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360-DEGREE VIEW

of a Changing City

Madras Then Chennai Now is a brilliant visual tribute, despite a few notable omissions, to a city’s past and
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adras Then Chen-
nai Now is a ool]pc-
tion of outstanding

photographs, drawings and
paintings of varying hues and
styles. It has several breath-
taking aerial views of the city
and its surrounds, especially
of the past, as well as many
terrific terrestrial shots of
scenes and personalities,
both predictable and idio-
syncratic.

Neatly divided into two
sections—as I guess Roli
Books’ other coffee-table
books titled Then and Now
are—it has been written by
two authors, Nanditha Krish-
na focusing on Madras and
Tishani Doshi sharing her in-
sights into Chennai with us,
with photo researcher and
editor Pramod Kapoor col-
laborating with both.

Historian-environmental-
ist-culture expert Nanditha
Krishna has Jone a neat job
of condensing the tale of the
city from its origins to the
present into some 15 tightly
knit pages of readable prose.
While I am not competent
to pass judgment on the au-
thenticity of the text, I must
compliment the author for
an affectionate biography
of the city grippingly told. I
have reservations about two
small parts of her otherwise
excellent narrative. She de-
scribes as the Indian Mutiny
of 1857 what many of us have
come to know as the first
war of independence. And
her brief take on Chennai as
against Madras is depress-
ingly negative.
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hani Doshi is somewhat more
gung-ho about the metropo-
lis as it is today. For someone
of non-Tamil descent born in
the city, she seems to love this
admittedly chaotic (though
rather orderly in comparison
with some other cities of In-
dip) state capital, even as she
calls for action to counter the
very urban trends that Nan-
ditha Krishna condemns—
its mindless expansion, its
“mallification” and its gal-

~ loping ugliness. The success

of her writing lies in its non-
elitist perspective, even if it

i Ganesan (except in a group
photo), some of our dedicated
educationists and the cricket
and hockey greats of the past,
are not featured. Nor are
some of the most iconic of our
classical and film musicians.
Pictures of the old Madras
tram service, Carnatic music
cutcheris, nagaswaram-led
temple processions or early
morning groups of bhajana
singers, the Chepauk cricket
ground of yore, Tied Test II,
the old Woodlands drive-in
restaurant and Udipi cafes,
and landmark cinema the-

does betray her educational
background and her chosen
school of artistic training.

The book’s strength as
evidenced by its collection of
images not often seen else-
where, garnered from private
sources, is perhaps also its
shortcoming (if minor), miss-
ing out as it does on a few sub-
jects. One notable omission is
the Chennai music season in
graphic detail.

Among the epoch-making
men and women of Madras,
prominent personalities like
C Rajagopalachari, S Satya-
murti, Subramania Bharati,
Dr S Rangachari, Kalki Krish-
namurthi, Kannadasan, Siva-

atres of the past would have
completed the collection.

To continue the nit-pick-
ing, the editing, proof-read-
ing and pagination could
have been tighter. To give
an example, the photo cap-
tion on page 128 has three
lines ending with initials fol-
lowed by names on the next
lines. Spellings of indigenous
words like Valkai for Vazhkai
and Thirukkalukundram for
Tirukazhukunram jar.

Despite these little glitch-
es, the book is a brilliant vi-
sual tribute to Madras and
Chennai, with some accom-
plished writing to support
the pictures.




