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Asia and African Studies, British Library is pleased to announce a great line-up for the 

June-September in the ‘South Asia Series’; a series of free public talks based around the 

‘Two Centuries of Indian Print’ project and the BL South Asia collection.  We have 

academics and researchers from the UK and abroad sharing original and cutting-edge 

research, with discussion chaired by curators and specialists in the field. Pencil the dates 

in your diary and come along! 

 

Location: Foyle Learning Centre, British Library 

Time: 5.30-7.00pm 

Monday 4th June 2018: 

Amala Shankar: Documenting a Dance Legacy 

Urmimala Sarkar (Jawaharlal Nehru University) 

   

Monday 18th June 2018: 

Poetics of Popular Preaching: Islamic Sermons in Contemporary Bangladesh 

 Max Stille (Max Planck Institute) 

 

Monday 9th July 2018: 

                                           Boundaries of Belonging: Territory in Colonial India 

                                                     Aniket De (Harvard University) 

 

Tuesday 17th July 2018: 

                                       Lineages of the Housing Question in Colonial Delhi, 1920-1940s 

                                                              Anish Vanaik (Jindal Global Law School) 

                         

Monday 30th July 2018:  

                                              Allah/Ishwar: Translating the Qur’an into Bangla 

                                                          Epsita Halder (Jadavpur University) 

                                   

Wednesday 1st August 2018 

                                      A History of P.E.N. in Pre-Independence India  

                                                       Tariq Sheikh (EFLU) 

                               

Monday 20th August 2018 

                                 Dance History and Dancing through History: Manipuri in Colonial India 

                                                             Debanjali Biswas (King’s College) 

Monday 3rd September 2018 

                                  Ram Gopal, Indian Dancer: Histories of Cultural Interweaving 

Ann R. David (Roehampton) 
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Monday 17th September 2018 

             Beyond Temple Paintings: Towards an Alternative History of the Deccani Scroll Paintings 

Anaїs Da Fonseca (Tate Research Centre: Asia) 

 

Monday 24th September 2018 

Visual Representation and Reportage of 19th Century South Asian Earthquakes from Colonial 

Archive 

Debojyoti Das (Bristol University) 
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 Monday, 4th June 2018 

 

Amala Shankar: Documenting a Dance Legacy 

Urmimala Sarkar (Jawaharlal Nehru University)  

 

 
Uday and Amala: a scene from Kalpana (1948) (British Library YD.2010.a.14968) 

Engulfed by the halo of the illustrious husband and the dance maestro Uday Shankar and the 
Sitarist Pandit Ravi Shankar – Amala Shankar’s (b. 1919) capabilities as a dancer and a teacher 
has gone without much academic, analytic or appreciative attention, even though she continues 
to live, breath and dream dance. There is almost no writing on her efforts to rejuvenate Uday 
Shankar’s dance academy, her pedagogic endeavours and the huge number of students - both 
male and female - that she has nurtured over the 50 years that she ran the Uday Shankar India 
Culture Centre. Amala herself never claimed a separate space in the Indian dance history as a 
dancer / choreographer / teacher. The presentation would initiate a much required discussion 
on her legacy and contribution to dance pedagogy on the eve of her centenary year by 
reconstructing her life and work - bringing together archival remains and my personal experience 
of being with her since 1966. Venturing in and out of personal and dance domains, this 
presentation hopes to focus on Amala Shankar’s own view of her art practice, her role as a 
teacher, and her contribution towards developing a pedagogy of Uday Shankar’s dance making 
process.  

