
Wildlife photographer, TNA Perumal, 
and his wife, Sellammal pose with shooting equipment, 

Undated, Unprocessed, TNA Perumal Papers, Archives at NCBS.
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An archive is an aspirational, aseptic space. The temperature is controlled, and the 
conservator hovers anxiously to ward off any hints of organic excess. Yet the silverfishes 
of time do not eat in an orderly fashion. So many tiny tooth marks corrugate these neat-
ly demarcated boxes of science and society. They are left free to feed democratically, 
while we archivists steward histories and try to keep our hedges trimmed. However, en-
tropy dictates that all is levelled unevenly, and maybe, subsequent to the silverfish’s 
merry meal-making, we might be left with new surfaces. Acting in free-association, we 
may thread frayed ends to cloak our endeavour; maybe install new idols in old habitats. 
All is equal on the ink gall and paper plane.

This issue – margin*alia – deals with questions of process and the archivist’s shifting, 
seeking focus. Anjali JR takes us through the rationale behind the inclusion of recipes 
in the collection of Krishnaja A P and how they round out the picture of the scientist’s 
life. Kirti N reflects on her archival practice and physical space parallel to the ar-
chival photographs from T N A Perumal’s body of work and relational spaces. Anjana T 
eloquently juxtaposes ephemera in P K Sukumaran’s collection with contemporary context, 
showing a thread of history that runs along the seams of the collection, parallel to its 
bulk. Sravya D throws in a whimsical challenge to the act of description, as the modern 
archivist seeks to balance competing norms and standards applicable to their work.

The reader is also invited to visit the interactive exhibition space at the Archives at 
NCBS, Undated, Untitled, curated by Dhatri A, Kinjal S and Sindhu N, which highlights 
how the sterile-seeming norm is continually subverted and unworked by the featureless 
past. It shows that there is an act of play and parody with every reductio-ad-description 
that archivists engage in. We can attempt an earnest reconstitution of the past with 
ruthless precision, and arrive at another creation entirely. The fact remains that the 
archivist has to reconcile the binaries of deep sincerity and fundamental unseriousness 
at the act of archiving – it is vitally important work, and yet we are left with incon-
gruous, mere fragments with which to piece together an entire life and its ambit. Words 
like posterity and preservation define a horizon, never to be perfectly reached, even by 
expertise and heart. 

So what is the value of the archive? The silverfish has the answer – the silverfish finds 
immediate sustenance - an ‘immediate permanency’. While the future remains the event 
horizon for the realization of the archives, the archivist and the researcher work in 
the liminal space between now and never, important and trivial to make the archive live 
anew, from day to day. We hold up torches for stories, until tomorrow turns up and crowns 
histories sine qua non. Here is to seeing things with the sugary optimism and 
objectivity of a silverfish!
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Archivist’s Notes

WHAT ARE CLIPPINGS OF FOOD RECIPES 
DOING AT A SCIENCE ARCHIVE?

We don’t see it as a coincidence that our 
first standalone collection from a woman 
scientist entered the archive after the 
team had expanded significantly to include 
more women archivists, some of us with a 
background in and keen understanding of the 
culture of science, feminist theory, wom-
en’s movements and activism. With this we 
were able to leverage the archives’ access 
to networks of researchers working on women 
in science.

Even though we had developed a weighted 
points matrix to help us prioritise which 
sources to accession material from, the 
first standalone collection – 
the Krishnaja AP Papers  – came in nearly 
6 months later. It arrived at the Archives 
through a collaboration with Nandita Ja-
yaraj, a journalist, science communicator 
and author who had been one of the founders 
of The Life of Science, an online platform 
that describes itself as “a multiform diary 
of experiences of womxn and minorities in 
science, collected on lab-hopping journeys 
across India.” Nandita did a series of oral 
history interviews with six scientists who 
were women (and prior contacts of hers), 
nearly all of whom have subsequently do-
nated or expressed an interest in donating 
their papers to the Archives at NCBS. 

My fellow archivist, Deepika S was also 
present in preliminary meetings with all 
of the interviewees and stayed in contact 
with them long after the collaboration with 
Nandita ended. This project convinced us of

the need to have diverse staff and collabo-
rators with varied personal networks, the 
need to build and maintain relationships 
with potential donors, and of the efficacy as 
a strategy of using oral history interviews 
to build these relationships (which in sev-
eral cases led to the acquiring of physical 
collections). 

Archivists actively shape the kinds of 
physical material we receive through our 
interactions with donors and the decisions 
we make about what to collect. When packing 
material of possible archival value at the 
home of Dr Krishnaja AP,  a retired cytoge-
neticist in her 70s, we decided to include 
a folder of unusual material along with 
papers about Krishnaja’s life and career: 
clippings of food recipes from a range of 
women’s magazines.

