histori-
cal discouragement women have 
faced in STEM.

Dr Ramray Bhat had conducted the 
MERCK STEM for Girls workshop at IISc 
in June 2022. He elaborately explained 
how in semirural and rural areas, 
women are often discouraged from 
science. This continues somewhat even 
in the urban areas, and the problem of 
skewed gender ratio in education insti-
tutions and jobs is the result of a social 
construct, that often tries to enforce a 
“stay-at-home" mother’s role on a 
woman. “One cannot make laws or take 
policy measures based on personal 
problems” he remarked while comment-
ing on people’s criticism of IIT’s policy of 
including supernumerary seats to 
increase representation of females in 
engineering. “One has to look at society 
as a whole and take measures at a soci-
etal level to address inequalities.”
"When there are two students of compa-
rable merit, one male and one female, 
some preference should be given to the 
female student," Dr Arnab Rai Choudhuri 
said, suggesting a system of af�irmative 
action, instead of adding seats, speci�i-
cally for females. Though the addition of 
seats does not affect the general seats, Dr 
Rai Choudhuri pointed out how the con-
cept of “supernumerary seats" would be 
treated as reservation, leading to many 
people discrediting the achievements of 
women in science. 

On the shifting paradigm where 
science is written and communicated 
only in English compared to the inclu-
sion of regional languages for scien-
ti�ic literature during most of the last 
century.

Dr Rai Choudhuri, who has written a fair 
share of scienti�ic articles expressed his 
remorse at the fact that he seldom gets 
the opportunity to write in Bengali, and 
how lack of practice has made writing a 
page in Bengali 3 to 4 times more 
time-consuming than writing one in 
English. But he hopes to write more arti-
cles in Bengali in the future. Sharing 
anecdotes from his University of Chicago 
days, he tells us how scientists had to 
know a foreign language like German, 
French, etc in addition to English due to 
the vast reserve of content written in 
other languages. While he feels that Eng-
lish gaining popularity has bridged the 
gap in science considerably, many 
nations still adopt local languages, like 
his popular books being translated in 
Japanese for being made available to 
advanced learners there.
“Regional efforts have a large and impor-
tant role in terms of how attitude can be 
built about the world around us" Dr Bhat 
stated, while explaining how in today a 
lot of scienti�ic works and sometimes 
even papers are being translated into 
local languages for the sake of reaching 
global appeal. An avid lover of movies 
directed by the likes of Satyajit Roy, 
Mrinal Sen, and Shyam Benegal, he 
remarks, “Films by such �ilmmakers  
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allow us to question the world and not 
be contended by what we see around us. 
It is only through the interaction of ques-
tion and answer that we get to know the 
world around us, and that is how we 
know what science is!" He believes that 
regional works pave way for diverse 
interactions and instil this rationale in 
us, allowing us to pursue science judi-
ciously.

On the exposure that students get 
through research programs and 
online educational resources and 
their importance in scienti�ic �ields.

As an Indian Academy of Sciences schol-
ar, Dr Bhat shared “This fellowship, 
which exists even now, allows students 
in their �irst few years of bachelors to 
spend their summers at a research insti-
tute." Through this fellowship, he had 
spent some months at the Cancer 
Research Institute in Mumbai and hence 
believes that any such program which 
helps keeping students’ aptitude and 
interest towards science alive, has a 
place in modern society!
“Certainly, students nowadays have 
more exposure than, say, when I was a 
high school student," shared Dr Arnab 
Rai Choudhuri, who had grown up in an 
age where books were the sole source of 
information. However, he also voiced his 
concern about how, with the world 
becoming a global village, students tend 
to become addicted to social media. “If 
social media and the internet are used 
judiciously, it opens up more people to

the world!" he pointed out.

On the MCQ based entrance test 
system in Indian science colleges that 
is often criticised for failing to take 
students’ interests into account.

Dr Bhat suggested the addition of a �ilter 
post an MCQ based test to analyse the 
student’s aptitude for STEM, rather than 
opting for a replica of the American 
system of admission, which is time con-
suming. Dr Rai Choudhuri however said 
that while our system does not take 
extracurriculars and other factors into 
account, it is still more transparent due 
to the ranking system acting as a con-
crete indicator of acceptance into colleg-
es by streams. The US colleges have a 
selection panel who decides the appli-
cant’s eligibility. Sharing anecdotes, he 
informed us about how legacy admis-
sions and a diversity quota often gets in 
the way of a merit-based system for 
admissions.

On the relevance of scienti�ic history 
sections in textbooks of the current 
curriculum.

Dr Arnab Choudhuri has himself been 
involved in works concerning the history 
and philosophy of science, with works 
like Practising Western Science Outside 
the West: Personal Observations on the 
Indian Scene (published in Social Studies 
of Science), under his belt. Having 
attended a recent conference on the 
history of science, he was mesmerised
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by the speakers from universities in Iran 
and other countries. However, he is 
deeply saddened by the disappearing 
history of science departments in Indian 
universities. Prof Deepak Kumar, who 
recently retired from JNU was one of the 
last pioneers in this �ield in India. How-
ever, the eminent physicist also believes 
that despite the cultural value of this 
history, its role in making one an estab-
lished scientist is next to none as there 
are several scientists, who are extremely 
well-versed in their research, but not as 
much about the history of STEM.
Dr Bhat hopes to start his cancer biology 
workshop with a history of the subject 
and the necessary innovations and 
discoveries that paved the way for it. As a 
biologist who deeply respects the histo-
ry and philosophy of science, he also 
�inds it necessary to indulge in the 
research of the past to properly appreci-
ate the current discoveries and works.

On the way societal stereotypes or 
peer pressure pushes students into 
STEM rather than their interests 
being the drivers.

Dr Bhat believes that if a student �inds 
interest in STEM due to something excit-
ing in a particular �ield that a friend 
shared with them, it is a good thing. 
While peers can often be helpful in 
giving a student a push in the direction 
in which their interests lie, this in�luence 
may be harmful if a student has abso-
lutely zero interest in STEM. 
Dr Rai Choudhuri, who was initially 

himself a history and philosophy a�icio-
nado, was pushed into physics because 
of societal pressure, in a way like many 
Indian students. He deems that going 
into unchartered �ields is necessary for 
the development of science at a holistic 
level. However, he believes that younger 
students like us would be better suited 
to answer this question as we are the 
ones more in contact with our peer 
groups.
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Dastangoi
The sun slathered in its light the hundred or so chilies that lay curing on the old 
hand-sewn cot. They shone like rubies in the pleasant golden glow of the morning. The 
sun would soon become ruthless and the peppers would parch in the summer heat, 
acquiring that scorched note they are so famous for across the neighbourhood.

His Amma sat by the cot, feet crisscrossed, kneading dough in a giant pan. Her fingers 
worked swiftly and masterfully through the flour hill as the gooey mess began to take 
shape. The preparations for the food to serve a family of twenty had already started. 
Amma, among many other women, worked with a coordination that could rival the 
army. Soon, the giant dough sat neatly massaged in the middle of the pan, soft and 
plump like a baby's bottom.

Amma stood up and began to dust the chilies to spread them farther apart. She had a 
metal can beside her whose water was used to make the dough. She took the remnants 
and poured them into a small earthen chalice that hung from the rooftop. Birds had 
roosted near the roof for as long as one could remember. They made their business 
every day to herald the dying of the dusk and welcome the fresh beams of earliest 
sunlight with their ceaseless cooing and caw-cawing. 

Some of them swooped down to have a sip from the water pail. The water was their 
invitation, and soon enough, a fresh fleet of birds darted across the skyline, wheeling 
and flitting about the sky. Some of them, however, swerved and started to make a 
beeline, one by one, for his disembodied figure that hung adrift in midair. He had only 
begun to feel their pecking on his bare flesh before he woke up with a jolt. 

He sat ponderously at the edge of his bed, wondering what to make of those disjoint-
ed visions. In the dimly lit cavern, the den that had become the bane of his existence 
– the low-rent studio apartment at the unregarded edge of the city, these vibrant
visions of a previous life felt like a bolt from the blue.

With the onslaught of these memories, he was reminded of the choices that had 
brought him so far away, choices that he was still trying to contend with. He loved art, 
read books with a passion, and, with an even fiercer passion, dreamt of writing one 
of his own. All was splendid till he kept out of trouble, stuck to the corner and went to 
the occasional movies. But then he grew enough for his opinions to no longer concur 
with his father or grandfather or any men of the house. He felt disgust for the idyllic 
town while the world raved beyond. In the heady anger that young men are wont to 
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feel, he sought no reconciliation – it was beneath him, and ran away from his 
home of twenty years. Amma wept but it did not matter; this was the only choice 
he felt he had.