 
Urmimala Sarkar Munsi is an Associate Professor at the School of Arts and Aesthetics, Jawaharlal Nehru 
University, in India teaching Dance Studies and Documentations of Living Traditions. She is a dancer / 
Choreographer trained at the Uday Shankar India Culture Centre, Kolkata and continues her work as a 
choreographer. She is the President of World Dance Alliance Asia Pacific. She has co-edited the book, ‘The 
Moving Space: Women in Dance’ along with Aishika Chakraborty. She is currently completing another 
book based on extensive research on Uday and Amala Shankar with research grants from Jawaharlal Nehru 
University and University of Cologne.  
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 Monday, 18th June 2018 

 

Poetics of Popular Preaching: Islamic Sermons in Contemporary Bangladesh 

Max Stille (Max Planck Institute)  

 

Glimpse on a Sermon Gathering in Bangladesh, 2014 (Photo: Max Stille) 

In contemporary Bangladesh, one often encounters gatherings of men in brightly illuminated and 

often festive tents, listening to the religious discourses of Islamic preachers from the early 

evening till late at night. The listeners follow the preacher intensely, often reciting along with the 

preacher, uttering affirmative interjections, or shedding tears. In this talk, I will present some 

aspects of my research on these sermon gatherings. I first provide an introduction on the setting 

and space of the gatherings, and then analyse the textual and performative layers of the sermons 

at some depth. For example, I will explain the importance of the different languages that 

preachers employ to gain religious authority and shape an idiom of their own. I furthermore 

interpret the ways in which the sermons involve the listeners in narratives that offer them 

possibilities to identify themselves with different kinds of inner-narrative heroes. Here, I am 

particularly interested in the link between narration and expectation of salvation, or, more 

abstractly, in the theological consequences of the listeners’ identification with figures in the 

preachers’ narrative. In a last step, I will show how the preachers’ musical competencies add to 

both the multilingualism and the dramatic narrations, and how they can serve to change 

emotional and political meanings subtly yet effectively. 

 

Max Stille earned his PhD in South Asian Studies from Heidelberg University in 2017 with a dissertation 

on Islamic sermons in contemporary Bangladesh that he had done research on from 2012-2016 as part of a 

project on the transcultural dimensions of Islamic sermons. Currently, he is researcher at the Center for the 

History of Emotions at the Max Planck Institute for Human Development in Berlin with a project on 

“Emotional Transitions: Religious and Non-Religious Emotions in North India, ca. 1840-1920.” His 

research interests include contemporary Islam, particularly in South Asia, the history of religion in a 

global context, and narratology. 
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 Monday, 9th July 2018 

 

Boundaries of Belonging: Territorial Demands in Colonial India 

Aniket De (Harvard University) 

 

Harischandra A. Talcherkar, Lord Curzon in Indian Caricature (Bombay 1903) (British Library 10815.dd.19) 

 

How have the people of South Asia conceived of spaces they felt attached to, and how have their 

perceptions grappled with imperial and nationalist practices of border-making? This talk shows 

how political economic shifts, nationalist ideologies and itineraries such as pilgrimages shaped 

popular notions of boundaries in South Asia in an age of empire and nationalism (c. 1880-1950). 

Particularly, I analyse the vast corpus of petitions sent by people from all corners of India to the 

colonial state during Lord Curzon's Partition of Bengal (1905), voicing their opinions on how 

provincial borders in India should be delineated. These invaluable records, stored in the India 

Office Records, directly show us the uneven stakes in territorial border-making and the 

chequered history of national consciousness. I explore how discourses on boundaries became a 

means to express claims over resources and assert a collective regional identity. These complex 

expressions of belonging from the colonized world shed new light on the global history of 

territoriality in the modern world. 

 

Aniket De is a doctoral student in history at Harvard University. He has a BA from Tufts University in 

history and anthropology. His research focuses on the development of the ideas of territorial borders in 

British India over the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, especially in relation to imperial political 

economy, colonial anthropology and nationalist thought.  
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 Tuesday, 17th July 2018 

 

Lineages of the Housing Question in Colonial Delhi, 1920-1940s 

Anish Vanaik (Jindal Global Law School) 

 

The Hindustan Times, 2/5/1933 (British Library Asia, Pacific & Africa SM 27) 

The shift of the Imperial capital to Delhi in 1911 led to a rapid rise in the value of house property 

and rent. In turn, these escalations led to calls for the provision of housing through mechanisms 

that curbed the excesses of the market. Unlike in industrial cities, however, neither from below 

(as a consolidated political constituency that struggled for rights) nor from above (as an 

administrative problem) was the working class placed at the heart of Delhi's housing question. 