At first glance, it seemed to say little 
about Krishnaja’s work as a scientist;  
but in conversation with Krishnaja at her 
home in Mumbai, we understood that they 
seemed to matter to Krishnaja and had been 
preserved in the same way and in the same 
location as all of Krishnaja’s other mate-
rial about her career in science.

Subsequently, once Krishnaja’s material 
was transported to the archives and an 
appraisal of the material was carried out, 
we decided to retain the recipes with the 
collection.

Extract from a presentation by archivists, Anjali JR and Deepika S, at a 
conference of the International Council of Archives in San Francisco.

Collection of Recipes, 1979 - 1989,
 MS-028-3-1-4-15, Krishnaja A P Papers, 

Archives at NCBS.
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Some of us were initially concerned that 
retaining them might reinforce stereo-
types about women scientists, consider-
ing this was the Archives’ first standalone 
collection from a woman, and considering 
the accomplishments of women scientists 
are sometimes eclipsed by their domestic 
roles – like in the New York Times obitu-
ary for American rocket scientist, Yvonne 
Brill that originally opened by listing her 
domestic achievements, including making a 
“mean beef stroganoff”.

But Krishnaja’s recipes now form a small 
part of her collection, listed as a sin-
gle folder in Sub-series 1 of Series 3: 
Personal & Hobbies; the first two series 
in the collection being Correspondence and 
Research. The recipes have no equivalent 
in any of the collections at the Archives 
that include papers from male scientists, 
and reveal the gendered nature of domestic 
duties and how when archiving the lives of 
women scientists, there may not be a neat 
line between the personal and profession-
al. 

Archival structures do not remain isolated 
from subjectivity,  they are constructed 
and shaped  by the biases, intent and emo-
tions of the people who pass through it, 
though archives tend to obfuscate or choose 
to not record these subjective interven-
tions that frame the types of material it 
collects, the kinds of access it enables 
and the forms of knowledge it preserves.

If subjectivity is ingrained into archival 
structures, why do mainstream archives shy 
away from recording it? There is much main-
stream archives can learn from feminist and 
queer collectives who, as researcher and 
art archives expert, Mela Dávila-Freire 
points out, “have been remarkably active 
in their endeavours for archival emancipa-
tion, not only building their own archives 
and pointing out historical absences or 
gaps in hegemonic documentary collections,

but also identifying information catego-
ries that mainstream archives have not ex-
plicitly recorded – such as affects, feeling 
or emotions.”  

References and further reading: 

1. Nandita Jayraj’s platform is accessible at 
https://thelifeofscience.com 

2. Mason, Kären & Zanish-Belcher, Tanya. (2007). 
Raising the Archival Consciousness: How Women’s 
Archives Challenge Traditional Approaches to 
Collecting and Use, Or, What’s in a Name? Library 
trends. 56. 10.1353/lib.2008.0003. for a discus-
sion on how participation in oral histories helps 
persuade women about the significance of their role 
in history and the value of their life stories, as 
well as raise the community’s consciousness about 
the value of its history, collaboration between the 
archivist and the narrator in creating an archival 
record; and how this bond may lead to the donation 
of any extant papers.
 
3. For the above-mentioned obituary, see: 
Martin, Douglas. “Yvone Brill, a Pioneering 
Rocket Scientist, Dies at 88.” https://www.nytimes.
com/2013/03/31/science/space/yvonne-brill-rocket-
scientist-dies-at-88.html. For the ensuing 
discussion, see: Sullivan, Margaret. “Gender 
Questions Arise in Obituary of Rocket Scientist and 
Her Beef Stroganoff.” https://archive.nytimes.com/
publiceditor.blogs.nytimes.com/2013/04/01/gender-
questions-arise-in-obituary-of-rocket-scientist-
and-her-beef-stroganoff/.

4. See Dávila-Freire, Mela.  Art Libraries Jour-
nal; Cambridge Vol. 45, Iss. 3,  (Jul 2020): 94-99. 
DOI:10.1017/alj.2020.14. Mela Dávila-Freire writes 
of instances where these subjective nuances in the 
form of archivist’s choices in arrangement and 
classification of records can affect the way records 

are accessed and read. 
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Process Diaries

Kirti N - Archiving Intern

LETTERS, LENSES, AND LEMON TEA

7

When I first joined the Archives at NCBS, 
my set-up was a simple table propped up 
against the wall, a revolving chair and 
three overhead shelves full of archival 
material. The first day I was assigned the 
desk, I remember how cold and empty it 
felt. I looked at the other desks, which 
looked warm and homey with tiny doodles, 
pictures and other knick-knacks. And I 
wondered what mine would look like in a 
month. Almost immediately, I began work-
ing on the collection of T N A Perumal. 
Many people know him as a master wildlife 
photographer, an award-winning conserva-
tionist, and a man whose name graces book 
covers, exhibitions, and national acco-
lades. When I began archiving his papers, 
I expected to find the story of a remark-
able career laid out in awards, projects, 
and published work. What I didn’t expect 
was how quickly the collection began to 
feel like something else entirely.