The streak ran in him for long before it doused. There was something about dying 
for your craft that stoked him, the lofty ideal of never compromising. Like Caravag-
gio who died of lead poising, because he wouldn't have it any other way with his 
paints. Or the miniaturists who become blind from years of straining their eyes. 
The Scheherazade who must regale tales every night or risk beheading. The 
writers who would take back a bullet but not their words. The comedian who 
persists against blacklists. Even the graffiti artist running away from the national 
guard stood, in his eyes, on no less a ground.

His dreams of writing, of cinema and all things theatrical had driven him to the 
city. But within a month he recoiled from the reality of his decision. He tried find-
ing a job with a publisher and was made a measly writer of adverts for local prod-
ucts. It paid enough for his hopes to return to him. He picked up his books and 
began to record ideas about his future novel. He started to go watch screenings 
of the cinema of the world with a friend he made at the city's film college. He start-
ed circling close to the men of arts, flocking to events where they communed, even 
borrowing their ways and manner. He was like a moth attracted to the splendor-
ous light of what they symbolized. Like any aspirational man of art, he frowned 
upon his birthname – so effusive of the love of parents. He looked at it with 
disdain till he cast it away entirely, in a wave of sheer artistic nihilism.

The city consumed him with her desultory lights, singed him with the warmth of her 
pleasures. The further he descended into artiste spirals, the more he became 
aware of the dual lives of men. So many of them had been awful beings or lived 
in awful strife. Masters of their craft but duplicitous morals. Hedonistic hunters 
pillaging off some newcomer's work. A disregard for women that could make your 
entrails recoil. He read of the fraudulence that drove Gibran crazy, for the man 
could never live like his poetry, wasn't quite the prophet. Picasso was unspeakable 
of as a human being. Art was nothing like their artists – it sickened him. It all came 
to a precipice with one single thought:
 
Is this what Amma would want him to be?

She had always seen through him. She was the only person he respected truly; in 
a way she was already living in a manner he aspired to. The staunch matriarch 
who lived for her food, brewed her own flavors, perfected her own condiments 
and swore by the recipes she had devoted a life to – she was an artist of her own 
right. She was a sight to behold when cooking, brows furrowed in focus but break-
ing into a smile every now and then at the gulab jamun that came out right. 
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She would have seen through him and sighed. And this he could not bear.

He had poisoned himself. He was coaxed by the wrong ideas and nurtured the wrong 
seeds. A soulless submission to ideas not wrought from his own anvil.

Driven mad with the messy ways of the bohemians around him, he sought refuge in disci-
pline, a maddening streak to keep places tidy, in absolute order, and in total control. He 
had read somewhere that discipline was the antidote to the tortured, uninspired artist. 
The idea comforted him and he had come to observe it rather religiously. But art is in the 
letting go of things, having them meander and concoct meaning of their own- was also 
something he had read and kept churning in his mental backburner.

He collected trinkets because they delighted him, he bought more books than he could 
ever read, had more subscriptions to daily newsletters and podcasts and substacks than 
what was possible to consume, and even collected vinyl records in the hopes of owning 
a record player one day. Yet, he went about it, his trinkets neatly decorated, books 
adorned like trophies on his only shelf and the old Mackintosh desktop he kept orga-
nized to the letter.

He might be the most organized hoarder to be found.

Today, however, all these inanimate things he had tried getting control over took to rally-
ing against him. He hurt his gums while brushing his teeth and bloodied his jaw when 
the razor fell off. His alarm clock refused to shut up, and in all the noise, a bird flew in 
through the open windows, looming dangerously close to the fan. In an attempt to shove 
it out with a broomstick, he flipped against the cabinet too hard and stubbed his toe, 
while the dosa batter charred on his watch. 

Seething with emotions, he sat down to write, taking one last refuge in the certainty of 
routine, but was decisively defeated when the pen rolled down too deep under the bed.
He let out an expletive under his breath and sat cursing his fate. After a while, when 
things did not telepathically bring themselves in order despite him desperately wanting 
them to, he decided to take a stroll outside and, possibly, find something to eat.

…

He cut across gravel laden path with long strides, avoiding puddles of water. The sky had 
cleared after the rain but remained dreary from lack of light. The smell of must and 
decay gently filled his nostrils as he took in the surroundings that had come undone in 
the rain. Despite his care, his feet entered a giant puddle and water sloshed up to his 
trousers.
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The sun slathered in its light the hundred or so chilies that lay curing on the old
hand-sewn cot. They shone like rubies in the pleasant golden glow of the morning. The
sun would soon become ruthless and the peppers would parch in the summer heat,
acquiring that scorched note they are so famous for across the neighbourhood.

His Amma sat by the cot, feet crisscrossed, kneading dough in a giant pan. Her fingers
worked swiftly and masterfully through the flour hill as the gooey mess began to take
shape. The preparations for the food to serve a family of twenty had already started.
Amma, among many other women, worked with a coordination that could rival the
army. Soon, the giant dough sat neatly massaged in the middle of the pan, soft and
plump like a baby's bottom.

Amma stood up and began to dust the chilies to spread them farther apart. She had a
metal can beside her whose water was used to make the dough. She took the remnants
and poured them into a small earthen chalice that hung from the rooftop. Birds had
roosted near the roof for as long as one could remember. They made their business
every day to herald the dying of the dusk and welcome the fresh beams of earliest
sunlight with their ceaseless cooing and caw-cawing.

Some of them swooped down to have a sip from the water pail. The water was their
invitation, and soon enough, a fresh fleet of birds darted across the skyline, wheeling
and flitting about the sky. Some of them, however, swerved and started to make a
beeline, one by one, for his disembodied figure that hung adrift in midair. He had only
begun to feel their pecking on his bare flesh before he woke up with a jolt.

He sat ponderously at the edge of his bed, wondering what to make of those disjoint-
ed visions. In the dimly lit cavern, the den that had become the bane of his existence
– the low-rent studio apartment at the unregarded edge of the city, these vibrant
visions of a previous life felt like a bolt from the blue.

With the onslaught of these memories, he was reminded of the choices that had
brought him so far away, choices that he was still trying to contend with. He loved art,
read books with a passion, and, with an even fiercer passion, dreamt of writing one
of his own. All was splendid till he kept out of trouble, stuck to the corner and went to
the occasional movies. But then he grew enough for his opinions to no longer concur
with his father or grandfather or any men of the house. He felt disgust for the idyllic
town while the world raved beyond. In the heady anger that young men are wont to

He remembered the pond he used to run to everyday as a kid. 

The pristine water with kids gleefully swimming in the neighboring lake. He preferred to 
sit by the pond, on a path that cut across the cattails. It had been built to catch the occa-
sional trout, but there weren't many in the pond. He kept his feet inside, letting the water 
soak up his canvas school shoes, the water gushing in an out like waves on the sea. Tiny 
minnows hovered round the novelty that visited them daily. He loved it. It was his favorite 
respite after school. The sun glinted off the water like a million sequins on a party dress 
and he could dream on and on of his chocolate empires. He could watch the leaves of 
the water lily bobbing endlessly, like a metronome chiming to the ripples of the idyllic, 
luxuriant lake.

The croak of a giant frog brought him hurtling down to his dreary reality. He had come 
close to the commercial area. The only palatable shop that stood in sight was that that 
of a book peddler on the street. He decided to leaf through some random titles. 

He had been struggling to write something for days. There was no dearth of ideas but 
he struggled with melding them together in a manner that pleased him. His middling 
form haunted him as he compared himself against the greats. He made his prose dense 
with words, each wordier than the last. He thought it improved him - only worse. Unhap-
py, he had slashed and burned through his work faster than Californian wildfires.

He decided to pick up Walden, and began to flip through the pages.

…Our lives are frittered away with detail, simplify, simplify, simplify.

He snapped the book close in displeasure.

…

He decided to turn to the street for food. He could hear the sizzle of butter being slapped 
in a large wok from the nearby canteen. 'Sweety's Tea Shop' had become a regular haunt 
for him and many others looking for a cheap morsel, buttered no less, at this end of the 
city.

"Just tea," he said to the shop owner.

A young boy in tattered clothing poured him some hot fluid from a metal cannister 
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आ गए तुम?
�ार खुला है अंदर आओ…!

प्रेम और िव�ास की म�म आँच पर चाय चढ़ाई है,
घूँट घूँट पीना,

सुनो, इतना मु��ल भी नहीं है जीना…!