This paper tracks the more variegated 'lineages’ of the housing question in caste struggles, 

Gandhian ideals, rent control, state employment and sanitation discourse. 

 

Anish Vanaik teaches history at Jindal Global Law School. He completed his MPhil at JNU and his DPhil 

at University of Oxford. His areas of interest include urban history, and histories of caricature. He is 

currently working on a book based on his doctoral work about property in colonial Delhi. Along with a 

colleague at Purdue University he is also working on a research project on editorial cartoons about the 

Black Lives Matter movement. 
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 Monday, 30th July 2018 

 

Allah/Ishwar: Translating the Qur’an in Bangla 

Epsita Halder (Jadavpur University) 

 

 

Korāṇa Śaripha (1907) by Bhāi Girīśacandra Sena (British Library 14123.h.39) 

When Bhai Girishchandra Sen translated the whole Arabic Qur’an in Bangla prose for the first 

time, between 1881 and 1886, it triggered a stormy debate among the Bengal Muslims on the 

Bangla equivalents for Arabic that Sen, a Brahmo Samaj scholar, used. The translation provoked 

further deliberations in the Muslim community, with various versions of the Bangla Qur’an being 

produced by the Muslim ulama. A reading of such attempts, somewhat underexplored, is vital to 

understand the polemic of Bengal Muslim identity formation since the late nineteenth century. In 

my talk, I will trace a journey of translators of the Qur’an from Girishchandra Sen to Munshi 

Naimuddin to Maulana Muhammad Akram Khan to show how the anxiety over semantic 

transfer of the Islamic sacred text into Sankritized Bangla, structured by the Hindu intelligentsia, 

played out in the diverse and conflicting arena of Christian, Brahmo and Islamic ideologies. 

While the translators’ choice of Bangla, and the validation of the choice came by claiming Bangla 

as the Bengal Muslim's mother tongue, Arabic gradually emerged as the jatiya language with a 

pan-Islamic fervour. In this context, rival reformist claims emerging in the ‘field’ of translation 

made the imagination of a unitary Muslim identity impossible. 

 

Epsita Halder is Assistant Professor in the Department of Comparative Literature, Jadavpur University in 

Kolkata, India. She is the Charles Wallace India Trust Visiting Fellow 2018 at SOAS, University of 

London. In her doctoral thesis, she has explored different formulations of the battle of Karbala to 

understand the identity formation of the Bengal Muslims (from late nineteenth to early twentieth 

centuries). She has also been a recipient of the Charles Wallace India Trust Short Term Fellowship and 

Sarai-CSDS Social Media Fellowship. Site-specific installations to convey historical and ethnographic 

complexities of the present-day Shia community in West Bengal, is her newest project. 



8 
 

 

 Wednesday, 1st August 2018 

 

A History of the P.E.N. in Pre-Independence India 

Tariq Sheikh (EFLU) 

 
Menu for and list of events at a dinner in honour of Hermon Ould, 6 Mar 1946 (designed by Mervyn Peake) (British 

Library Add MS 88962/2/8) 

P.E.N. International, the international organisation of writers established in London in 1921, 

established its branch in India in 1932. The main branch in India, officially considered directly 

under the London branch and officially called ‘PEN India Centre’- was established in Bombay 

under the leadership of the theosophist Sophia Wadia. Another branch, officially designated as 

the PEN India Centre’s ‘Bengal chapter’, was opened in Calcutta with the historian Kalidas Nag 

at the helm of affairs. Letters archived in the Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center of the 

University of Texas at Austin show that the early history of the PEN in India is one riddled with 

conflict between these two branches. Unlike organisations like the Progressive Writers’ 

Association, the PEN in India was aligned to the mainstream nationalist movement, with top 

office bearers of the Indian National Congress like Nehru and Sarojini Naidu playing important 

roles. People who participated in the activities of the PEN in India went on to hold influential 

positions in the post-independence era. This talk will present a short history of the early days of 

this important yet forgotten organisation. This work is supported by JSPS KAKENHI Grant 

Number 16K02607. 