8

While my colleague, Abishai, worked with 
prints of wild animals and scenic land-
scapes, tiny and large, captured by Pe-
rumal, I worked with the photographer’s 
letters. If my memory serves me correctly, 
the oldest was from 1961, a letter from the 
Chairman of Federation of Indian Photogra-
phy to Perumal describing the process of 
capturing a photo of an Indian Great Horned 
Owl.

 “...two days later when the birds were 
somewhat reassured, a small cardboard box 
was tied to the tripod of sticks to re-
semble a camera. A little while later an 
object which resembled a reflector (Flash) 
was added to the assembly. The birds’ 

behaviour was closely observed with bin-
oculars from some distance from the nest 
site for 3-4 days. When the birds begin 
to alight at the nest, without showing 
signs of fear, then is the time to start 

actual photography.”

Indian Great Horned Owl, 18 January 1982, 
MS-038-1-9-3-25, TNA Perumal Papers, 

Archives at NCBS.

TNA Perumal (center) photographed with Carl 
D’Silva (left), 29 November 2008, 

MS-033-2-3-4-11, Carl D’Silva Papers, 
Archives at NCBS.
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Correspondence, Govind, GR, May 10, 1961, 
MS-038-3-0-8-60, TNA Perumal Papers, 

Archives at NCBS.

10

The “actual photography” seemed to involve a lot of physical, real-world adventure. 
There are many letters from friends and colleagues who wrote to him discussing equipment, 
set-up, and the pain that precludes the perfect shot. For instance, take this letter 
from Ajai regarding the purchase of a Kilfitt reflex Hansing for M Krishnan. Ajai writes:

 “Please use all your skill and experience in bargaining and see if you can try and 
buy that Reflex Hansing for not more than Rs 180. If you fail, then harangue with the 

shopkeeper and try and buy it for not a rupee more than Rs 200.”

Correspondence, Ajai, Undated, 
MS-038-3-0-8-5, TNA Perumal Papers, Archives 

at NCBS.



Correspondence, Werke, R, March 15 1972, 
MS-038-3-0-9-104, TNA Perumal Papers, 

Archives at NCBS.

Or the response to the left from Rollei, 
a German optical instruments manufacturer, 
to a possible query from Perumal regard-
ing how to use the flash units purchased by 
him to achieve minimum flash duration. But 
the ones that caught my attention the most 
were letters that showed a different kind 

of adventure. These were fragmented piec-
es of conversations between Perumal and 
his network of people, not always cleanly 
aligning with his work. But they excited 
me as the material provided scope  for the 
imagination, a staple for an English major 
like me.

Correspondence, Futehally, Z, 6 September 
2000, MS-038-3-0-8-55, TNA Perumal Papers, 

Archives at NCBS.
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Correspondence, Gunathilakaraj, 14 May 1999,
MS-038-3-0-8-62, TNA Perumal Papers, 

Archives at NCBS.
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The more I read these stray letters, the 
more I realised this wasn’t just a record 
of professional milestones but also a tes-
tament to how deeply he was woven into the 
lives around him. While most people he was 
writing to were ornithologists, photo stu-
dios, collaborators, or others he worked 
with, I could sense that their relationship 
went beyond discussion of wild animals and 
photography techniques. And most often the 
correspondence also captured other aspects 
of their reality.

Here is M Y Ghorpade, politician and son 
of the last Raja of Sandur State, congrat-
ulating Perumal on receiving the Lifetime 
Photography Award in 2004, and an email in 
2006 congratulating him on being selected 
for  the E Hanumantha Rao Award.

Correspondence, Ghorpade, MY, 1972 - 2006, 
MS-038-3-0-8-58, TNA Perumal Papers, 

Archives at NCBS.

15 16



However, the first glimpse we get of a young 
Ghorpade is from 1972, where he is franti-
cally writing about missing film rolls.

And in a letter to Perumal from September 
2006, just a month before the awardspeak 
email is Ghorpade speculating about what 
the future of photography might look like, 
afraid of technology-enabled manipulation.

17 18



In the many letters exchanged between 
Gunathilakaraj and Perumal between 1970s 
to 1990s preparing articles on butterflies, 
Gunathilakaraj briefly mentions the 1997 
Coimbatore Riots.

Request from Assistant Conservator of For-
ests MP Belliappa to Perumal to be cautious 
while taking photographs at Kokkare Bellur 
to avoid disturbing the birds.