(So, you have arrived?
The doors are open, come inside
I have just put up a tea on boil,

It simmers in the mellow heat of life’s love and trust

feel, he sought no reconciliation – it was beneath him, and ran away from his
home of twenty years. Amma wept but it did not matter; this was the only choice
he felt he had.

The streak ran in him for long before it doused. There was something about dying
for your craft that stoked him, the lofty ideal of never compromising. Like Caravag-
gio who died of lead poising, because he wouldn't have it any other way with his
paints. Or the miniaturists who become blind from years of straining their eyes.
The Scheherazade who must regale tales every night or risk beheading. The
writers who would take back a bullet but not their words. The comedian who
persists against blacklists. Even the graffiti artist running away from the national
guard stood, in his eyes, on no less a ground.

His dreams of writing, of cinema and all things theatrical had driven him to the
city. But within a month he recoiled from the reality of his decision. He tried find-
ing a job with a publisher and was made a measly writer of adverts for local prod-
ucts. It paid enough for his hopes to return to him. He picked up his books and
began to record ideas about his future novel. He started to go watch screenings
of the cinema of the world with a friend he made at the city's film college. He start-
ed circling close to the men of arts, flocking to events where they communed, even
borrowing their ways and manner. He was like a moth attracted to the splendor-
ous light of what they symbolized. Like any aspirational man of art, he frowned
upon his birthname – so effusive of the love of parents. He looked at it with
disdain till he cast it away entirely, in a wave of sheer artistic nihilism.

The city consumed him with her desultory lights, singed him with the warmth of her
pleasures. The further he descended into artiste spirals, the more he became
aware of the dual lives of men. So many of them had been awful beings or lived
in awful strife. Masters of their craft but duplicitous morals. Hedonistic hunters
pillaging off some newcomer's work. A disregard for women that could make your
entrails recoil. He read of the fraudulence that drove Gibran crazy, for the man
could never live like his poetry, wasn't quite the prophet. Picasso was unspeakable
of as a human being. Art was nothing like their artists – it sickened him. It all came
to a precipice with one single thought:

Is this what Amma would want him to be?

She had always seen through him. She was the only person he respected truly; in
a way she was already living in a manner he aspired to. The staunch matriarch
who lived for her food, brewed her own flavors, perfected her own condiments
and swore by the recipes she had devoted a life to – she was an artist of her own
right. She was a sight to behold when cooking, brows furrowed in focus but break-
ing into a smile every now and then at the gulab jamun that came out right.

and added some biscuits along with it. He welcomed the addition. 

The dour morning had made him weary and he regarded depressingly the prospect of 
yet another fruitless day. Slowly, he began to sip the tea in which he had soaked some 
biscuit. The hot liquid coursed through his system in slow gulps, warming the palate and 
with it the cold that had nestled within. The crumbs of the toast in his mouth yielded 
easily, like pliant grass. Something seemed to change in him. Visions of gay times, early 
mornings with Amma's tea and toast in winter, pervaded him with a pleasurable intensity. 
A shudder ran through his spine as he sat intently, his senses heightened, aware of a 
balmy, idyllic sensation making waves through his body. In that moment, his troubles 
seemed to dissolve, the yoke of his mediocrity did not torment him; instead, he delighted 
in existing, mortal and with middling form. If only, for a moment.

The flashes of reverie waned with subsequent gulps. The drizzle regained some intensity. 
The clamor of the world returned to him - people chatting away their tribulations over 
pakoras and chai, the familiar clatter of cooking and the hissing of gas on burners.

He began the walk back home in slow, measured steps. Somewhere, he felt, a kaleido-
scope was shaken. The same parts but a completely different pattern.
...
Later that day, he felt peaceful wielding the pen again. The disquiet gave way to a warm 
surge of forgotten memories. He wanted to dance and sing and tell his stories.
Dastangoi. It was like floating, the sound of his own body finding ground against the 
muted sounds of everything else, being stripped of details and reduced to the barest. 
Snatches of a poem his Amma used to sing sometime, came to him

-Saakshi Porwal
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Eliminating diseases like allergies, nutrient deficiencies, common cold,
diarrhoea, diabetes, hypertension, and reportedly, death as well.
Alleviating depression, anxiety, ADHD, BPD, and of course, homosexuality.
Granting superpowers like flight, invisibility, shapeshifting, and
outcompeting a certain neighbour’s son who is at a certain engineering
college.
Doubling your GPA in 30 days. (I Promise!)
Guarantees replies to your emails, except if it’s for a project (come on,
we are being realistic here).

Lack of discipline and respect in our specific generation as compared to
every generation before. 
Junior batches sharing your hostel not making enough noise to allow
you to sleep peacefully on time.

Either you are an absolute bouncing ball of joy of a first year, or
you have one of those lovely caring professors who make sure you
are present in every lecture and even give reserve part of the
evaluation on attendance percentage (sometimes post-hoc) to make
sure you learn (certainly not for any ego related reasons),[citation
needed] or you have convinced yourself that instead of going to
therapy, attending lectures will resolve every woe you have. In any
case, for some reason, you want to reach class on time. Sure, let’s
make some strategies:

I. Wake up on time:
Good old standard strategy, to make your parents, relatives, neighbours, and
virtually every member of a certain demographic happy. In fact, comes with
the bonus of:

Sounds amazing, sadly though, this is made impossible, as one must deal
with:

HOW TO:
REACH CLASS ON TIME

Name:
_______________________________

Keshav Agarwal
Roll no.:
_______________________________

 80085

[citation needed]

[DO NOT see Rhetoric Part 12 "On Youthful Character", Aristotle]

[citation NOT needed]

69



That one conversation that ran till 4 am since both of you were stuck in
lab or stuck with an assignment that definitely had a very reasonable
deadline.
People waking you up at 3 am due to mature WhatsApp related drama.

Even if you do wake up on time, you still don’t know if you will be able to make
it, considering how someone may just come up with the brilliant idea of locking
all the washroom stalls from the inside, delaying you anyways.

It has been proven that either  of these scenarios can
 and (almost surely) will exist given enough time. 

Anyways, this won’t help after the first lecture. Let’s try something different.

II. Go Faster:
There is a certain interesting issue one must deal with:
Thanks to the extremely considerate course scheduling that happens each
semester,                  one must go to each of these locations (map in the next
page) several times a day. Of course, as one can see, they are not exactly close
to each other. Not to mention bonus issues like 2 people blocking the entire
road going to DBS from hostels because of their need to romantically cycle
side-by-side on the narrowest road they can find , having less than 15 minutes
to eat/swallow mess food (this is actually for the better), and having -15 minu-

[too direct of  an attack?]

[dubious, discuss]
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-tes (yes, negative) to travel between 2 departments. This is looking pretty
hopeless. But fear not! Let’s find a solution.

Exercise: Generate the shortest path a student m
ust take from

 DBS to
OPB which avoids all road blockages caused by rom

antic cyclist couples.

Walking: Takes around 15 minutes to go a kilometer. Too slow.
Cycling: If you are lucky to get clear enough roads, maybe halves that time.
Seeing you are here, let’s not rely on luck.
Driving: Even faster. Also allows you to show solidarity with altruistic
multi-billion-dollar corporations in causing global warming.
 Ballistic Missile: Assuming a launch velocity
of 1000 m/s (Please, don’t make me work
beyond order of magnitude), ignoring air
resistance (not being paid enough to
consider it), you should be able to reach
your destination in approximately a second.
Sounds pretty optimal. As an added bonus,
gives you more leverage in demanding
extensions for your deadlines. You will have
to deal with any unwanted government
attention though. 71



Flight: With a combination of the antigravity package in python and a mix
and match of every medicine you can find, you should be able to fly. On the
other hand, if you can fly, I doubt you’d care to attend lectures.
Time-travel: At least more realistic than asking professors to finish the
lectures on time. And it is rather immature to hope that the next lecture
could start a few minutes late. One normally stops believing in Santa early
enough, this should be easier to accept.

Stink bomb the lecture hall the day before: Sounds pretty classic. Of
course, likely to get the lecture cancelled altogether. Also, pretty cruel to
the people who will have to clean later. Let’s not.
Tip off the security of the presence of a bomb: Again, not very creative.
Likely to be dismissed as a hoax. Plus, even if they do all evacuate, will you
be able to live with yourself if you ruin some poor soul’s experiment that
worked for the first time?
Offer the Professor a prize at that time: Most professors would be smart
enough to sense the hoax. But not too bad maybe?
Convince everyone that the lecture is later: Of course, there will be one
heroic good student to thwart your nefarious plans, you fiend.
Besiege the department: Travel the lands and find kindred souls. Build your
army one follower at a time, sweeping them with your charisma and
impeccable anime derived swordsmanship. Slowly, become a legend across
the worlds, pulling challengers from far and wide, besting each of them and
making them a part of your elite guard. Discover your bloodline and lay
claim to an ancient kingdom with its immortal legions. And of course, in all
this, you find your match. You duel seven days and seven nights to no
result! You find your love, and in this you make an alliance with foes with
whom your people once swore feud. And once you have amassed your
armies, march upon your foes, besiege their lair until they yield to your
will! Of course, they shall come upon their terrible drakes, massacring your
army by the thousands…     But...