Tariq Sheikh is Assistant Professor of Japanese Studies at the English and Foreign Languages University, 

Hyderabad, India. He studied Japanese Studies at the Jawaharlal Nehru University and the University of 

Delhi. He has been a Mombukagakusho scholar at Osaka University and Japan Foundation fellow at 

Waseda University, Tokyo. His primary field of interest is the literary history of early modern Japan, 

focusing on rural literature and the works of Suzuki Bokushi. He has presented his research at the AAS in 

Asia Conference, at the International Convention of Asia Scholars, at the conference of the Association for 

Modern Japanese Literature and other conferences. He has contributed as a researcher in the JSPS Grants-

in-Aid for Scientific Research (Kakenhi) project on “The Interrelation of The International P.E.N. and 

World Literary History -- Japan-China-India Diplomacy and History of the British Commonwealth and 

Europe” 
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 Monday, 20th August 2018 

 

Dance History and Dancing Through History: Manipuri in Colonial India 

Debanjali Biswas (King’s College) 

 

 
Manipuri dancers at the pageant in honour of the Prince of Wales on the Maidan, Calcutta, 27 Dec 1921 (Photo: 

Pindi Lall) [British Library Photo 10/1(103)] 

Upon examining a series of films now made available by the British Film Institute on Prince of 

Wales’ tour to India (1921-1922), we come to a moment when the camera focuses on Edward VIII 

and his audience witnessing multiple dancers perform Manipuri in Calcutta- an art which was 

then in its nascence outside the kingdom of Manipur. In the 1920s dances of Manipur—a form 

that was deemed worthy of being part of state pageantry—had also steadily garnered social and 

cultural currency in Bengal. They were introduced in Viswa Bharati University through 

practitioners from Tripura by polymath Rabindranath Tagore when he came across performances 

in Sylhet. At the same time, it emerged from Arras that members of the Manipur Labour Corps 

were dancing to keep the retinue entertained during World War I. By 1947, Manipuri had the 

rare distinction of being the subject of India’s first trilingual film produced from Bombay and to 

be performed in British Officers’ Mess in Imphal at the time of World War II. Drawing on 

photographs available within personal collections of Gourlay, Haig and Knapik in conjunction 

with films of Woods-Taylor and ethnographic research in Manipur, this talk explores possibilities 

of constructing a history of Manipuri dance through material archives. 

Debanjali Biswas is a Doctoral Candidate in Performance Studies and Cultural Anthropology at King’s 

College London. Her research, ‘Performance and Violence in Everyday Life in Manipur’ is an ethnography 

on Meitei performance practices and contemporary Manipur. 
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 Monday, 3rd September 2018 

 

Ram Gopal, Indian Dancer: Histories of Cultural Interweaving 

Ann R. David (Roehampton) 

 

 
Ram Gopal, famous Indian dancer, posing as Siva. Photographer: Jepson, Stanley [British Library Photo 792(2481)] 

 

This talk expounds the significant role Indian dancer Ram Gopal (1912-2003) played in bringing 

Indian dance to international audiences from the 1930s to the late 1960s. Using interviews with 

Gopal’s remaining family, his costume-makers, close friends, dance partners, coupled with 

detailed archival evidence from programmes and other written documentation in the British 

Library collections it focuses on the early international tours that saw sell-out performances in the 

USA in 1938 and in London in 1939, as well as his stay in India during World War II. It 

investigates the sumptuous imagery produced of him by well-known society photographers, for 

example, Cecil Beaton and Carl Van Vechten, and artists Feliks Topolski, Milein Cosman and Kay 

Ambrose, as well as the photos in the British Library collections by Stanley Jepson. The talk 

discusses the lineage from which he came and the legacy he left, and addresses how the dancing 

body may be laden with colonialist, nationalist and orientalist discourses. 

