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Introduction
I had started writing this piece ruminating over the strange shaped buildings that in recent times have come 
up across the world. In sheer numbers they have probably been built the most in this part of the hemisphere 
between Dubai and Shanghai. India falls en-route, so we too have our share of “iconic” buildings in 
every major city, some more iconic than others. The trend setters are no doubt the “starchitects” from 
the western frontiers. They are much sought after by both the private and public builders; since one such 
“iconic” building can drive the economy of the city upwards (at least that was the case earlier, till the global 
recession). However do these twisted, turned buildings - however amazing they may appear - constitute 
“good” architecture? Good architecture as we knew it from the “past”? These therefore become the two 
operative words in this piece - “good” and “past”, words that has been debated time and again by “for” and 
“against” camps that have fought hard to establish their own positions. I would like to take this debate into 
non-architectural settings, into the world of Hindi cinema to be able to see our own professional condition 
from a distance. Why cinema? Well that’s another debate, but cinema, I believe, has similar concerns as 
architecture. The film director has to conceive, build and present a story the same as an architect does, 
except that architecture is worse off than cinema since one is stuck with a bad building till such time when 
it falls down or is demolished. In comparison a film does not intrude upon us in any manner - if we simply 
choose not to see it. Here I would like to quote from an interview by Nasreen Munni Kabir with Javed 
Akhtar, where he talks of the fall in quality of Hindi film music. We can compare Javed Akhtar’s hypothesis 
or analysis to what is happening in the field of architecture today and be able to see the parallels. 

JA: We live in an era of throwaway lighters, we use them and forget them. That’s the fate 
of most things, including music. And that’s why much of the current music doesn’t sustain 
interest for a long time, because it has no staying power. It comes, [clicks his fingers] it 
entertains you - it rarely entertains me - then it vanishes. It doesn’t seep in, because it has 
no time to seep in. The tempo is too fast for that. If the tune doesn’t give enough space to the 
words, if the tune doesn’t allow you to reflect, ‘Oh my God, this is what the song is saying’, it 
won’t stay with you for long. You may tap your feet to the tune, and then you’ll forget it. I’m 
not saying the tunes should be as slow as Saigal’s songs – but you can strike a balance. The 
films we’re making these days offer only limited situations for the song and so these are the 
songs that are being produced. You can’t entirely blame the music directors. If you take quality 
songs like the ones you find in Pyaasa, those songs were only possible in Pyaasa and in no other 
kind of film. I don’t think for a second that the tempo decides the music’s popularity, despite 
popular belief.

NMK: Tell me, what do you think is good about today’s songs that didn’t exist previously?

JA: The standard of recording, the orchestration, the reproduction of music is much better. 
There’s no doubt about it. But I am afraid the same cannot be said about the lyrics. The 
music has become a little to frenetic. This is what I don’t like. I think we should have more 
confidence. We might need some songs with a fast tempo – if the scene requires it – but why 
must every song be so frantic? We should have more variety. Songs are now produced on an 
assembly line. One beat for almost ninety per cent of the songs. I don’t like it. (Pages 131-132)



This “frenetic”/”frantic” pace of life is also the cause of bad quality stuff being offered to us in almost every 
field, especially since “we have no time to stand and stare1” anymore. The producers of such stuff know 
full well that these “products” are not meant to last; their job is to satisfy consumers through their ability to 
providing instant gratification. The experience is akin to lighting a cigarette, which soon goes up in smoke 
and leaves behind the craving for another one. Today, of course, we even throw the lighter away. This then 
is the reason for the importance of “nostalgia” – when the past was better, when “things” and time lasted a 
little longer than today. In the above quote, the reference to Pyaasa brings us to the next quote, especially 
since it happens to be a perfect example of a film that one can be unashamedly nostalgic about. Pyaasa is 
Guru Dutt’s most lyrical films, a film, where in his search for nostalgia he achieves a level of sublimity that 
is not easily surpassed. As Javed Akhtar puts it “creative people are not well-adjusted to their immediate 
environment and that’s why I think they naturally have a sense of nostalgia: they romanticise days to 
come and days gone.” The quality of the songs in Pyaasa (both as lyrics and music compositions) cannot 
be found today, since no one is prepared to make a film of the quality, values or the basic premise of Pyaasa 
anymore. Current film makers probably find films like Pyaasa to be irrelevant. Nostalgia however remains 
important, even more so in today’s world, for many reasons. A poetic interpretation by Javed Akhtar may be 
found in this quote, with which I end this strand of thought.