But what do we do when the previous lecture runs into the next one?

III. Delay Class:
Of course, once the previous professor has decided that their class is the only
one you should bother with, they will overshoot. All the previous ideas fail
here. Time travel seems a bit dodgy, and no one is giving you enough funding to
get a time machine anyways. So, let’s stall the next lecture! Of course, we’ll have
to do it while you are in the previous lecture hall.
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But then you call upon your ancestors to aid you! The newfound power
courses through you and you slay their beasts under the ancient flag… only
to be fatally wounded with your lover. You die in each other’s arms… Wait…
what were we doing again? Sorry, I guess I got carried away.
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Anjaney Pandey [UG, Sem-4]

झांॅसी क� रानी

झाँसी क� कहानी, आज सब को है सनुानी।

देश ने है पहचानी, वीरता क� यह िनशानी ॥ १ ॥

रानी थी बड़ी महान, करके �ाण ब�लदान;

कहीं भी न हार मान, पार करके इ�तहान ।

थीं वो �गा� मूि �त�मान, नाम करके क�ि �त�मान1;

देह तो है नाशवान, पर कम� है महान ॥ २ ॥

ज��थान उनका काशी, महादेव क� उपासी2;

मोरोपंत थे िपताजी, भागीरथी बाई मां थी ।

�यार से बलुा 'छबीली', गाने म� थी वो सरुीली।

आँखे भी थी चमक�ली, और बात� थी नकु�ली ॥ ३ ॥

1 क�ि �त�मान का अथ�: सफल, यश�वी

2 उपासी का अथ�: भ�त

गंगाधर थे पित, हाय! हो गई �ित3;

ल�ी क� थी �ग�ित, �ा िकया हे िनयित? ।

झाँसी क� थी अवनित, सनेा सब िबखरती;

सनुके सब क� िवनती, बनी ल�ी अ��धपित ॥ ४ ॥

था �लया दामोदर गोद, अं�जेों ने िकया िवरोध;

रानी का बढ़ा था �ोध, �ँगी जवाब मुँह तोड़ ।

उनका तोड़ िम�याबोध4, करना देश म� �मोद;

कर रहे ह� तोड़फोड़, लनेा उनसे �ितशोध ॥ ५ ॥

य�ु �आ िवकराल, सब तरफ मचा बवाल;

रानी ने िकया कमाल, बनी देश क� मशाल ।

सबके मन म� था सवाल, कब हट�गे ये दलाल;

रानी भी थी बिेमसाल, �ों काली काटती कपाल ॥ ६ ॥

3 �ित: नकुसान

4 िम�याबोध: झ�ठा घमंड, झ�ठा �ान।
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करके िफरंगी आघात, प�चँा सनेा लकेे साथ;

घरेा झाँसी रातों-रात, हो गया था व�पात5 ।

पर झलकारी का था साथ, समझा उसने हालात;

दे के अं�जेों को मात, बता द� उनक� औकात ॥ ७ ॥

'कालपी' प�ंची रानी, काल पी गई भवानी;

�वा�लयर क� कहानी, राजा � �स���धया अ�भमानी ।

देश क� ना उसने जानी, िबन मोल ही िबकानी;

रानी थी बड़ी सयानी, ले ली उसक� राजधानी ॥ ८ ॥

जनरल ��रोज आया, उसका �ोध ितलिमलाया;

कोई वार ना हो ज़ाया, ऐसा जाल था बनाया ।

पूरी सनेा को जटुाया, च�पा-च�पा ढँूढ़वाया;

रानी को ना था ये भाया, य�ु का िबगलु बजाया ॥ ९ ॥

िव��ध ने िकया कुछ और, बादल काल के थे घोर;

य�ु म� मचा था शोर, रानी हो गई कमजोर ।

पीछे भागा आदमखोर, जसैे साँप पीछे मोर;

काल क� गित कठोर, य�ु म� आ गया मोड़ ॥ १० ॥

5 व�पात: भीषण संकट

रानी को लगी थी चोट, नृ� कर रही थी मौत;

थी वों तेज क� यों �ोत, आज बझुने लगी �ोत ॥ ११ ॥

कर ��रोज को िनराश, प�चँी गंगादास पास;

�वामी ने कहा "शाबाश, तमु हो �ा� ित क� �काश!" ।

रच �दया था इितहास, �सफ� उनतीस वष� �वास;

अब हो गया िव�ास, यह देश �ों है खास? ॥ १२ ॥

चले जब तक ये �वास, करो एक ही �यास;

कर दो ऐसा कुछ खास, िक बने जीवन इितहास ।

सनुो मरेी भी ये बानी, ना भूलना कभी कहानी;

रानी थी बड़ी ब�लदानी, वीरता क� अमर िनशानी ॥ १३ ॥

जय िहंद !!!
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Nirmal Raj is a particle theorist and recently joined as an Assistant 
Professor at Centre for High Energy Physics, IISc. What began as a 
formal interview with him soon meandered into a winding 
conversation about science, literature, cinema and much more. His 
perspectives on life in academia and beyond offered more than 
just hope and made for a very heartening discussion. So, read on 
to meet in these pages the physicist who was almost a writer, and 

now channels Jane Austen in his physics papers!

AROUND ACADEMIA IN AN AFTERNOON
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Can you tell us about your work?  

I work on Astro-particle Physics. This basically involves applying particle physics to 
astrophysics. I work particularly on the question of dark matter, its interaction with stars 
that shows up as interference in experiments on earth. As a result, I am involved with 
neutrino and collider physics. Mostly, however, I call myself a particle theorist. I do get to 
work a lot with experimentalists.   

How did you come to decide your �ield of work? Could you tell us about your 
experiences, or any anecdotes you recall?  

I’ll tell you about my trajectory. So, for my bachelor’s degree in technology, I was pursuing 
engineering physics. At that time, I had no idea what particle physics was like. I did my 
bachelor's thesis in condensed matter physics. I didn't really know what condensed matter 
was either, but I knew I liked statistical physics. And condensed matter felt more of an 
advanced version of statistical physics. But secretly, I had always wanted to do optics. So, I 
took an optics elective and was trying to test the waters.   

The photonic kind of optics?  

Actually, I was not very sure whether I wanted to research in classical optics, or quantum 
optics. I got a PhD offer from University of Oregon. And when I went there, I discovered 
they have a huge optics group. I went to optics conferences with them. I took an optics 
course, and I realized I didn't want to do it. Because optics seemed more centred on 
applications of quantum mechanics. And somehow that wasn't satisfying to me. I was also 
not sure if I wanted to pursue condensed matter. I liked phase transitions and stuff like that. 
It was at that time that I took a collection of courses with someone happens to be my 
favourite professor. His name is John Toner. He's one of the pioneers of liquid crystals, the 
theory of �locking of animals and birds.    

We have Prof Sriram Ramaswamy in IISc who works on the same �ield!  

Oh Yes! They worked at IBM together for many years. And then Sriram came to IISc and 
John Toner went to Oregon. He talks very fondly of Ramaswamy! It’s one of the reasons I 
wanted to come to IISc, to meet Sriram. So, back then I wanted to be John's student and I 
nearly begged him to take me up. But he was not taking students. I had long meetings with 
him where he very apologetically told me that he is not taking students. He said he was very 
old, and it may not work out for me well in the end.  And then as an afterthought he 
suggested, “If you really like Field Theory, why don't you try particle physics?” So, I 
reluctantly went into it.
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Tangential question: does studying Active Matter and the mechanics of murmuration 
involve �ield theoretic concepts?  