 

Ann R. David, Professor in Dance and Cultural Engagement at the Roehampton University, specializes in 

dance anthropology and South Asian classical and popular dance. She has given public talks at the 

National Portrait Gallery and the V & A Museum, London on the Indian dancer Ram Gopal and is 

publishing a forthcoming book on his life and work. Ann is Head of the Dance Department at Roehampton, 

and is passionate about the need for the arts in education, working closely with policy-makers in the arts 

and on the board of several arts organizations. 
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 Monday, 17th September 2018 

 

Beyond Temple Paintings: Towards an Alternative History of the Deccani Scroll 

Paintings 

Anaїs Da Fonseca (Tate Research Centre: Asia) 

 
Shah Jahan and his four sons, Deccan, c.1680-1700 (after a Mughal original) (British Library IOR/Johnson 

25, 2) 

 

In the southern Indian state of Telangana, itinerant storytellers narrate genealogies of local castes 

using scroll paintings on cloth as a visual aid to their performance. The oldest scroll dates 1625 

and belongs to the collection of Jagdish Mittal in Hyderabad. This talk challenges the linear view 

that the Telangana scroll painting tradition - also known as Deccani scroll painting - originates in 

the courtly arts of the 16th century. South India. Instead, it proposes an alternative methodology 

to understand the history of these paintings in looking at much less documented folk art forms 

that developed at the same time in the region. Based on examples of scrolls from the British 

Museum and Mittal’s collections, ranging from 1625 to the nineteenth century, this talk first re-

examines comparisons previously made in the literature, between the 1625 scroll and the 

‘classical’ 16th century paintings at Lepakshi. In complement, the second part introduces folk art 

forms that might have equally informed the development of the Deccani scroll painting tradition, 

such as Kalamkari hangings from Andhra Pradesh, leather puppets from Maharashtra, Andhra 

Pradesh and Karnataka, Paithan paintings from Maharashtra, and Phad paintings from 

Rajasthan. 

 

Anaïs Da Fonseca is currently an Adjunct Researcher at Tate Research Centre: Asia, working on a project 

that questions the role of vernacular practices in modern and contemporary art from India. She is currently 

working towards a publication on the Weavers Service Centre in India along with an exhibition on the 

artist Prabakher Barwe and his years at the Centre. 
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 Monday, 24th September 2018 

 

Visual Representation and Reportage of 19th Century South Asian Earthquakes from 

Colonial Archive 

Debojyoti Das (Bristol University) 

 
Preliminary Report of the Assam Earthquake 15th August, 1950 (British Library IOR/ V/ 20/209) 

In nineteenth century India, British colonial officials and geologists created a legacy of private 

and official archives of major earthquake disasters, including newspaper clippings, geometrical 

measurements and photographs. This talk examines the metaphors, symbolisms and 

representations that photographs carried in the aftermath of a disaster by examining colonial 

photo collections kept in British and Indian archives, while considering the ways that 

photographs were produced, organised and catalogued. It compares photographs from three 

major earthquakes: in Assam, India, 1897 and 1950; Nepal and Bihar, India, 1934; Kangra 1905; 

and Quetta, Balochistan (now Pakistan), 1935. Ethnographic examination of earthquakes through 

the study of photographs as an archival source makes one aware of the nuances in representation 

that are often missed by written texts. Visual archives can produce a long term register of the 

disaster event that can be of novel value for anthropological investigation of earthquakes and 

their long term impact on society and public policy on disaster risk reduction. Drawing on 

research from the AHRC-funded project 'Broken Ground: Earthquakes, colonialism and 

nationalism in South Asia, c.1900-1960', this talk shows that photographs were crucial to 

substantiate colonial state and Indian nationalist (Indian National Congress) political appeal for 

relief and reconstruction in the colony. 

Debojyoti Das, Birkbeck, is an anthropologist of South Asia focussing on the borderlands of eastern India 

and the Indian Ocean. He has earlier worked in Sussex and Yale University. His research interests are in 

trans-disciplinary work which feeds into the use of different qualitative methods and tools for research. 

For further info, please contact Dr. Priyanka Basu at Priyanka.Basu@bl.uk.  No booking or 

payment required. Please come along! 

mailto:Priyanka.Basu@bl.uk