Correspondence, Belliappa, MP, 14 March 
1978, MS-038-3-0-8-23, TNA Perumal Papers, 

Archives at NCBS.

Correspondence, Gunathilakaraj, 
4 December 1997,MS-038-3-0-8-62, 

TNA Perumal Papers, Archives at NCBS.
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As I continued sorting Perumal’s letters 
through the weeks, brushing aside the cob-
webs of his life, my desk started to become 
cluttered. There were tiny stacks of docu-
ments arranged according to their senders, 
some on the keyboard of my laptop, some 
lounging against the wall, while others 
annoyed me by continuously blocking my view 
of the developing archival catalogue on the 
laptop screen. One day, as my colleague, 
Anjali, and I were sorting through the mess 
of articles and duplicate photo prints, she 
fished out a picture of a pelican in flight 
and offered it to me. At first, it felt out 
of place but it soon became “Dodo: the 
Pelican”, my silent desk guardian. After 
weeks and weeks of arranging and describing 
stuff, the loose sheets finally started to 
disappear into slim archival folders. Soon 
I had on my desk hundreds of them enclosing 
a story – or part of one –  titled, dat-
ed, and described,  herded into four ar-
chival boxes.Peeking from behind the neat 
array of boxes was a stray Post-It note 
stuck to the wall. It read “do not touch”. 
It somehow became my favorite thing. My 
friends often say that I’m like a touch-
me-not plant, setting clear boundaries and 
bristling when people mess with my space. 
So that small, assertive Post-It, left be-
hind, felt just right.

Collection of photographs by TNA Perumal, 
Unprocessed, Archives at NCBS

This whole thing has made me think about 
how we talk about people, and how we remem-
ber them. There are the clear-cut things 
that fit into labels, related to our pro-
fessions, and then there are the in-be-
tweens, the stuff that is messy, forgetta-
ble, heartwarming, and strange. Sometimes 
I wonder what T N A Perumal’s workplace 
might’ve looked like. Would it have been a 
fascinating deskscape? Or is it more likely 
that it was the great outdoors? Sometimes I 
imagine bumping into him somewhere in Ban-
galore, probably in Cubbon Park, laughing 
and chatting with his friends while trying 
to get some good shots of the birds. Or him 
launching into an unsolicited but fasci-
nating lecture, like most old people do, 
about his pet topic of butterflies.
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 Collection of unprocessed potraits most 
likely taken at TNA Perumal’s studio



Towards the end of my internship, Abishai 
and I made a trip to Cooke Town. We were 
scheduled to meet Vivek Muthuramalingam, 
who had worked closely with the material 
and with Perumal. As evening approached, 
we settled down to have a chat with Vivek 
over some lemon tea. He said that he worked 
with Perumal for only a brief period. But 
this experience was a turning point in his 
life, as it helped him realize that his 
passion was photography and not wildlife. 
He spoke with reverence about Perumal and 
his depth of knowledge. That Perumal was 
the kind of a person who would stop every-
one in the middle of a hunt, point to a 
flower and launch into a lecture about how 
important that plant is for the ecosystem 
and how humans would perish if it were to 
disappear from the face of earth. “Touché”, 
I said to myself. Kanike Studio where Vivek 
works is unlike anything else. 

Tiny rooms lead into even tinier rooms, 
like Matryoshka dolls made out of brick and 
metal, each one packed with experiments, 
smells, distillers and old cameras. The 
first thing that hits you is the smell.
And it’s not the friendly smell of coffee 
or incense… it’s chemicals. Sharp, sour, 
stubborn chemicals from the darkroom that 
seem to latch onto your clothes and say, 
“You’re one of us now.” All the founders at 
the studio come from science backgrounds. 
So it makes perfect sense as to why the 
whole place smells more like a rogue lab 
than an art studio. Turn a corner and you’re 
nose-first into Indu’s bottled cities, ex-
periments of smells captured like trapped 
ghosts, each bottle whispering Bangalore’s 
streets, smoke, grass, bakeries. Every-
where you turn, there’s something tugging 
at your senses. 

Amidst all these overwhelming sights and 
smells, what weirdly ended up being my fa-
vourite part was the familiar smell of the 
lemon tea, the sweetness of bakery biscuits 
and the crunchy nippat. Was this stupid? I 
don’t really know. In a studio housing mi-
crobes and chemical ghosts, somehow it was 
snack time that felt the most real. Maybe 
I’m just food-motivated like a labrador, 
but honestly, nothing makes you feel saf-
er in a mad scientist’s lab or an artist’s 
lair than a good biscuit. It’s like wan-
dering through mazes, but with a good desk 
guardian.

