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ou have been through a lot in 
your life. What are the big-
gest lessons you have learnt?
If  there is anything I have 
learnt in this life, it’s that in a 
quest to attain a desired goal, 
one needs to totally commit and 
surrender to the cause they be-

lieve in. Only then does one get better. 
Music has given me this reward in 
infinity.

If  given a chance to relive your life, 
would you like to do anything 
differently?
We get very few opportunities to choose 
the course of  our life. Life constantly chal-
lenges you. It tests your courage. Simulta-
neously, destiny gives you the passion and 
skill to resurrect like a phoenix. If  I had 
the chance to relive my life all over again, 
I would be extremely fortunate if  I could 
change some of  the things. I have been 
fortunate to have so many loved ones – 
which I’m extremely grateful for. But in a 
s h o r t  s p a n  o f  t i m e,  t h e y  we re 
taken away from me, which was heart-
breaking. No one would prefer such bad 
episodes...
 
You have gone on record to say that 
music is your home, which is why ma-
terial pleasures don’t affect you...
Music is not just my home, it is also my 
soul, my universe. It has given me the 
chance to live life on my terms – some-
thing I am eternally grateful for. Music 
has always been there with me – when I 
was surrounded by loved ones and when I 
was alone. It kept me alive. It has loved me 
and taken care of  me like a mother takes 
care of  her child and will continue to be 
at my side till the very end. People recog-
nise me for my music, and the world will 
remember me for my music.
 
How did you lift yourself  from all the 
tragedies you encountered in life?
When life was harsh, music was my sav-
iour. I have always searched for my ‘loved 
ones’ through music and I have found them 
only through music. When I needed to com-
municate with my loved ones, be it my 
mother, my guruji, my Kannamama and 
my wife Neetu, it was only through music. 
I have also reached them through music.

Many people expected you to carry 
Pandit Kumar Gandharva’s legacy for-
ward. However, you created a legacy of  
your own. Was this a conscious 
decision?
People believe that I’ve carried Kumarji’s 
legacy forward. They are absolutely right.  

People also understand that I’ve created 
my own path and legacy. They are abso-
lutely right again. I believe that both these 
styles have merged into one, but you can 
also argue that they are two separate 
styles and you are not wrong either. My 
father gave me everything and he wanted 
me to improve on what he had given me in 
my own way. He was a great guru for me. 
When I was under his tutelage, he guided 
me to have clarity and this also enabled me 
to experiment with my own style. Interest-
ingly, this change in my style happened 
from ‘within’ and I can’t explain whether 
I consciously made that change. When I 
learnt something new from my gurus or 
from books, then it was science. And when 
I performed, it became art. The merger of  
science and art happened from within. It 
is something I again cannot explain.  

People think it’s a miracle, but I believe 
that if  you put your mind, heart and soul 
into something you love, then you are re-
warded. I thank Mother Saraswati for rul-
ing all four divisions – para, pashyanti, 
madhyama and vaikhari – of  my tongue.

What do you feel about the young sing-
ers of  today?
They need to  l isten a  lot  more 
and stay away from the ‘chaotic’ music, 
that’s so popular today. The students are 
talented, but need to work hard and con-
tinue as students of  music, if  they do wish 
to succeed. It’s a prerequisite that to be a 
good musician, one needs to be a good lis-
tener. Music is to be learnt by enjoying the 
process internally.

Who do you see carrying your legacy 
forward?
In fact, this is a problem… I haven’t found 
a good disciple yet. Wherever I have trav-
elled to various parts of  India, I conduct 
swarshastra and swarsadhan workshops 
to identify potential. I interact with chil-
dren, youth and the aged and observe 
them. All of  them are talented. But I’m yet 
to meet that special student who is willing 
to learn at all times. Unfortunately, they 
want quick fame. This aspiration hampers 
their learning. I haven’t found a student 
who wants to learn because s/he loves mu-
sic and wants to stay devoted to it for the 
rest of  his/her life. 