The way John, as well as Sriram, approach it is by involving �ield theoretic ideas. They write 
something like a Navier stokes equation. This equation does not describe individual 
particles. Instead, it captures the bulk properties and some bulk symmetries of the 
problem, and one can then try to solve it. The pioneering work that Toner and Ramaswamy 
did was to identify the correct equations for �locking. And it's a little harder in this case, I 
would say, because this is non equilibrium physics. So, it could go any which way. They had 
to identify the right symmetries, the right properties, the right boundary conditions, the 
right numbers. After that I don't think there's real �ield theory involved. But John and 
Sriram do a lot of hardcore �ield theory as well. So, like I mentioned, I reluctantly went to 
particle physics, I found a mentor, who was retired. He mentored me for almost a year, I 
learned quantum �ield theory from him. Slowly I came to realize, this is probably what I've 
been looking for. Because as I read further, it struck me how much more fundamental it was 
than other kinds of physics. It's not some application, this is the spirit of knowledge, from 
where it all emerges, and provides understanding to all other things. Once I understood 
that, there was no going back.   

So how was your trajectory after you �inalised that quantum �ield theory and particle 
physics were your calling?  

The �irst task that stood before me was to complete my PhD. My PhD was in collider physics 
for most parts, but it involved some of hardcore �ield theory and theories involving 
supersymmetry. After my PhD, I got a postdoc in University of Notre Dame. However, by 
that time, I was a little sick of colliders already. Mainly because it was, I felt, a little 
restrictive and had become a bit tedious as well. I am not at all putting down colliders here. 
There are lots of interesting avenues in the �ield. At that point, personally, I felt strongly 
about branching out because I wanted to understand more physics, a lot of sub�ields of 
particle physics itself, and try to put them together and understand the bigger picture. I 
was particularly envious of people who were working in what was then called Space 
physics, or particle physics in space. Thankfully, when I went to Notre Dame, there was 
another postdoc who was working on exactly this �ield of work and brought me on to one 
astro-particle project. Ever since I have been doing exclusively that. I occasionally go back 
to some collider physics projects. Sometimes we will do pure astrophysics, astro-particle 
physics, etc. It was here that I �inally felt like I found my ground because the playground is 
much faster. There are so many interesting problems to work on and so many connections 
to make. I �inally felt settled down.  y don't you try particle physics?” So, I reluctantly went 
into it.

You have one beautiful list of interests listed on your pastime pages. We would love 

118



to hear about your interests besides physics!  

Ah, my interests. I have always wanted to be a writer. I never really knew what it entails to 
be a writer. The nitty gritty of it, the practical aspects. But I have always loved writing. In my 
school, I think I had written some 60 or more short stories. Whenever I found time, or even 
during class, when I would not, I would just hide them and keep writing stories. Sometimes, 
I would wake up at four o'clock in the morning, just to write.  

Were these original stories, or were you writing inspired by a piece of �iction that 
struck a chord with you?  

No, no, I almost never did that. I only ever wrote my own stories and a few poems. I never 
wrote commentaries. I always wanted to be the writer, not particularly a physicist or 
scientist. From the ninth grade, I started writing my own stories. I did not get any of them 
published. I did not try very hard though. But then, you know, they were circulated among 
my friends and family. And I still have them with me. Not here, but I still have them. 

They must be prized possession for you, those stories.  

Oh yes! Just in case they get lost in a �lood or �ire, I scanned all of them. I have them all. 

So how did you develop your interest in science?  

So around the 8th grade, I began to get interested in science. I had a very good friend who 
would give me puzzles and ask me questions about them. She picked me as her protege for 
some reason. That was when I realised science is actually more interesting than I thought 
it was. It is not just some boring people doing some crap. It's interesting. Still, I never lost 
sight of wanting to be a writer. In 11th and 12th grade, I went to JEE coaching mostly 
because parents forced me to. I ended up enjoying it because I had really good friends and 
the coaches were great people. This was in Chennai. There was no pressure like in Kota or 
other such places. In Chennai we would go to school, and in the evenings, we would go to 
the classes, which would take up most of our time. And in the weekends, we would solve 
problem sheets. We were taught good values. Particularly, the chemistry teacher, Professor 
Govindrajan. He told us time and again, “Help your friends. If you don't get into IIT after you 
solved 1000 problems, but your friend gets into IIT after solving 100 problems, and if you 
have helped your friend, you should be proud of it. You should be prouder of this than 
getting into IIT.” In this way, he completely lowered the bar, there was no real expectation. 
It became all about the fun of learning.

And the friends that I made at the time are still very great friends. It was surprisingly 
healthy. Of course, there were always unhealthy elements. But the teachers tried to mitigate 
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that. Anyway, I wanted to be a chemist then, mostly because of this Chemistry professor. I'm 
very in�luenced by people like them. Then, when I got in 12th grade, I got three supremely 
excellent physics teachers: my school teacher, and two of my JEE teachers. That is when 
physics clicked for me. I thought to myself, if I was going to go to IIT, I might as well do 
physics. I found from the brochure that there was this engineering physics stream. I got 
Civil Engineering �irst and changed my branch after the �irst semester. Nevertheless, I still 
wanted to be a writer. That is why, you know, some of my friends told me to start writing a 
blog. And through the blog I found many friends in IIT Madras. And when I was completing 
my BTech, again, I had to decide. Should I continue with physics? Or should I be a writer? I 
had no idea how to be a writer and how to earn money. And if I was really cut out for that. 
To be honest, my interest in physics had degraded during BTech, it was not what I thought 
it was. And I am saying this on record, but many of my teachers were not good. They 
ultimately demotivated me from doing physics, there were one or two that actually kept me 
a�loat. So, at that time, my plan was to do a master's wherever I could get and learn more 
physics, become more employable. And in that process, I vowed to myself that I would �ind 
out how to be a writer.  

So, what were the biggest things that demotivated you? Was it just teachers who were 
not inciting enough passion? Or was it also other people around you?  

It was both. Absolutely, teachers who are not so enthusiastic, and frankly, not so competent. 
They couldn't really teach physics or clear misconceptions, or things like that. And the 
sense that they didn't really care much, that is also demotivating. You know, even as a 
student, I’m very sure you know this, you want some basic level of respect. The thing is, you 
don't, you just don't know enough about the world. That's not your fault. That is what 
you're in universities for. And the fact that it was not really recognized, was demotivating. 
In engineering physics, we were just 10 people. And we were very tight knit. But we were 
part of this bigger student community where there was a lot of competition. I'm not sure 
about IISc, but in IIT Madras there was a lot of unhealthy competition. We used to call it RG, 
relative grading. 

“I would write some little poem of limerick, or some joke or 
anagram or something. And, and he would write a count-
er-comment for all those sections. At one point, he really 
stabbed through my heart. I wrote a little poem, and he wrote 
back, “I'm sure you had a hard time choosing between phys-
ics and writing as a career”.
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But you were in different �ields.  

Correct. But we would take a lot of courses together. In engineering physics, we had to 
mandatorily take six courses in electrical engineering. And they were a much bigger group 
of 110 students. And since we were the minority, we were treated very well. Anyway, I 
decided I'm gonna do a master's and really �igure out how to be a breadwinning writer. But 
you know, that never happened. Because once I got there, things got crazy busy. The work 
ethic here is nothing like Oregon’s, at least going into masters. And this happens to all the 
Indian students. You think you work hard here. Wait until every week, you have a heavy 
turnout of three assignments and they're not so trivial. You must collaborate with your 
peers to get your assignments done. And that's all - you have time to eat, sleep and study. 
Right?  

Anyway, so that happened. During those courses, in John Toner’s course, especially, I was 
able to be myself. I felt the least pressure in the schools. And he would give these take home 
exams. Two weeks to go write the exam, you still won't be able to complete it, they're very 
tough. And in the exams, I would write, you know, pertinent to the problem, I would write 
some little poem of limerick, or some joke or anagram or something. And, and he would 
write a counter-comment for all those sections. And at one point, he really stabbed through 
my heart. I wrote a little poem, and he wrote back, “I'm sure you had a hard time choosing 
between physics and writing as a career”. But I stuck with physics because slowly and 
systematically there was a philosophical change in my outlook. Fine, I would love still love 
to be a writer. But seeing physics as a study of nature, at some very deep level was 
enthralling. Also, the fact that I was good at mathematics - not super great - but good 
enough to do physics, and to have original ideas made me think that if I have the means, I 
shouldn’t waste it away to go do something that I really like, but I'm not going to learn much 
from. It can actually satisfy my vanity but couldn't contain the philosophical curiosity of 
what is really making the universe tick. And it's not easy, just reading in popular books is 
not enough, you have to sit down for long blocks of time and calculate and understand and 
talk to people and get confused and get eager to get confused. Again, it's a pretty laborious 
process, which I at some level really did enjoy. Not only enjoy, but also it was I felt a 
satisfaction coming from that endeavour than writing. Writing gave me a lot of joy, it still 
gives me joy, but it was a choice between these two feelings. And so slowly, I got more and 
more into physics research, �inding peace with my decision. Now I think that I am 90% at 
peace with that decision.   