JA: The ultimate thing that is said about nostalgia is that nostalgia isn’t what it 
used to be! Most poetry or art contains. a sense of loss. If you don’t have a sense 
of loss then why the need to compensate. Psychiatry believes that if you are 
psychologically normal and well-adjusted, you will be a good neighbour, a fine 
husband, a perfect father, a good friend, but you won’t necessarily be a creative 
person. You have to be slightly mad to fantasise and create and often you have 
to fill a void inside you. By and large, creative people are not well-adjusted to 
their immediate environment and that’s why I think they naturally have a sense 
of nostalgia: they romanticise days to come and days gone. Days that do not 
have the power to hurt you, so you can mould them, and make them in fantasy 
whatever you want them to be. In poetry you always have a wonderful future 
and a wonderful past. If you have a wonderful present, perhaps you wouldn’t 
write poetry. [both laugh] (Page 139) 

Note JA is Javed Akhtar and NMK is Nasreen Munni Kabir. Both Quotes from, Talking Films, Conversations on 
Hindi Cinema with Javed Akhtar by Nasreen Munni Kabir, Oxford India Paperbacks 2003
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1  “What is this life if, full of care,
We have no time to stand and stare.
No time to stand beneath the boughs
And stare as long as sheep or cows.
No time to see, when woods we pass,
Where squirrels hide their nuts in grass.
No time to see, in broad daylight,
Streams full of stars, like skies at night.
No time to turn at Beauty’s glance,
And watch her feet, how they can dance.
No time to wait till her mouth can
Enrich that smile her eyes began.
A poor life this if, full of care,
We have no time to stand and stare.” 
“Leisure” is a poem by Welsh poet William Henry Davies, appearing originally in his Songs Of Joy and Others, published in 1911 (source http://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Leisure_%28poem%29)



Nostalgia and Utopia
I have chanced upon a new set of quotes and images since the time I wrote the earlier pages, which in turn 
has prodded me to write these pages. These readings have helped to string together thoughts on nostalgia 
that for years have continued to flit in and out of my head. 

Of late I have also come to realize that nostalgia has probably had a role in shaping the idea of a “utopia” – 
that hypothetical perfect society which is meant to exist in a perfect place. The idea of utopian in turn drives 
us to actually attempt building such a place for a better present or in the least a better future. Of course one 
person’s idea of utopia may not be another’s. The real estate builders bombard us almost every day with 
SMS-es, billboards, advertisements which they hope is a utopia that we would buy into. Many of us of 
course have to choose according to the best price amongst the options available to us. Some of us who may 
have surplus money can look beyond the ticket price and examine more closely the additional “features” that 
the developer presents as a so-called utopia.

My version of a utopia that I have tried to elaborate in these pages is however a different one from the 
ones that can be bought in the real estate market - or for that matter bought at all. This utopia is based upon 
nostalgia, of places that I have lived in and visited in the past, a place that I would like to live in today and 
continue to do so in the future. This is obviously not something that is possible anymore. Possibly because 
such a way of life is not the one that matches the vision of the people who are in a position to decide big and 
important things in our country - people who decide policies and goals and development models for the rest 
of us. I believe, that the fragmented and somewhat schizophrenic “modern” world today, which we have 
created by mute acceptance, has also led to our desire to create personal utopias as physical oases of choice, 
while being surrounded by the outer other world. A world that we may not personally like, care for, or even 
wish to engage with, in any manner. The “gated community” symbolizes this situation in the real estate led 
growth of our cities today. From within its safe and sanitised precincts we get into air-conditioned cars and 
travel to another part of the city or country, to another controlled environment that meets with our approval. 
The journey in between through the unacceptable part of the world is tolerated from within a mobile sealed 
chamber - the motorcar or aircraft.

The problem is that in the past the situation would have probably been the very reverse. Today most parts 
of the urbanized and semi-urbanized bits of this planet are not what one would like to live in, if one had the 
choice, or more importantly money. The built environment that we inhabit has turned progressively worse 
over the years even in living memory. Typical statements overheard such as, “those were the days, when 
summers in Delhi were not so unbearably hot, and skies in Delhi were actually blue round the year” or “we 
could safely eat chaat from any street vendor” is no longer an unqualified statement but the real truth. Our 
childhoods were nicer not just because we had not many responsibilities, but because our habitats were that 
much better to live in than today and for which we have to pay a higher price than in the past. I would like 
to explain the difference with a sequence of quotes where other writers have written about how places and 
times were in the past.

The first passage quoted here is from an autobiographical essay entitled Amar Katha (My Story) by the 
much loved Bengali author Narayan Gangopadhyay, whose children’s stories of the whimsical Tenida and 
his gang of four - Char Murti have a cult following amongst possibly all Bengali reading youth and adults 
alike. Gangopadhyay describes his early days as a small boy in rural Bengal.

“I used to be a very small boy those days, when we stayed in a beautiful place, located in the 
district of Dinajpur. The blue waters of the river Atrai flowed past our house. Big trading 
boats sailed past accompanied by Shimul flowers that appeared like so many red hued oil 
lamps floating down the river. Right in front of our main doorway, two Krishnachura trees in 
bloom covered the ground with a carpet of red and yellow flowers. A little ahead stood a row of 
fragrant Bakul trees, whose sweet scent filled the air.



My days were spent along the banks of the Atrai, amidst shadows of the groves of Bakul trees 
that grew by the side of the river. At night as I lay on my bed, I could see the lights of the Aleya 
burning on and off, by the side of the distant Lake Padma. Grandmother would say that those 
lights were of “headless beings”, who possessed a single, burning, monstrous eye that was 
fixed upon their chest, and with their outstretched arms searched for hapless victims all night. 
I would eventually fall asleep, listening to my grandmother’s fairy tales, all the while staring 
fearfully at the distant lights of the Aleya. Needless to say life was extremely pleasant!”

