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Foreword 
BY Jaya Prakash

I trace my family roots to Malabar in modern 
Kerala. Malabar which was once part of the 
Madras Presidency, was brought into the State of 
Kerala when India became independent. Kerala 
of those days had a fairly complicated system of 
what one might refer to as castes. My ancestors 
belonged to the Nair caste. Right until the 
middle of the 20th Century, the social fabric of 
the Nair community in Kerala was substantially 
woven within a tharavad or joint family. Within 
it, the matrilineal system of inheritance was 
prevalent. The head of the household was a 
senior member of the tharavad who acted not 
only as the custodian of the family wealth but 
very often took on the role of educator. He, 
together with other older members of the 
family, imparted religious and cultural values 
to the children of the family. Usually at the 
end of the day and just before lamps were put 
out, the grandfather or the uncle would gather 
children around him and recite stories from the 
Mahabharata, the Ramayana and the Puranas. 
This tradition of oral transmission of stories went 
on for generations, coupled with occasional 
visits to watch performances of Kathakali, 
Ottamthullal, Mohiniyattam, and other dance 
forms as well as to listen to concerts of Carnatic 
music rendered by stalwarts of the day.

It was this environment which my father left in 1940 
to seek a new life in Singapore. 

My mother was born in Malaya. Her father went to 
Malaya in 1920 and was one of the early planters of 
rubber in Perak State. He returned to India in 1929 to 
get married. He brought his wife with him to start a 
new life together in a rubber estate in Kuala Kangsar. 

I was born in Kuala Kangsar but brought up in 
Singapore. In my home, after evening prayers, my 
father regaled me and my siblings with various 
stories from the same Indian epics which his elders 
in Kerala had recounted to him. In the same way, 
when I went to visit my maternal grandparents in 
Kuala Kangsar, my grandfather would gather the 
children around and recite stories either from 
memory or from Malayalam books which he kept 
carefully on a side shelf in the sitting room. 

My memories of early childhood are full of scenes 
of my father and mother sitting comfortably in bed 
or at the sitting area having us children close by and 
telling us one story after another from the Hindu epics. 

Thus the foundation of my interest in Hindu festivals 
was put in place very early in my life. 

When I started to visit India in early adulthood, 
my interest in Hindu temples and in Malayalee 
festivals connected with the Hindu religion began 
to take substantial form. I started to put together the 
various pieces of the jigsaw which comprise Hindu 
philosophy. I read more about Indian festivals and 
how they impacted daily lives. As I read, I yearned to 
visit the various locations mentioned in the folklore 
recited to me in years past. 

This book portrays images from some of the journeys 
which I undertook to understand how the Hindu 
religion is practised around India. The journeys, 
done over five years, gave me an insight not only 
into the social fabric which people like my father 
were born into and brought up in, but also into the 
larger framework of the philosophy and practice of 
Hinduism which united a large population of people 
speaking different languages, eating different food 
and generally living different lives. 

The pages which follow do not give a complete 
picture of Indian festivals or Hindu philosophies. 
However, they give a flavour of the might, majesty 
and reach of a philosophy which pervades India 
and holds its adherents together. India has absorbed 
people of many religious faiths. There is space for 
everyone to practise not just his religion but also, if he 
is a Hindu, to celebrate a festival in accordance with 
his understanding of what that festival is meant to mark. 

I hope that in some way, this book portrays the richness 
of lives as they are lived in India whatever maybe the 
economic or social circumstance of the individual.

Through my explorative journeys, I learnt a lot 
about the religion I was born into and the traditions 
and practices relating to it. Most of all, during each 
trip, the impact of the explosion of colour, texture, 
smell and taste brought spiritual stillness within me.
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Unselfconsciously, devotees 
of all ages and both genders 
perform their morning ablutions 
and private worship in the early 
morning. In their concentration, 
they are unperturbed by the 
presence of others.



This is a sight repeated all over 
the city during Navarathri; on 
completion of their prayers, 
ladies bedeck themselves and 
their companions with kumkum 
as a sign of devotion and joy.
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When the time comes to send 
the effigies on their journey 
down the river, everyone rushes 
to participate in bearing them 
there. Carrying the models on 
the journey is considered a great 
privilege by the devotees.

Hoisted on the shoulders of 
their devotees, these effigies 
in procession draw the 
admiration and awe of crowds 
gathered on the roadsides 
along the way to the river.
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Away from the river, not 
everyone is caught up in 
the frenzy. In quiet nooks 
and corners of Kolkata, 
people follow their usual 
routines unaffected by 
the festivities.
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I was captivated by the old man 
on the left. He sat quietly in his 
shop surrounded by his wares 
- figurines of the many Hindu 
gods and goddesses - waiting 
patiently for the Durga Puja to 
end and his customers to return.