If it gives you time to pursue it on the side, then-  

Of course, and that's what I always told myself, at some point.

And who knows, the writers’ business might be nasty? 
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Yeah, exactly. The scientists, especially in particle physics and in some other �ields of 
research, are very accommodating and kind. And, you know, there's a lot of understanding 
and depth in people. So, I'm not very sure if the world of writers is like that.  
  
On the outside, it does seem glamorous.   

Exactly. That's another thing, I didn't particularly want glamour, I wanted to just write like 
crazy. And, you know, in essence, I was able to channel those desires into particle physics. 
So for all our papers, I tell the collaborators I’m going to write it; I'm always the designated 
writer. Writing clearly and concisely is a challenge that I enjoy. And who knows now that 
I'm a faculty, there might be some time for me to do a little bit of writing.   
  
Building on these last answers - you said that you felt peaceful as you kept �inding 
‘communities’ to connect with on a deeper level. Probably we are all longing for a 
community when we start out, it gets us very excited to �ind people with similar 
interests. There’s a general fear though about getting into academia and dedicating 
your life to it. What are your opinions on it? How has it treated you and what fears do 
you think are valid? 
  
I have also seen the seedy side of academia. Some of my peers and I have been insulated 
from the really dark sides, mainly because we’re in physics. You don't have that many of the 
negative effects like imposter syndrome, unhealthy competition and people with a 
backbiting nature. Of course, there are always exceptions. But statistically speaking, you 
tend to get insulated in �ields of physics. I visited several groups in the US and Canada and 
in India, most physics groups are very collegial. But there's always politics, every 
department has some politics, but you know, the kind of politics physics has is almost 
laughable. Nobody actually �ights face to face and all. Now, about academia as a whole 
structure in itself, that could get hard actually. Because in order to for you to actually get 
settled, and all that, you know, when you get old, it's not just the exams and your dreams 
that matter. You might �ind a life partner, you might have kids and so many other things 
happen and everything has to be managed, and the desire for permanence actually 
becomes very acute. When that happens, and you are still in some postdoctoral jobs, and it 
takes some time, it really tests your patience. Right now, there's really nothing that can be 
done about that. So that is where you know, people say, unless you're really, really 
passionate, it's hard to sustain this. I would add that, it's not just passionate, it's also being 
lucky. Some people are passionate, but then they will not be so lucky, they may not have 
enough money, or they may have other personal situations that don't let them settle. And 
they have to leave academia. For a long time, I felt I had to leave it. Because for quite some 
time, I was not getting government jobs. And I really had to contemplate what else to do 
with life. It doesn't happen to everybody, but it could happen, it is always a likely possibility. 
So that is something to keep in mind. 
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The thing that we keep discussing seems to be a saturation, which is scary.  

Saturation as in saturation in the job?  

Something in that sense. A lot of things in physics also seem to have been done to 
death.  

Oh, I wouldn't say that at all. This is actually a very important difference in perspective.  

This is more coupled with the impulses to grow and get better, that keep lapping up 
back. You ask yourself, “Am I good enough? And will there be things for me to do that 
I am capable of doing?” So, all these questions - they just cobble together, right? It’s 
probably some sort of irrational fear. 

Right. That is completely understood. So, one thing to remember is - life is not so sure. 
There are so many turns and bends that you will take, right? So now, you cannot help 
assessing yourself based on what you know today and what you're seeing today. But you 
will come across many bends in the road, and you cannot see what's on the other side of the 
bend. Only when you take the bend you will get to see what mountains and lakes and other 
things lie over there, and that's some high-level philosophical bullshit. But in physics at 
least, when you have come to a certain level of expertise, you will see that there are always 
so many problems to work on, we pick a problem that catches your fancy or pick a problem 
that has a bite-sized problem that you can do. And probably your advisor picks that for you, 
and you go attack that. And you become a master of that, then you attack the next problem 
and so on. And before you know it you've become expert enough that you are going to see 
problems in the �ield that others don't see. That's how it works. You do progress increment 
by increment. I do not at all agree with your assessment. I'm not blaming you here, but your 
assessment that things have been done to death, absolutely not! 
 This is some advice that Steven Weinberg gives students and I like to go back to it, it applies 
to everybody – you don't have to learn everything in order to do research. You only have to 
learn your part of the ocean �irst and jump into the ocean and start swimming. And you will 
�ind that even the things that you see in textbooks are not really set in stone. That there's 
always more things. People just want to condense things and write it in textbooks but then 
there's more work to do in all of those cases. So, when you get into research, that is when 
you get into this mentality, you don't really have to learn everything, it’s not that everything 
has been done and you have to learn it. No, you can always go beyond, and you will have to 
get there incrementally.  

I think my opinion would differ on long-term projects. The idea of working freely on 
a topic is much nicer than having to have a deadline of a few months.  
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Absolutely yes. Ultimately, that is the freedom that academics want, you don't have a 
deadline, and you pick your problem, and you work for it for as long as you want. Because 
the only goal is to get there. And at the end of the day, get to the end of what you think is the 
end and �ind out that is not really the end and go further. That is ultimately what research 
is. And since you're not so used to it, it might seem a little intimidating. But once you start 
doing it, there is absolutely no problem. 

We sometimes are also intimidated by the increasing mathematical techniques that 
are needed, apart from building physical intuition.

No, I mean, see if you have come this far don’t you worry. I can assure you that your 
problems with mathematics will be solved with time. In the sense that when you do more 
research, you will take your time to work on it. It is very unlike what you've been doing. You 
will have no other choice, but to actually take your own time to get into your own zone and 
do your calculations. And when you do this, you need to undergo the cycle again, and again, 
before you know you're going to be very good. So, math won't be a problem. After then 
math will become the language that you speak for your research. This might take a few 
years, but it will happen. And then you won't worry about this aspect, you don't need to 
think of the problems as the problems on their own. I too have gone through this; my peers 
have gone through this. They were all of the opinion that theory is horrendous to look at 
and they couldn't put intuition to it at all. The more you stick with it, the more intuition you 
can apply. Problems will shift to something else later. Follow your passion.  

I was not such a good coder in my B.Tech. But now I don't have that problem. The tools 
should not deter you from pursuing the ultimate emotional connection with your subject. 
It’s a matter of time and patience. You may even hate your �ield for a while. But once you're 
past that you can actually do what you want. 

If you're not good at something, that’s ok. You will get better at it. There are certain things 
that you are aiming for. Aim for those things, along the way just be ready for lots of 
frustration. I know it’s much easier said than done. But if you can develop that stomach, not 
just for research- for anything in life, it goes a long way. It's an essential thing that you need 
for other things too. Think of everything that comes your way as opportunities. Only way to 
learn something is to jump into the pool, start �lapping around but don't lose sight of what 
is it that you want to do, that will make your heart happy.  

The ultimate thing should make you happy. 

Also, about the community you said you found in IIT Madras from your blog, how was 
that? Like, did they inspire you more? Or was it just having friends? 
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Oh, I don't know if my friends really inspire me. There are one or two friends who really 
inspire me, sorry. They're not friends I found from the blog. But otherwise, I did have this - 
I was sitting around having tea at the canteen, and there was a guy who sat in front of me 
introduced himself and he said “I’ve read all your blog posts”. And then he's still my friend 
now. There’re so many people like that. It’s just nice to know more people and connect with 
them.

Since you mentioned you wanted to be a writer, we’d love to know what kind of books 
and stories you like. Any preferred genres? 

Ah, I used to say that I don't read so widely but now I think with age you tend to go wider. 
What do you guys like to read? 

I like literary �iction; some Magical realism as well. We had a Salman Rushdie phase 
a while ago. I am also very fond of just collecting more books than I can possibly read; 
you can just go to bookstore, buy a lot of second-hand books and keep them! 

 Same! I ended up buying 200 books during my PhD. And I actually carried them with me to 
my �irst postdoc in the University of Oregon, and then I carried them with me all the way to 
South Bend [Notre Dame University]. Then from my second postdoc I went to Vancouver 
and carried them with me there. But when I moved to India �inally, I donated half my books 
and the other half: the other 100, are in my friend's houses and inside the various 
basements in Vancouver.  

I had 200 of them, I think I read only 20 or something. Some books are meant to have, not 
to read. There's a word for it: Tsundoku. This is the Japanese concept of you having books 
you don't even want to read because those books remind you that there's so much more 
knowledge out there in the world. 

It makes you feel so guilty, all those unread books staring at you from off the shelf. 

Yeah, but you know you can just tell yourself Tsundoku and erase your guilt! What else do 
you read? 

