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aghuRaiisoneofIndia’s
mostaccomplished
photographers, commended
bynolessapersonthanthe
legendary French
photographer Henri Cartier-Bresson. His
collection of photographs of His Holiness
the Dalai Lama since their first encounter
in1975isapriceless pictorial record of the
lifeand times of the Tibetan spiritual
leader. The photographs are in black-and-
white and somehow appear much more
arresting than colour images would have
been. They capture the many moodsofan
extraordinary human being, sometimes
revelling in child-like laughter, sometimes
deepin meditative reflection. There are
imagesthat convey hisempathy with
those afflicted with pain and suffering
while others reveal the deep reverence and
respect he inspiresamong his devotees.

The pictures tell their powerful tale
without need for commentary. Itis good
that the captions are brief, only locating
place and time. The photographs are
interspersed with a few moving
reminiscences recorded by Rai of his
several encounters with the Dalai Lama
over the years and the profound impact
these have had on his own life and
thinking. Rai’s sentiments are deeply felt
and rendered in simple words of
unabashed admiration and respect fora
special friend whoisalso asage.

There are several photographs ofthe
Dalai Lama’s visits to different places of
religious worship in Delhiin 2009 to pray
forthe welfare of Indiaand her people. The
event marked 50 yearssince hisexileto
Indiain 1959 from his beloved homeland
under Chinese occupation. It was part of
several events organised by the Tibetan
community tothankIndia for providing
sheltertotheleaderof Tibetand
several thousand Tibetan
refugees.Thad the privilege of
beinginvited by His Holiness to
join him onthisspecial and
memorablejourneyalongwitha
number of other well-known
personalities. We accompanied
himtoaHindutemple, aSikh
gurdwara, a Christian church,a
Jewish synagogue, a Muslim
masjid and aJJain temple where
wejoined himin prayerandI
thought of the powerful message
hewasdelivering, remindingus
of our common humanity
though adheringtodifferent
faithsand creeds. Rai’s pictures
capture the mood of this
extraordinaryjourney, festive
and solemn in equal measure.

My personal favourites are a photo on
page 54, where the Dalai Lama is sitting
onthe floor fixing abroken TV and by
contrast, the two-page image on pages
60-61, showing him deep in meditation.
Another arresting photograph on pages

The

42-43,isof an assembly of lamasin
Ladakh, soaked to the skin in pelting rain
but listening with deep reverence to the
Dalai Lama preaching. On alighter note,
itishard not to smile seeing photographs
of him sharing alaugh with Archbishop
Desmond Tutu of South Africa, along-
time friend, on pages 188-89. And finally,
the very last photograph in the book,
which captures the Dalai Lama blowing
outcandleson acake to celebrate his
80th birthday.

Thebook has avery readable
introduction by Jane Perkins titled

A GOD IN EXILE: THE FOURTEENTH DALAI LAMA
Author: Raghu Rai & Jane Perkins
Publisher: Roli Books

Pages: 192 Price: 32,995

“Early Years Inside Tibet and The
Escape”, which is abiography ofthe
Dalai Lama from his early childhood to
his escape into exile in Indiain1959. Jane
Perkinsis an author and journalist who
hasbeen based mostly in Dharamsala.
Her write-up isaccompanied by some
rare photographs ofthe Dalai Lamaasa
young child with his family members, of
his discovery as the 14th incarnation by a
search party from Lhasaand hislifeasa
monastic studentin Lhasa. There are
also photographs of the Dalai Lama with
Chinese officials in Lhasa after their
occupation of Tibet in 1950 and of his
escape toIndia through the forbidding
Tibetan countryside. These add value to
thebook.

Thisintroductory section concludes
with a picture of Jawaharlal Nehru with a
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young Dalai Lama at Teen Murti House in
1964 just before Nehru died. Itis
accompanied by the text of aletter by
Nehru addressed to a Gopal Singh who,
from the context, appears to have
suggested that India take up the Tibetan
cause at the United Nations. Nehru’s
words encapsulate the tragedy of Tibet
and the sense of helplessness he may have
felt after the defeat of Indian forcesin the
1962 border war with China triggered by
theeventsin Tibet:

“We are not indifferent to what has
happened in Tibet. But we are unable to
doanythingeffective about it.”

That about sums it up. Even today.

The reviewer is former foreign secretary
and currently a senior fellow at the
Centrefor Policy Research
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MYTHICMANTRA

ARUNDHUTI DASGUPTA

Myths about
gender

L ast week, the five-judge Supreme Court

bench unanimously overturned Section

377 of the Indian Penal Code to decrim-
inalise sexual relations between consenting
adults of the same sex. The spectacular 495-
page verdict drew from a wide range of philo-
sophical and literary texts to explain its deci-
sion and to interpret the issue of gender beyond
the male-female binary.

Identity and sexual preference are a function
of dignity and liberty, the judgement implied.
One has the right to choose and it is only when
the individual’s choice is respected that we can
emerge as a truly equal nation. This may seem
like a remarkably bold assertion in today’s con-
text, but it is quite an ancient premise.

In the Mahabharata, Bhishma tells
Yudhisthira a story about a king who transformed
into a woman and chose to remain one when he
had the choice to return to his old form. King
Bhangaswana knew life as both man and woman
but preferred to retain his female identity
because, he said, “In acts of congress, the pleas-
ure that women enjoy is always much greater
than what is enjoyed by men....”

Bhangaswana was tricked into becoming a
woman when he incurred the wrath of the king
of gods, Indra. For a bit of backstory, the king
was childless and had sought out Indra’s rival
Agni for respite, and was subsequently blessed
with a hundred sons. But Indra was seething
and one day, he lured Bhangaswana during a
hunting expedition into the deceptively calm
waters of a magical lake. The king stepped out
of the waters as a woman and, after dramatic
encounters with former wives, children and
courtiers, exiled herself. She found shelter in an
ashram where she began life anew, with an asce-
tic as partner, and bore him another 100 sons.
But Indra continued to inflict pain on the for-
mer king until she finally invoked his name in
her prayers. Happy to have a new devotee, Indra
offered to restore her identity as a male. Much
to Indra’s surprise, she refused.

GENDER BENDER: In the Mahabharata,
Bhishma (left) refused to fight Shikhandi

A similar story is commonly told in Gujarat
about Bahuchara Mata, a goddess worshipped
by eunuchs. Bahuchara was married to a prince
who refused to spend a night with her. Instead,
he would mount his horse and trot off into the
jungle every night. One night, Bahuchara fol-
lowed her husband only to discover that the
prince would don women’s clothes and spend
the night frolicking in the forest. When con-
fronted, the prince begged her forgiveness. He
was not interested in women, he said, but his
parents had forced him into marriage to father
children. Bahuchara forgave him but on con-
dition that he and those like him would wor-
ship her as their goddess.

Mythology and folklore certainly examined
the issues around gender with a boldness that
seems way ahead of its times. But to read the old
tales to seek sanction or validation of sexual
behaviour, as many have done to justify their
opposition to the recent judgement, is futile.

In the epics, too, gender plays an important
role. In the Mahabharata, when Arjuna opts to
spend his year in exile as a transgender, he is sig-
nalling the diversity of human identity. Similarly,
Amba reborn as Shikhandi indicates acceptance
of the third gender even among the elite of the
time. And when Bhishma refuses to fight
Shikhandi, he stands up for the then prevalent
male-centric moral code of behaviour.
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