I was amazed by the ability of roadside confectioners, like 
this gentleman, to make the most delicious sweetmeats with 

such basic equipment. I was told that stallholders like him use 
traditional recipes, handed down through the generations, 

and follow them with great attention to detail.
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No matter the season and the excitement, every day goods 
are transported through the city on the sturdy heads of the 
porters. Yet, at the same time, the streets are full of cycles, 

scooters, cars and lorries. The jumble of vehicles and bustle 
of people enliven the atmosphere of the city.
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This is the Brijrama Palace Hotel where I stayed 
while in Varanasi. Sited on the river bank 
atop the Darbanga Ghat, the building was first 
constructed in 1812 for the Chief Minister for 
the state of Nagpur. It was bought by the King of 
Dharbanga in 1915 and he famously installed a lift 
from the Ghat to the second floor of the palace. 
The lift is reputed to have been the first in India.
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The ghats serve both as altars 
and as changing rooms for the 
crowds of pilgrims who visit 
Varanasi. I marvelled at how 
everyone was so focused on his 
or her task that they were not 
disturbed or impacted at all by 
the presence of the others.
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The start of the morning aarti 
along the ghats: these prayers 
in which the devotees express 
their devotion to the holy 
Mother Ganga are attended 
by throngs of worshippers 
despite the early hour.
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In contrast to the serenity that 
pervades the morning prayers, 
the evening aarti is altogether 
more intense. As night falls, 
the rhythmic chanting of the 
prayers, coupled with the 
flames and smoke of the incense 
accompanying the rituals makes 
the prayers ever more awe-
inspiring and magical.
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One of the many devout Hindu residents of Varanasi who earns his 
living catering to the religious needs of the thousands of pilgrims who 

visit the city monthly. The main activities in Varanasi are tourism (mainly 
in the form of religious visitors), weaving of the famous “Benares” 
silk sarees and the cremation of deceased Hindus in the belief that 

immersion of their ashes in the Ganges will cleanse them of sins and 
pave their way to liberation from re-incarnation.
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The narrow alley ways of the 
old town, such as the one 
above, are the thoroughfares 
shared by pedestrians, motor-
cyclists, dogs and cows.
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A few pilgrims and a 
few early birds. In the 
morning calm the river is 
timeless, and I felt that I 
was experiencing the same 
emotions and viewing the 
same vistas as pilgrims who 
had been here hundreds 
of years earlier.
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The city and the river, thronged all 
year by devotees, support thousands 
of gulls whose raucous call and 
wheeling flights above the river add to 
the special atmosphere at Varanasi.
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In the early evening, the pilgrims 
and the tourists take to the water to 
observe the prayers from the river.
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The devotees on the ghat 
are there to participate in 
and receive the blessings 
of the evening aarti which 
is taking place in front of 
them. While most are able 
to pray regardless of all else, 
some are clearly distracted 
by the priests and phalanx of 
photographers and observers 
lower down on the ghats 
who are facing them.
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The Burning Ghats: 
cremations regularly 
occur here as the Hindu 
belief is that immersion of 
one’s ashes in the Ganges 
river at Varanasi will help 
free the soul from the 
cycle of reincarnation.
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This sadhu was a member 
of one of the many religious 
sects who made their way to 
Prayagraj (then Allahabad) to 
celebrate the Kumbh Mela. 
Daily he walked to the river, 
morning and night, to purify 
himself in its waters before 
performing his rituals. This 
photograph captures him on 
his return, having completed 
one such prayer.



71

The crowds of people who 
haunt the river bank each day 
carry out all human activities 
there. Unselfconsciously, they 
bathe, pray, eat, chat with 
their friends and change their 
clothing. In the midst of the 
crowds, many remain solitary.
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These pilgrims perform 
their daily ablutions in the 
river. Each is absorbed in his 
or her task and goes about 
accomplishing it unperturbed 
either by the presence of the 
others or by the detritus of 
earlier prayers that litters the 
river bank.
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This young devotee of Shiva 
had covered himself in 
bhasmam (prayer ash) after 
his morning prayers. Sitting 
outside the tent his group 
of sadhus had erected in an 
area specially set aside by 
the municipal authorities, 
he kindly permitted me to 
photograph him.