“You don't have to learn everything in order to do research. 
You only have to learn your part of the ocean first and jump 
into the ocean and start swimming.
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I guess humour, like Hitchhiker's Guide. That was the �irst series of novels that I 
really liked. 

I also read that in my undergrad! You've already gone a little wide. That's good. You get a 
broader perspective, which I didn't really have at that time. So, in that sense, my reading is 
a little weird. Now I'm reading a little more broadly. Just to talk about Salman Rushdie. I 
really should have read satanic verses when I was younger. Because I did enjoy. I opened 
Satanic Verses. I read the �irst paragraph, the plague breaking upon the people, it was 
lovely. I should have just continued then. You know why?  Because when I try to read 
Salman Rushdie now, I'm not able to focus. At this point. I like writers who are a little 
quieter. When I read Salman Rushdie, he's screaming in my ears. And there's a nice phrase 
in by Oscar Wilde. “He's so loud. I can't hear what he said.” I can see that he is very clever in 
his sentences, and he has his very colourful way of putting things. I can see all that, but I 
don't want to.  For example, I read the God of small things when I was in 12th standard. I 
don't think I can read it now. Back then, that kind of incredible linguistic massaging.  It was 
so amazing.  

It is very … curatively written. 

Yes, very curatively. It’s pure music the language, and the story is also incredible. It's such a 
nonlinear timeline. And the story, I still don't know if it's very deep or very super�icial. It's 
crazy, but all I know is that it moved my emotions like anything. 

These days, I prefer somewhat quieter writers. And to be even more clear, I prefer female 
writers more than men. I'm sort of stereotyping, but the stereotype has a grain of truth. By 
and large, I �ind that when women write, they want to highlight the point that they are 
making, the issue that they are bringing forth and the humanity behind the story. Or the 
concept behind the story. But, when men write, by and large, what they're saying is, look, I 
exist, I'm here.  Look how clever I am. The showmanship is always present. But women 
tend to put the showmanship aside and tend to draw attention to the thing, trying to keep 
themselves out of it as much as possible. So, these days I naturally gravitate towards female 
writers. Having said that, I think, back in my school days, I voraciously read Agatha Christie. 
And then I stopped in college, because I started reading other books, there was Arthur 
Clarke. Even now science �iction is my favourite, like Asimov. He mostly wrote short stories, 
and four or �ive novels. So, these I read voraciously. Then in college, I read PG Wodehouse, 
like crazy. And PG Wodehouse more than anyone else made me want to write. So, I got my 
�irst inspiration from Agatha Christie. I wanted to write these great stories, then PG 
Wodehouse made me want to write great sentences and play with words. And I was doing 
a lot of things with words, I was the crossword coordinator in college and started my blog 
and so on. So, all this really impelled me to be a writer. These four used to be my go-to 
writers.  
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I went a little broader during my PhD. But somewhere in the middle of my PhD, I actually 
hit upon my favourite writer thus far, which hasn't changed. Somehow, Jane Austen really 
spoke to me. I still can't completely fathom why.  In the way that I'm wired, Jane Austen is, 
to me, a complete writer. And I realised that I should take this (drug) really slowly. So, that's 
what I did. She has written six published novels. I read them over six years. I read only one 
Jane Austen novel each year. It was great. First, I �irst read Pride and Prejudice and was 
totally blown away. I also made my wife, my girlfriend then, read it. That was the only book 
we read apart. And after that, the other �ive books we read together.  We’d discuss, analyse, 
and watch all Jane Austen based movies. We even have our own rankings! But what is the 
big appeal? It's not just the romance. The romance is almost incidental in her books. It’s her 
insight and understanding of the human nature. I don’t know if you have read Jane Austen. 

I’ve seen Pride and Prejudice. The one with Kiera Knightly. 

To me that one is the best. Yeah. I did not like it as soon as I started watching that movie, 
and then immediately stopped it because the dialogue felt so clunky. I didn't realise that 
they were the most faithful adaptation. After I watched the other adaptations, I realised this 
is actually the most superior one, it was very true to the sensibilities of the book. 

I am guilty of having read it and having skipped over some parts. 

Okay. Do you know what I'm guilty of? In college when I was in IIT Madras, I opened Pride 
and Prejudice on a whim. “A single man in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of 
a wife” I was like what crap. I stopped reading it, I was terribly bored. Because I was not yet 
ready to read it.  

So, what people call Jane Austen’s writing is regency era �iction, because it was the regency 
era. I don't know what to call it. Sometimes, people also call it a ‘novel of manners.’ I don't 
know what they mean. The reason I like Jane Austen is not because the romance is 
incredible. It is because you get a very clear map of human nature. I would suggest that if 
you want to read Jane Austen, wait till you graduate from bachelor's and then take a little 
more time. You don't really get to appreciate all the nuances at this age, that's what 
happened to me. You get older, live some more life. 

Her insight into human nature, to me, is unparalleled. William Shakespeare comes closest, 
but not even Shakespeare surpasses. Pride and Prejudice is her most well-known work. But 
the other ones are where you really get into the weeds of human nature. Pride and 
Prejudice is like a shiny example of how Jane Austen could write. There are some fairytale 
elements going on as well. Jane Austen books always have some fairy tale elements. But life 
also has some fairy tale elements. The plots are so well tuned. And the characters are so 
genuine and realistic. I cannot think of Jane Austen characters are �ictional at all.  And the
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language, I also love the way Jane Austen writes. In fact, whenever I write papers, I try to 
channel Jane Austen more than anybody else. Because of the way the sentences go and the 
way the story arc goes. Ultimately, papers are narratives. 

Which of her books is your favourite?  

My favourite is Mans�ield Park. Don't read it now. I would say you're not even ready for 
Pride and Prejudice. Mans�ield Park is the deepest, the darkest, and probably the saddest of 
them all. And it is Austin's own favourite of her books. Emma is another incredible book. I 
would highly recommend it. It is related to detective �iction, as complex as an Agatha 
Christie book.  

These days, I read a little more widely. I just �inished reading the Mahabharata. And now I 
will read the Ramayana, both Devdutt Pattanaik’s version. Greek Mythology too, by 
Stephen Fry. He's my favourite person. I read Mythos, Heroes and Troy only because he 
wrote them. I actually didn't read them. I like listening to him. My audiobooks are all 
Stephen Fry’s.

One of the biggest things we keep talking about is how we want to have free time for 
some artistic pursuit. I would be very unhappy if I didn't have some time for say, 
either reading or singing.  

It is very important to make that time. Having said all this, if you only do research and 
course work, you will eventually get burnt out and you will lose interest in everything. It is 
important to compartmentalize even in very hard times, to �ind time for these other 
activities. You need to scratch all these itches. Otherwise, one of those itches is going to eat 
you up. If you're doing a PhD, or if you take up a job, you have to �ind that downtime on 
weekends, or any other time when you go back to whatever you like to do. Make it a 
priority. 

 Even having fun is work. In my PhD, I found it hard to �ind ti-me for these things. But I 
somehow did. Sometimes, I would just stop doing research for a while. And well, I was 
lucky in the sense that I had the best advisor in the world, who gave me 100% freedom to 
do whatever I wanted. I took advantage of that. It's okay when you feel burnt out. Burn out 
is a very real thing. You should stop then. And, importantly, you should not use that time on 
Facebook or Net�lix, but on what makes your heart happy. For me it was mostly writing or 
hiking. It is important to switch off. That is also very much part of your identity, and you 
have to be in touch with your identity. Otherwise you will grow tired.  So many people I see 
in their adult life are unhappy because they have lost touch with their identity. Even my 
parents, my dad for instance. He used to write poems. And now in his retirement, I keep 
telling him “Go write your poems!” You will see how happy you will be.  
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So, yes, it is important to have the research burner on; keep it high, focus and plough 
through things to work on it and learn things. Switching off is also not easy for many 
people, they choose not to. But again, that also the takes practice! How to really switch off, 
and really enjoy the other thing that you're doing and not worrying about “Oh, what was 
the deadline?”, “I need to still complete that calculation”. It's okay, deadlines will keep 
coming through. You still got to actually live both your lives nonetheless. I got the sense 
from your emails that you guys don't get the time to pursue your hobbies. You know, that's 
very sad. It used to be not that bad for us actually. 

I mean some of the blame is on us to be honest.  If I don't have any other stimulation, 
and I don't have any other people around me, I just go on Instagram and spend a lot 
of time looking at people doing various things. I feel terrible at the end. 