Vivek’s corner is a riot of traditional 
printing experiments: cyanotypes, salted 
paper, albumen prints. Krushanu has got 
this whole other thing going with microbes 
and photography, so some of the jars have 
actual living organisms growing inside 
them. It’s the kind of place where you 
half-expect a tiny civilization to wave 
hello from a petri dish. It’s all improvi-
sation. It’s weird and it’s magical and it 
makes you feel like you’re seven years old 
again, wandering into some mysterious un-
cle’s attic where anything could come alive 
at any moment.

The place makes you believe that art isn’t 
made by sitting at a clean desk with a 
clean mind. It’s born in cluttered, messy, 
slightly ridiculous spaces like this. 
Spaces that don’t care if you get a little 
lost, a little dirty, a little crazy.
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 Unprocessed photographs by TNA Perumal 
and Kirti’s desk.



Ephemera
While archivists work towards making sense of the documents that pile 
on their desk, there are often loose sheets, photographs, posters, and 
objects that can sometimes feel random. Here are a few from the many 
that pile up in our “miscellaneous” and “ephemera” folders. Can you 
guess the context for these? 
(Answers in the last page)

QUIZ

1. From a folder of S Harris cartoons collected by a tick researcher 
at University of Agricultural Sciences, Bangalore.

2. A cartoon featured in the psychologist Auguste Forel’s book 
“The social world of the ants: compared with that of man”.

3. A pamphlet collected by a scientist from attending a conference by 
the International Union for Study of Social Insects.

1. Object from a collection of horse images used as reference by Goan sculpture and 
wildlife artist, Carl D’Silva.

2. From the personal collection of ornithologist and writer, Jamal Ara.

3. From a collection of toys maintained by science educator, Arvind Gupta.

IMAGE 1:

IMAGE 2:

I think it’s 23, ACROSS

That’s a different game...

29 30

SCARF -- events, workshops and conferences 
-- Part 3/5, Undated, MS-054-1-2-1-13, 
Sarada Menon Papers, Archives at NCBS.



OUT OF FOCUS
Anjana T - Former intern

Stories from the Archives - Through another lens

As a biology major interested in the histo-
ry of science and medicine, the P K Sukuma-
ran collection piqued my interest. For one, 
he hailed from my hometown. And his re-
search on understanding sickle cell anemia 
was something that we often came across in 
newspaper reports and biology textbooks. 
During the initial processing of the mate-
rial, I had the opportunity to go through 
the various slides that he had prepared, 
with educational material on blood-borne 
familial diseases. I was working on a dif-
ferent archival collection. But the Suku-
maran collection exposed me to several in-
triguing items, as the other archivists 
processed them. 

As someone who had recently been introduced 
to the process of archiving, I had come to 
identify the various decisions that went 
into the process: appraising the material, 
archiving them, creating descriptive sum-
maries, all towards the final output of a 
collection. Throughout the process, there 
are inevitably items on the margins that 
would end up in the archival collection. 
This judgement is usually made keeping in 
mind the history the archive is interested 
in. What’s interesting, however, is the way 
the ambit of the archive can also expand 
depending on the archivists who shape the 
archive. 

The archivist who had processed the P K 
Sukumaran material came across a 1974 pro-
spective plan from the Indian government to 
include abortion in the maternal and child 
health programme. There were no strong ties 
between Sukumaran’s research and sexual and 
reproductive health. So why was it in his 
collection? Upon closer inspection, it was 
a medical newsletter published by Sandoz. 

On the second page was a photograph of Su-
kumaran along with other eminent research-
ers. And below that, a long article on Wa 
panel discussion about genetics and medi-
cine held at The First Annual Conference 
of the Indian Society of Human Genetics, in 
which he was a participant. The archivist 
had attached a note to this page -  ‘to be 
scanned’. 

This made sense since the article was re-
lated to Sukumaran’s work and research and 
the archivist would prioritise it over oth-
er articles. The published catalogue re-
flects this decision. The entry  ‘Medical 
Times, Vol.4, No. 3, March 1974 -- News-
letter clipping, 1974’ in the P K Sukumaran 
Collection only shows you page 6 of the 
newsletter. That may leave some wondering, 
what’s on the other pages?

26

Medical Times, Vol.4, No.3, March 1974 -- Newsletter 
clipping,MS-029-2-0-OS11-67, P K Sukumaran Papers, 

Archives at NCBS.
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Preservation, though a noble mission, is 
urgent and time-consuming. And when there 
are thousands of papers that need to be 
scanned, the archivist needs to prioritise. 
In the process of digitising a newsletter 
for preservation, an archivist may decide 
to scan certain pages of archival rele-
vance and not scan others. But an archivist 
might also hesitate to physically preserve 
only certain pages of a newsletter and dis-
card the rest, because it is likely that 
when something is removed from its original 
state, the context is lost.