But I have not lost hope. Aur dhundne 
se toh bhagwan bhi mil jaata hai [on 
searching hard, one can even find God] 
That’s why I dream of  starting a Vidyarthi 
Sankul (music school) and my Gandhar-
vasabha is helping me in fulfilling this 
dream.
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On his 60th birthday, Pandit Mukul Shivputra 
spoke to Jayadev Calamur about lessons learnt, 
the future of Hindustani classical music, the search 
for a student to carry on his legacy and his father,  

Pandit Kumar Gandharva. Excerpts...
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I 
design houses in a way others like it, because 
I have to make a living. But in my art, I am a 
free man. And so, I don’t want to sell my art 
because I don’t need to.” the late architect and 
builder Jehangir Vazifdar would tell son Phi-
roze, who recently unveiled, Jehangir Vas-

ifdar: Artist and Visionary, a book and art ex-
hibition on his father’s modern art paintings 
at the Taj Art Gallery, a space Jehangir held the 
first of  many exhibitions 50 years ago in 1966. 
“I want to wake people up to my father’s art. 
He deserves the recognition he 
didn’t get just because he 
refused to sell his paint-
ings,” says Phiroze.

Though unknown as an art-
ist despite a legacy of  10,000 
paintings, with one of  them 
finding space alongside MF Hu-
sain and Krishen Khanna at the 
Abby Grey and Indian Modern-
ism, NYU’s art exhibition last 
year, Jehangir was quite the vi-
sionary as an architect and 
builder. He gave Mumbai the 
iconic Breach Candy Apart-
ments, Sorrento, Eden Hall, 
Amalfi and Washington House, 
and set up the Vazifdar College of  
Building Industries (VCBI). “He 
was first to erect buildings at Cuffe 
Parade in the 60s, when no one was 
willing to build on reclaimed land,” 
says Phiroze. Also commemorating 
his love for equestrian races is the annual JP 
Vazifdar Trophy by the Royal Western India Turf  
Club (RWITC).

But on browsing through Jehangir Vasifdar...
it’s hard to miss the pattern, the method he ap-
plied to his life and art. Such as the innumer-
able art-related ‘theories’ he came up with to 
help the viewer intepret his art and changing 
painting styles. 

‘Colour Dictionary’ assigned a meaning to 
each colour and their combinations to make 
the canvas ‘readable’. So, white was ‘death’, 
grey was ‘heaven’, and yellowish-green was 
‘sickness’. ‘Alphabet Theory’ was what he saw 
as a logical approach to teaching the English 
alphabet. Instead of  A, he listed I as the first 
alphabet so that the child first learnt straight 
lines, then curves, C, and finally a straight-
curved combination, B. His black-and-white 
‘Ultimate Drawing’ was an attempt to create 
forms non-existent in nature. ‘Overlap Art’ 
involved sketching on glossies, and ‘Futuris-
tic Art’ was conjoined, Picasso-ish faces. It’s 
almost as if  his paintings got younger, as he 

got older. “My father never painted to please 
the eye. He would say, ‘Paint to make the 
viewer use his mind’,” says Phiroze, who re-
calls his father being a disciplinarian even 
with daily engagements. 

Jehangir would leave work at 3.45pm sharp, 
then visit art galleries, and finally stop at the Taj 
for half  a peg of  gin, bowl of  wafers and gram. 
But not before gauging the previous day’s pur-
chase from the Taj florist. “According to 

father, higher sale of  flowers 
meant higher chances of  his flats 
getting sold,” says Phiroze. Even 
granddaughter Michelle Poonawa-
la, director at Intervalue Poona-
walla Ltd., recalls a routine to 
their interactions. “On coming 
home from school, I’d find him 
drawing on magazines with a black felt-tip pen. 
He’d then arrange his sketches up on the sofa 
and ask me which one I liked best.”

But the ‘fake-proof ’ technique, the name be-
cause it’s impossible to copy,  was Jehangir’s 
most loved technique. After completing a por-
trait, the canvas is given a uniform grey surface. 
Then, thick diagonal strokes of  the canvas are 
carved out using a foot ruler; the end result – a 
2D portrait in thick oils! “Imagine knowing ex-
actly where to carve and stop. He’s only told Mi-
chelle, my daughter, the secret to this technique,” 
says Phiroze. And Poonawala confesses, “I last 
practised this technique in 2005. But, after this 
exhibition, I’m motivated to try it out again.” 
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Late architect and builder Jehangir Vazifdar devised methods for 
everything, from living his life to painting, learns Ornella D’Souza
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A method for every medium
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Son Phiroze with two canvases reflecting his father’s 
diverse painting styles; (inset) Jehangir Vazifdar