It is such a bane of what has happened to us. Especially for people like us who want to 
pursue other things also. One tip is to mentally block your calendar with a precise plan of 
what you want to do with your hobby. If you already take some time, and tell yourself: This 
Saturday, I am going to spend three hours writing something. I may already have some 
inkling of an idea; I'm just going to sit and explore that and put away my devices. I’ll just 
write. Or just sing. That's what I mean by even fun is work.  

Yeah, once you put away the phone for an hour, it's easy to get absorbed in the �low. 
But the hardest part is to get started with the one hour. 

Yes exactly! What I'm saying is, the best way to get things done, not just work but also your 
hobbies is to already have them planned. If you plan and have it in your head, your mental 
channel is blocked and then when Saturday comes, automatically you will remember: “Oh, 
this is the day I was planning to do this, I will just do this”. If you don't have anything to do, 
you will automatically start to drift and then you start doing other things that turn out not 
to be so desirable. Because if you have it blocked up, then that will happen. When the day 
comes, you do it. Always have some “itch” to do something in the near future; it gets you to 
do those things. But you have to be very sincere, you have to be sincere to yourself. When 
you sit and you know, sing, or paint or write or read books, you should do nothing else. That 
means not even your work! You should be sincere to that-- get deep into that. That's when 
you really enjoy, that's when you really live. 

Nevertheless, three hours at the same time is not the same as three hours separately. The 
third hour is when the magic happens.  I will guarantee you that if you're somebody who 
can get things done in the �irst hour of day in writing and research, then the quality won't 
be good. You need to have that extra synthesis of all these ideas in order to do something 
deeper. Its a feature not a bug! 
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Besides books, is there any other kind of media that you have been regularly 
consuming?  

 I watch an enormous number of movies, actually. I am such a huge movie nut. Even during 
my BTech I was watching movies, but it was nothing compared to what I did later during 
my phd. I have this Excel sheet that lists every movie I watched, where i watched it, with 
whom I watched it and how I felt about it. 

Oh that’s something we wanted to for a long while! The whole idea of recording your 
experiences like that and preserving a space about yourself, like your website, is 
something really nice. 

Oh yes. Especially for things that I love, I like recording them this way. It feels really nice 
looking back at them later. Also, it becomes like a data. I have this bar graph of how many 
movies I watched every year that kind of tells me Oh, during my second year of PhD, I was 
so free. In my second year of PHD, I actually watched more than 200 movies. Thats like a 
movie every 1.5 days. Then there was a very marked decrease when I started my �irst 
postdoc. That was also the time when my wife and I were living apart. I got married in the 
middle of my PhD. I had a very hard time in my �irst postdoc. I was having a hard time with 
physics and that resulted in my having a hard time with movies. Then we went to Canada 
together and watched a lot of movies together. So again, the numbers rise. We watch a lot of 
old movies. Starting from 1930s, all the way.  

Oh! Any hidden gems to recommend? 

There are so many actually. I very much like this movie called Adaptation. It has Meryl 
Streep and Nicolas Cage. It has one of my favorite �ilmmakers, Charlie Kaufaman. Here he is 
the writer. Nicholas Cage plays Charlie Kaufman in the movie. It is uch a crazy story, but it 
has an incredible live tight logic. It’s one of the �lawless movies I have watched and loved 
watching it again. In general, I love watching well-made dramas. I recently watched 
Brokeback Mountain and it completely broke me. I also watch a lot of science �iction. On my 
website I have a list of the top 10 that I really, really loved the others that I could �ind no 
fault in. They have really in�luenced me.

I don't watch TV shows though. Simply because, I feel that a life in research is not 
compatible with the addictiveness of TV shows. You don't want to give that part of your 
brain so much stimulation. Avoiding binge watching becomes very dif�icult and it just eats 
into time and your energies as well.   

But there are so many good ones out there! How can you resist something so well 
written. 
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Yeah, thats a problem for me actually. These days TV shows are so well written. They make 
them so good! I really appreciate what they are doing with the medium there. That is why I 
am actually scared of TV shows. 

It's this giant Pandora’s box! 

They can be disruptive. I fear if I ever start watching them, all these activities that I like 
doing but that take work would be affected. In that sense life is short, it is �inite. And I 
would rather, you know do these things. Thats why I prefer movies. It's just 2 hours and its 
very nice way to wind down. Another reason I love watching movies is because they are a 
window for me to learn about the world. And to learn about so many different kind of 
humans and cultures that otherwise I would not have encountered in life. Somebody called 
movies ‘Empathy Machines.’In that sense, I like movies. They are, to me, like a philosophical 
window in the world. 

Another thing that I do extensively is hiking. Everybody needs to get some physical 
exercise. If I climb anything I am happy! That’s why I look forward to the slope near Janata 
Bazar on my way from the guest house where I live. Haha. I am very lucky to have found a 
partner who happens to like that. Bangalore is also great for that.  

It was very nice talking to you! You gave a very healthy perspective about life in 
physics. It was very reassuring.

I am very glad! I probably painted a very rosy picture because there will be barriers and 
hardships. But try to take all of this as an opportunity and don't lose sight of the thing that 
you ultimately want to do. You will be blindsided by many things. Sorry to say, but that is 
how life is. But you try to �ind a way. Ultimately, don't get into things that your heart is not 
quite in. Because that will make you unhappy for sure. That is the main thing. And the other 
thing is: remember what you really want. It is possible that you still haven't seen what you 
really want. Because at your stage I was also pinballing between condensed matter and 
optics and did not feel sure about them. It took me a while to realise what my �ield is and 
that this is what I have always wanted. I just didn't know it yet. You may not even know it 
yourself because. Your exposure is ultimately limited at this point. So, catch on to things 
and learn as much as you can from whatever you are doing now. Because ultimately what 
you are doing is learning how to learn at this point. Everything that you do, think of it as 
learning how to actually deep learn things. Then, once you have mastered how to do that, 
you can use it to deep learn anything in the �ield you are in.  

And it does work out. 
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Strange-o-little Star
(Inspired by “Bhindeshi Tara” of the band Chandrabindoo)
Sarthak Talukdar

My strange-o-little star, 
In the lonely sky you are! 
Playing hymns of tinkling glass, 
In the garden without a fuss! 
Dusk drips over the hills, 
Echo of your name in the valley fills. 
Misty welcome of the eve, 
Whisper the story of linen leave! 
O the star of nightly god, 
I watch you from abroad, 
Scared eyes in withered sorrow, 
Walking lanes- too dark and narrow. 
kites rise kissing the cloud, 
Fake drunk is very proud! 
Roses close my eyes- so sweet, 
A darling breezy night. 
You are warm as a mother’s touch
Like a Sweater in the Winter rush

My kid-o-little star, 
Why swim you so far! 
Be quite and listen to me-
There is a lot here still to see! 
You are a flower over the peaks, 
Me - a river meeting the sea, 
If you touch me- you will wet your palms, 
I will flow you to new charms. 
And my sleepy eyes with tears-
I'll wipe them away, erase my fears.
O my god of late night, 
Your feet over a height, 
I dream to touch you, hold you near,
But wake up lonely, with frozen tears! 
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আমার শূণ্য েলখা বুক,  
আমার হারােনা যত সুখ, 
তুিম কুিড়েয় িনেয়ছ বেল, 
আিম বৃি� েভজার ছেল- 
েবেরাই বািড়র দরজা েঠেল- 
েফরার যত রা�া ভুেল! 

পেথর �া� ধের 
আিম চেলিছ অবেহেল, 
েতামার মুখিট মেন ধের, 
েতামার �শৰ্ েদেহ ভের, 
আিম েপৗঁেছােবা েসই �াম- 
েযথায় িচিঠিবহীণ খাম। 

পাহাড়ী নদীর পােশ, 
বেস ডাকবাে�র গান ধের, 
ি�য়তমা ডাকেছ মন, 
েঝােড়া বৃি� আনেছ েকান
দিখন �া� ধের- 
আমায় িফিরেয় েনবার ছেল। 

েদিখ েছা� নদীর গাং, 
এল �বল ভের মান, 
আমায় ভািসেয় িনেয় শূেণ্য, 
ঝেড়া হাওয়ার সােথ হেন্য
হেয়, েফলেব িনেয় েকাথায়, 
আমার দাফন হেব েযথায়। 

েকেট েগেছ অেনক রাত, 
শা� বেনর মােঝ শুেয়,  
িফরল আমার েঘার,
তখন লালেচ িসঁদুর েভার, 
েদিখ েতামার েকােল মাথা, 
ঢাকা েসই নকশী কাঁথা।

েভজা রা�ার গান 

Sarthak Talukdar

Inspired by the song
Suzanne by Cohen
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