These doubts are what led me to go back to 
this newsletter after it was archived. I 
found the physical folder of the newsletter 
at the deep end of the storage room, where 
all the pages were visible. There were week-
ly/monthly quizzes for doctors, more med-
ical news, and of course, many advertise-
ments for pharmaceuticals. I have always 
been interested in understanding medical 
practice around reproductive health in the 
Indian context. And so, the article on page 
1 caught my eye - a detailed multi-part 
report on a conference on endocrinology, 
which included the then-current advance-
ments in hormonal birth control methods.

This serendipitous discovery provided an ex-
citing insight into how researchers looked 
at and talked about reproductive health and 
the topics of contraception at that time. 
Such items, which lay ‘out of focus’ of the 
primary objective of the initial appraisal, 
provide a range of information that could 
attain relevance to the person who wishes 
to look at it. Just as this report seemed 
to be on the margins of the collection, 
something else that caught my attention was 
an infographic that circulated on X, for-
merly known as Twitter. When I first found 
it during the summer after I concluded my 
internship, it provoked a discussion within 
my friend circle about how hormonal birth 
control is still at the margins of medical 
research.
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cataloguing the collection of the cytoge-
neticist, Krishnaja A P. She was part of 
several landmark research projects at the 
Bhabha Atomic Research Centre (BARC), such 
as a cytogenetic monitoring programme on 
human newborns carried out from 1983-1987 
to find out the incidence of constitutional 
chromosome anomalies, as well as the inter-
national collaboration, the Human MicroNu-
cleus Project (HUMN). She was also a trained 
telegraphist. And Sukumaran’s niece (she 
was the one who donated Sukumaran’s papers 
as well, along with her archival material). 
As I threaded these connections, across 
collections, relations, disciplines, deci-
sions, ideas, events, and processes; ar-
chiving became a deeply personal venture 
for me. And my interest in finding histo-
ries of science, especially the ones that 
remain at the margins, increased. While 
Sukumaran’s collection showed me a glimpse 
of the intersections of medical research 
and social justice, Krishnaja’s material 
gave me insights to what shapes research 
interests, collaborations as well as the 
administrative workings of scientific re-
search that goes on in a premier institute 
like BARC. At present, it serves as my 
motivation to understand the histories of 
women in science, pertaining to their rela-
tionships with these institutions. Under-
standing archival processing and examining 
collections as also a process of serendip-
itous observations had made my engagement 
with the archives all the more intriguing.

References: 

Tweet by Prof Margie Danchin on X 
:https://x.com/DanchinMargie/sta-
tus/1381368584690012165 

Understanding the blood clot issue behind 
the AstraZeneca vaccine and its safety. 
(2021, April 19). Hamilton Health 
Sciences. https://www.hamiltonhealth-
sciences.ca/share/blood-clot-astrazene-
ca-vaccine-safety/

Public discussion on the risk of blood clots 
following the COVID-19 vaccine led to the 
emergence of a chart comparing their prev-
alence post-vaccination with other medical 
interventions or other conditions - aiming 
to prevent fear-mongering against the vac-
cine and its efficacy.Something that struck 
a chord with me was how the probability of 
blood clots from birth control pills were 
presented. In particular, it was being com-
pared and placed alongside similar data 
pertaining to smoking. Such a comparison 
showed not only indifference to the high 
numbers of affected people, but also the 
way a public health crisis was treated as 
a mere footnote. 

As someone interested in understanding how 
gender stereotypes and inequalities creep 
into biology and bio-medical research and 
practice, this was ample evidence as to 
how the healthcare sector marginalises the 
needs of women and/or female bodies. For 
instance, how drug doses are traditionally 
adjusted for an average male body, how pain 
levels reported by women are mostly under-
estimated, and, in this case, how the pills 
were still approved despite a seemingly 
alarming side effect. It seemed like anoth-
er attempt in normalising the pharmaceuti-
cal side effects borne by women and gender 
minorities, something that went into the 
margins once again. 

Just as in this present scenario, a close 
reading of the reports in the Sukumaran 
Papers pointed me to the pattern of how 
research on birth control exclusively tar-
geted female bodies, with a focus on the 
methods that aim to alter the event of 
ovulation. The side effects of the emerging 
techniques were discussed in the workshop, 
but one can easily identify the gaps or the 
lack of research that would have gone into 
those, particularly compared to what was 
innovated after the events of the newslet-
ter where Sukumaran was featured. At the 
archives, I spent most of my internship
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Unprocessed pages from the newsletter, P K Sukumaran 
Papers, Archives at NCBS. The archives can be 

contacted to view all pages.
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Archivist’s Notes

FEDERICO - OR, A MANIFESTO ON THE 
ETHICS OF DESCRIPTION
Sravya D - Editor

Or can I forget all this – the measuring of 
the skull, the survey of the plantation, 
the 
reading of the will - the neat precision 
and 
incision of prejudice

And leave it be – let us all remain

The eternal Federico?