79

Inside the tent, a group of naga 
sadhus seen relaxing between 
rituals. Some go naked all year 
round and never cut their hair 
or shave to signify a spiritual 
path and that the vanities of life 
are eschewed.
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Scenes like those above 
and on the facing page 
are repeated over and 
over again throughout the 
Kumbh Mela.
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Many people go with their families for the Kumbh Mela, undeterred 
by having to look after young children in the crowded conditions. I was 
impressed by the canny businessmen who set up fair ground amusement 

equipment to help parents entertain their children.
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Adult pilgrims find entertainment in 
the fair ground in between prayer 
sessions. It looks easy to pop a 
balloon but as I watched I saw that 
few of the customers hit anything 
at all. Their efforts and frustration 
provided great entertainment for the 
crowds of onlookers.
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Visitors take to the river in 
small boats at all times of the 
day. They visit the vistas of 
ancient walls and ruined forts. 
As they float gently along, 
they are pursued by flocks 
of gulls and enchanted by 
the magical way the evening 
lights reflect off the river.
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While at night the fishing boats 
are tied up and silent, pilgrims 
continue to bathe in the river, 
loathe to lose any opportunity 
to gain spiritual blessings.
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Like so many devotees I saw at 
the Kumbh, these three men were 
content to just stand in the water 
and embrace the experience of simply 
being there at such a holy time. 
A simple action but one that 
obviously fed their souls. 
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Prayers and bathing 
completed, the pilgrims need 
food and memorabilia and 
a myriad of itinerant stalls 
provide for their needs.
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These young boys, the sons of the stall owner, 
spent hours trying to entertain themselves as 
their father tried to attract customers. Stalls 
like this selling bangles, bags, toys and other 
fripperies were found all along the river bank. 
Whilst the basis of the Kumbh Mela was 
spiritual, the occasion also presented commercial 
opportunities to many small itinerant businesses. 



This vendor’s serious expression belies the fun and frivolity 
of his wares - toy cars, play cooking sets and glittering 

bangles! For him, occasions like the Kumbh Mela provide 
all opportunity to earn his living for the whole year.
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I caught this paan seller in a quiet 
reflective moment. At other times 
of the day, his stall was crowded 
with customers eager to taste one 
or more of the many varieties of 
his offerings. 
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All along the river, there are devotees wearing 
bright yellow and orange clothing denoting 
their status as sadhus and sannyasis. This set of 
pictures was taken inside the tent of a group 
who follow the teachings of their guru who 
was resplendantly attired in orange turban 
and saffron sweater and kept warm by a bright 
orange blanket. He graciously consented to 
being photographed.
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These pilgrims are engrossed 
in a lecture given by one of 
the many learned gurus who 
conducts classes and prayers 
along the river.





It is often said that the photographer’s journey is a 
lonely one. This might be true in part. When the eye 
works through the lens at an image, there is a meditative 
effect upon the photographer. And when the image 
turns out the way the photographer intended it to be, 
real pleasure results. In my journeys, I was never lonely. 
This was probably because I was so ably assisted by many 
people. Without their help the little adventures I have 
made into various corners of the world would not have 
been anywhere near as enjoyable or fruitful. 

My friend the redoubtable Varun Gupta a photographer 
from India, was instrumental in making the logistical 
arrangements for my visits to the various parts of India 
which I portray in this book. His energy, enthusiasm 
and encouragement gave me the confidence to try out 
new techniques and move towards new frontiers in my 
exploration of photography. 

To assemble the photographs into some order and 
thereafter to select the better ones from among them 
with the eye of a surgeon, I have to thank my daughter 
Roshini who worked with the assistance of our family 
friend Patricia Lee. 

For ensuring that the cameras were all properly serviced 
and spruced up for each occasion and thereafter for 
assisting in coordinating with various parties to make 
sure that all arrangements for the travels went on without 
a hitch, I am ever grateful to my loyal and long suffering 
assistant Dorothy Peters.

My wife Judith accompanied me on the trip to Varanasi. 
With a careful eye, she spotted images which she thought 
were interesting. Some of those are shown in this book. 
She also insisted that we should visit the Vishwanath 
Temple despite the throngs of crowds gathered there for 
worship. She made the right decision, for the visit was 
as spiritually uplifting as it was intellectually stimulating. 
Judith was very patient as I laboured through each and 
every photographic shot in my own time, oftentimes 
shooting at the same images repeatedly to get the ones 
with the best effect. 

Finally, I want to thank Chin Yuanhong. He very ably 
converted the many design ideas which were thrown at 
him, into interesting shape. No opinion was unimportant. 
True professionalism was shown in the manner he dealt 
with an amateur photographer trying to get the best from 
the photographs he took. 

To all these persons, I wish to record my immense gratitude. 

Jaya Prakash is a photographer by avocation. To him 
photography is more than a hobby. It is a way of expressing 
his feelings about the world around him and his aesthetic 
reaction to it. 

On his photographic safaris, Jaya carries sophisticated 
cameras and equipment but, in the end, it is his eye for 
detail and composition that truly make the difference. A 
talented raconteur, Jaya undergoes a personality change 
when he is taking photographs: he becomes focussed, quiet 
and capable of putting in enormous effort to capture what 
he sees in a more permanent form. 

This is the third book of Jaya’s photographs. It is preceded 
by “Seeing Better” published in 2012 and “Seeing Better in 
Ladakh” published in 2015.
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