Translated by Snehanshu Mukherjee from Narayan Gangopadhyay Samagra Kishor Sahitya 
Published by Ananda Publishers 1996 

The idyllic place and life described is not something from ancient times but is something that existed maybe 
some eighty years ago. Such places existed across India as can be seen in the next passage written and 
illustrated by the famous cartoonist Shankar. This piece is from his well known book, Life With Grandfather, 
first published in 1965, which many of my generation have read as a child and those of my daughter’s 
generation continue to read even today.

Life With Grandfather by Shankar first published by Children’s Book Trust 1965



It is also interesting to read the Foreword to the book written by Laksmi N Menon. 

Ms Menon’s foreword however is not 
the sort that one would probably expect 
to see today from a “Minister”, that too 
a “Minister in The Ministry of External 
Affairs”. Today it would probably be 
the “Minister of External Affairs”! Ms 
Menon in 1965 has noted that the stories 
“..rouse vivid memories of a way of life 
fast disappearing.” She also writes that the 
stories recall “..a life in tune with nature, 
with all forms of life” and that is one of 
the critical reasons for the more drastic 
changes in the environment today that 
has finally brought the worries on climate 
change to a global standoff. 

This brings me to the second last quote, 
which is from the Buddhist monk Thich 
Nhat Hanh’s book A Pebble for your 
Pocket, where he describes a village in 
India where the Buddha had lived. Hanh 
has written this passage to explain “Who is 
the Buddha?”

“Some years ago, I visited a village in India called Uruvela. Two thousand six hundred years 
ago, a man named Siddhartha lived near that village. Siddhartha is the man who later became 
known as the Buddha. The village of Uruvela remains very much the same as it was back then. 
There are no big buildings, no supermarkets, no freeways. It is very pleasant. The children 
have not changed either. When Siddhartha lived there, children from that village became his 
friends and brought him food and simple gifts. There is a river that runs near the village. It 
is where Siddhartha used to bathe. A grass called “kusa grass” still grows on the banks of the 
river. It is the same kind of grass that one of the children gave Siddhartha to use as a cushion 
to sit on. I walked across the river and I cut some of the kusa grass and brought it home with 
me. On the other side of the river, there is a forest. That is where Siddhartha sat in meditation 
under a tree called the “Bodhi tree.” It is under that tree that he became the “Buddha.” A 
Buddha is anyone who is awake - who is aware of everything that happens inside and around 
him or her, and who understands and loves deeply. Siddhartha became a fully awakened being 
– a Buddha. He is the Buddha that we have accepted as our teacher.”

If a Buddha “is anyone who is awake –who is aware of everything that happens inside and around him or 
her, and who understands and loves deeply” then to be a perfect Buddha may take a lot of effort. But then it 
is not so difficult if we were to at least “wake up”. Wake up to the mess we have made on this earth and do 
something about finding a valid “way of life” to follow instead of being fooled into adopting a “lifestyle”. 
Here in India there are still a few pockets to be found which has remained “…very much the same as it was 
back then. There are no big buildings, no supermarkets, no freeways. It is very pleasant. The children have 
not changed either.”   
I wish to end this piece with this last quotation which is an introduction to Thich Nhat Hanh from the same 
book A Pebble for your Pocket.  



The introduction states that he “…is a Zen Buddhist monk, a Peacemaker, a poet, a storywriter, 
and a beloved teacher. Born in Vietnam, he became a novice monk at the age of sixteen. He 
is affectionately called Thay (teacher) by his friends and students. Thay came to the United 
States during the Vietnam War in an effort to put an end to the fighting and bring Peace to all 
countries involved. He now lives in Plum Village, a community of monks, nuns, and laypeople 
in the south of France. Each year Thay comes to the United States to give retreats and lectures 
on the practice of mindfulness. Old stone buildings, gardens, orchards, fields of sunflowers, and 
wonderful lotus ponds welcome visitors to Plum Village. People from all over the world come 
to practice mindful walking, eating, sitting, and breathing meditation. During summer retreats, 
Thay devotes the first part of his talks to young people. He also invites children to participate 
in the many enjoyable, mindful activities offered at Plum Village, including pebble meditation, 
music, art, drama, and games. From his deep love of children comes A Pebble for Your Pocket.” 
    

Excerpts from A Pebble for Your Pocket by Thich Nhat Hanh 
Published by Full Circle Publishing with permission from the United Buddhist Church 2001

 
It was significant to note that Thich Nhat Hanh too has chosen to turn away from the real world to build 
and live in his own personal utopia - Plum Village. A place that is designed on the basis of nostalgia with 
“(o)ld stone buildings, gardens, orchards, fields of sunflowers and wonderful lotus ponds (that) welcome 
visitors…”. I hope he has also been able to build a Plum Village in Vietnam. The real challenge however is 
to be able to build a single utopia that is egalitarian and all inclusive - that suits one and all.