If I speak –

If in this minute, I prise open the spines 
of old texts and extract the root 

Mirror it ten-fold to consequence and stymy 
it in time – have I caught history? 
Like one might catch a cold?

Is it upon me, the malign epic, 
the stentorian saga?

By my naming do the cross-hatching scars 
fall free and the wound burst red

Explanation: 

Though the day-to-day of the archivist is 
to do with details - i.e. deciding between 
the various bird families that a sketch at 
the archives might belong to – this poem 
casts that work against the shadowy broader 
significance of what role archives play as 
repositories of information in society.

The tasks that guide the storage of collec-
tive memory of culture involve some inter-
esting and delicate negotiations. Material 
may often contain histories of discriminat-
ed communities, such as indigenous people 
whose title to land has not been acknowl-
edged or Dalit and Adivasi assistants who 
contributed significant labour to scientific 
and creative enterprise without recogni-
tion. Practices of cultural secrecy and 
naming, may complicate the work of the ar-
chivist, who at once aspires to contribute 
to public access to information, but not in 
such a way as to infringe on prior rights. 

Material may contain references to sen-
sitive episodes of violence or personal 
discrimination, including outdated or of-
fensive language, stereotypes, and preju-
dices. Third parties apart from the donor 
may find themselves mentioned in a way that 
may cause them pain or infringe on their 
privacy or public image. Such consider-
ations may guide access restrictions and 
sensitivity parameters, but also require 
the describing archivist to use language 
judiciously and in a fair and inclusive 
manner - to resist the urge to editorialise 
or sensationalise, while acknowledging the 
material’s propensity to cause harm.

Archivists interface with different regimes 
of governing principles.These include prin-
ciples of organisation, such as respecting 
the documents’ origin (or ‘provenance’ in 
more technical terms) and original order. 
But as the scope of archival work increas-
es, one might find oneself interacting with

ethical guidelines: ‘do no harm’, conflict 
sensitivity, CARE principles for Indigenous 
Data Governance, rights to privacy and era-
sure. These rights may often warrant secre-
cy or limited access. Other rights such as 
Right to Information and ‘Dealing with the 
Past’ redressal mechanisms are assisted by 
comprehensive documentation and preserva-
tion. A mislabeled or incomplete record may 
result in information loss. Nevertheless,  
while the archivist grapples with the hard-
to-describe untitled, undated record, they 
may not substitute their own formulations 
and guesswork. In such a case, one may well 
let the record ‘be Federico’, a relative 
unknown but marked as important. 

On such questions, the archivist chews a 
thoughtful pencil and is grateful that 
the eraser exists, so that their actions, 
though made in line with the best practices 
and principles available to them, can be 
altered in light of future wisdom.

References and further reading: 

1. Federico meme, @thesurrealbank, available at: 
https://www.instagram.com/p/Cz2q7YCNohs/?hl=en

2. See Kolowratnik, N. V.,  The Language of Se-
cret Proof: Indigenous Truth and Representation (MIT 
Press, 2020) for discussions of cultural secrecy and 
proof in Indigenous contexts.
  
3. Guiding Principles for Safe Havens for Archives 
at Risk, International Council on Archives, avail-
able at: https://www.ica.org/app/uploads/2023/12/
guiding_principles_for_safe_havens_for_archives_at_
risk_copyright_creative_commons_cc_by_nc_4.0_ica.
pdf 

4. CARE Principles for Indigenous Data Governance, 
available at: https://www.gida-global.org/care 
Archives, Ethics and the Law in India: A Guidebook 
for Archivists in India, available at: https://eth-
ics-law.archives.ncbs.res.in/ 

5. Society of American Archivists, SAA Core Values 
Statement and Code of Ethics, available at: https://
www2.archivists.org/statements/saa-core-values-

statement-and-code-of-ethics 
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UNTITLED, UNDATED
Events by the Archives

Archives Exhibition

Curated by Dhatri S, Kinjal Shah, 

and Sindhu N

February 2025 - January 2026

Archives at NCBS

Curatorial Note:

Record rooms are often imagined as a ster-
ile site occupied by tall racks, endless 
folders, and heavy boxes. Each file that 
enters the room is made to appear like a 
piece of a puzzle. The abundance of ob-
jects, the careful arrangement, and the 
specificity with which they are kept, all 
reiterate a feeling of History edging to-
wards a grand completion.

However, somewhere outside this guarded 
storage unit is a busier place. In this 
world that these records come from, there 
are often only fragments, pieces of stories 
left behind not yet with a seat in History.