I
t’s just two days to the inaugura-
tion of  Everlasting Flame, the 
two-month-long exhibition on 
Parsi culture and history organ-
ised by Parzor Foundation, of  
which Shernaz Cama is director, 

and preparations are at fever pitch. 
But Cama is remarkably fo-

cussed as we sit at the dining table, 
discussing everything from Zoro-
aster, the founder of  the Parsi faith, 
and his influence on the Romantic 
poets, to Din-i-Illahi, the new reli-
gion formulated by Mughal em-
peror Akbar as a result of  his inter-
actions with Parsi spiritual leader 
Dastur Meherjirana. Also up for 
discussion are photographer Sooni 
Taraporewala, symbolism of  flow-
ers in Parsi embroidery and the 
trade and cultural interactions be-
tween Persia, India and China over 
the ages which left traces on every 
aspect of  Parsi lifestyle. Cama 
speaks animatedly and is enthusi-
astic about sharing information.

In many ways, Everlasting 
Flame is the culmination of  Ca-
ma’s life work – her efforts to exca-
vate and preserve the cultural her-
itage of  the Parsi-Zoroastrian 
community in India, which is dy-
ing out almost as fast as its num-
bers are shrinking. Over the years, 
Parzor, founded by Cama amongst 
others in 1999, now supported by 
UNESCO, has notched notable suc-
cesses. It has succeeded in reviving 
interest in the craft of  the Parsi 
Gara embroidery to a range of  new 
practitioners among the tribal 
women of  Gujarat. It has finished 
a major restoration of  the Me-
herjirana library in Navsari which 
has, among other artefacts associ-
ated with Parsi history, a 16th cen-
tury sanad or charter with Akbar’s 
seal on it given to the Dastur Me-
herjirana. “That will be part of  the 
exhibition,” says Cama excitedly.

Since past two years, Parzor has 
been running a programme called 

Return to Roots, in which young-
sters are taken to Yazd in Iran, one 
of  the main centres of  the Zoroas-
trian religion, so that they can 
learn about their heritage. Anoth-
er Parzor programme called Jiyo 
Parsi, which ran a campaign two 
years ago asking Parsis to have 
more children, however, ran into 
controversy with people accusing 
community elders of  being regres-
sive. Cama is unrepentant. ‘This is 
a community which has just one 
child aged 10 years or less between 
eight families,” she says, adding 
that she was very happy to have 

received a card from a woman who 
had despaired of  ever having a 
child, informing her of  the first 
birthday of  her daughter.

“Thanks to Parzor, we’ve suc-
ceeded in building a connection 
with Iran,” says Cama, disclosing 
that the Islamic country with 
which India has not had very easy 
diplomatic relations of  late will be 
sending 27 items – many deemed 
as national treasures. “Among 
them is the world’s largest free-
standing Achemenid statue. It’s 
from the year 536 BC and has the 
names of  all 23 countries written 

along the fold of  his gown in cunei-
form.” There are other artefacts, 
less old, less precious, that Cama 
is equally proud of, among them 
cupboards, music boxes, paint-
ings, photographs, pan daans, and 
a model of  HMS Trincomalee, a 
legendary frigate built by the Wa-
dia shipbuilders in Mumbai. Many 
of  the artefacts come from Cama’s 
own collection, including her wed-
ding sari.

Taking up three of  the largest 
cultural institutions in the capital 
– the National Museum, the Na-
tional Gallery of  Modern Art and 

the Indira Gandhi National Centre 
for the Arts, with talks and events 
spilling over into other places such 
as the India International Centre 
– and supported by three central 
ministries and several private or-
ganisations, Everlasting Flame is 
probably the largest and most am-
bitious exhibition in recent times. 
“We have enough to put up five 
more exhibitions,” Cama sighs. 
And she’s hoping, after the exhibi-
tion’s done, to begin thinking of  a 
museum to Parsi culture some-
where in Gujarat.
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Shernaz Cama at the Everlasting Flame exhibition by the Parzor foundation