And dealing with them are people of all 
shades – the elderly and students, scholars 
and artists, activists and archivists, and 
us – guided by the drive to find meaning in 
these fragments and piece them together.

There are many names to this place: a lab, 
a studio, a kitchen, a desk, an almirah... 
They reveal likes, decisions, doubts, cu-
riosities, biases, and all the things that 
make understanding our world so human and 
complicated. In this place beyond the glass 
doors are notes from an archivist, an art-
ist, and a scientist as they pick apart and 
place together the pieces of their world.

On 22nd February earlier this year, the 
archives launched a new set of collections 
processed in 2024, adding around 100,000 
new archival objects to its online repos-
itory. As is tradition, the collections 
launch was followed by the inaugration of 
the new exhibition - curated by members 
of the archive. The exhibition explores 
some of these new collections while rais-
ing doubts around processes in archiving, 
scienctific research and art.

The exhibition is open to campus and public 
between 10 AM to 5.30 PM on weekdays until 
January 2026. Those interested in visiting  
or requesting a walkthrough can write to 
archives@ncbs.res.in
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Ephemera

QUIZ
Answers

1. Object from a collection of horse images used as reference by Goan sculpture and 
wildlife artist, Carl D’Silva

ANSWER: From the personal collection of ornithologist and writer, Jamal Ara.

3. From a collection of toys maintained by science educator, Arvind Gupta.

IMAGE 1:

Jamal Ara, sometimes noted as India’s first “birdwoman” was an ornithologist known for 
her extensive field research on birds in Chota Nagpur plateau in Jharkhand, India. While 
her collection at the archives largely consists of manuscripts and published documents, 
there are also notebooks filled with line drawings and sketches of birds. While these 
occupy the first four series in the Jamal Ara Papers, the last series, “Ephemera” contains
an annotated bird handbook and some not-so-bird stuff. Such as an undated notebook filled 
with Indian classical music, music theory, and food recipes (MS-046-5-0-3-12). 
And the above book with details about the coronation ceremony of Queen Elizabeth II.

 Coronation of the Queen -- Stand-up model 
of the Royal State Coach, Undated
MS-046-5-0-3-11, Jamal Ara Papers, 

Archives at NCBS.
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1. From a folder of S Harris cartoons collected by a tick researcher 
at University of Agricultural Sciences, Bangalore.

2. A cartoon featured in the psychologist Auguste Forel’s book 
“The social world of the ants: compared with that of man”

ANSWER: A pamphlet collected by a scientist from attending a confer-
ence by the International Union for Study of Social Insects.

IMAGE 2:  Travels -- Munich, August 1986
MS-017-3-2-10-19, N V Joshi Papers, 

Archives at NCBS.

Between 17th August 1986 to 22nd August 1986, N V Joshi was in Munich, attending the 10th 
International Congress organised by the International Union for Study of Social Insects. 
While it is difficult to gauge if N V Joshi simply liked ants (most likely he did), it is 
equally difficult to gauge what he didn’t enjoy, since his work and expertise was spread 
across multiple disciplines. After completing a Masters degree in Physics, he joined 
Indian Institute of Science as a mathematical programmer and a scientific officer at the 
Centre for Theoretical Studies in 1983. He later joined the Centre for Ecological Sci-
ences as a Lecturer and was promoted to Assistant Professor. In 2003, he took charge as 
Chair of CES. N V Joshi’s expertise in theoretical statistics and computer simulations 
enabled much interdisciplinary research in the fields of ecology, cell biology, genetics, 
anthropology and meteorology which were evolving knowledge fields in the scientific land-
scape of IISc. While his collection is broadly spread across two series - Correspondence, 
and Research and Admistrative Work; the third series - Personal and Ephemera consists 
of booklets, brochures, invites, newsletters, media clippings and pamphlets from across 
the world.
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The Archives at NCBS (https://archives.ncbs.res.in/) is a public
collecting centre for the history of science in contemporary India.
Over 250,000 processed objects across over 30 collections are
housed at our 2000-square-feet state-of-the-art physical centre in
Bangalore. We opened to the public on Feb 4, 2019.

Our objectives are four-fold:
1. To strengthen research collections and public access in our domain.
2. To push the frontiers of research in archival sciences in India.
3. To build capacity through education.
4. To reimagine the archives as part of the commons through vibrant public engagement.

All collections at the Archives can be viewed on the website:
catalogue.archives.ncbs.res.in

All events at the archives can be viewed on the Archives’ events page:
https://www.ncbs.res.in/events/apls

The Archives at NCBS is open to visitors between 10am-5:30pm on weekdays, and weekends 
by appointment. To plan your visit, email us at archives@ncbs.res.in


