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CONCEPT NOTE 

The Balvant Parekh Centre for General Semantics and Other Human Sciences hosted the 

Enigma Series of seminars from 2011 to 2018. We are now embarking upon a new seminar 

series: “Reading Literary Fiction in Our Time.” We begin with a seminar on the 

Mahabharata, in which we hope you will be interested. 

Our study of the Mahabharata shows it to be an open-ended text that offers an 

inconclusive ending and multiple beginnings. The mahakavya includes multiple nested 

dialogues and digressions that often differ from the core narrative both in style and 

thematically. The interaction of independent consciousnesses that characterises a 

polyphonous text can be found not only in the longer dialogic interludes—most famously the 

Bhagvad Gita—but in all the akhyana and upakhyana. If we look at the various manuscript 

and oral traditions, we find that translation into different regional languages and the 

elaboration of particular episodes in regional traditions have greatly contributed to the 

dialogues in and surrounding the Mahabharata tradition. 

 

KEYNOTE SPEAKER 

Born in 1955, Purushottam Agrawal is a British Academy fellow 

at Wolfson College, University of Cambridge.  He has also been a 

visiting professor at the Faculty of Oriental studies, University of 

Cambridge and at El Colegio de Mexico. Agrawal was the 

Chairperson of the Centre of Indian Languages, Jawaharlal Nehru 

University, New Delhi. 

Professor Agrawal writes in Hindi as well as in English, and 



emphasizes the decisive importance of vernacular sources for an authentic understanding of 

Indian history and society.  His book Akath Kahani Prem Ki: Kabir ki Kavita aur Un ka 

Samay (2009) has been widely acclaimed as a path-breaking study of Kabir and his work; its 

Telugu translation was published in 2015. His other books include Hindi Serai: Astrakhan via 

Yerevan (2013), a travelogue which traces the history of Indian traders who settled in the 

Russian city of Astrakhan between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries; and Padmavat: An 

Epic Love Story ( 2018),  an English translation of and commentary on Malik Muhammad 

Jayasi’s epic poem. His anthology, ‘Who is Bharat Mata?’ (2019)—a selection from Nehru’s 

writings and speeches about history, culture and the Idea of India—has been translated into 

Hindi, Kannada and Marathi. Kabir, Kabir: The Early Modern Poet and Philosopher (2021) 

has already caused considerable excitement both amongst the experts and lay readership. 

Agrawal is currently working on a book about Hinduism. 

         Professor Agrawal made his debut as a novelist with Nacohus (2016), which has been 

translated into Marathi and is being translated into English. 

         Professor Agrawal also hosts the show Kitab on Rajya Sabha TV. He regularly 

delivers talks nationwide; in 2005, his Gandhi Peace Foundation Lecture was published as 

Majbooti ka naam Mahatma Gandhi (2005). He has been lecturing on Facebook and Youtube 

during the pandemic, to great acclaim.  

Professor Agrawal will also give a lecture on “Rereading Kabir: Vernacular Modernity 

and Public Sphere of Bhakti” in the afternoon of 10th March, 2022. The lecture will be 

open to all. 

 

ABSTRACTS 

We are deeply interested in the multiplicity of the Mahabharata, the multi-layered structural 

complexity that makes it an apparently-inexhaustible source of creative and critical work. We 

invite papers that engage with the many stories and story-tellers in and of the Mahabharata, 

in Sanskrit and regional languages, as well as translations and adaptations. A list of 

subthemes is given below, but it is merely indicative; participants should feel free to work on 

any theme within the larger topic of epic polyphony.  

Subthemes 

●       Nivritti and Pravritti: Dharmic dialogue in the Mahabharata 

●       Sutradhar: Un/reliable narrators in the Mahabharata 

●       Mahabharata from the margins: Marginalised voices and retellings 

●       Double-think, double-talk: Obfuscation in the Mahabharata 



●       Performing the Mahabharata: Poetry, plays, cultic performance 

●       Local Mahabharatas: Regional variations and traditions 

●       Modern myths: the Mahabharata and nation-building 

●       Smriti to silver screen: the Mahabharata in adaptations 

Abstracts not exceeding 300 words should be emailed to biswas.anomitra@gmail.com and 

purushottam53@gmail.com by 15th November, 2021. If selected, the full paper is due by 

10th January, 2022. 

 

REGISTRATION 

The deadline for registration is 31st December, 2021. The registration fee is ₹ 5,000/ 

(Rupees five thousand only) 

This amount will take care of the conference kit, lunch, and tea for participants during the 

seminar. However, participants will have to arrange and pay for their own travel and 

accommodation. 

 

ACCOMODATION 

The Balvant Parekh Centre is located directly opposite the Vadodara Railway Station's 

Platform 6 in Alkapuri, and is twenty minutes from the Vadodara Airport by car. The 

building that houses the Centre also houses Hotel Harmony, which offers a discount to those 

attending BPC programs, and there are also several other hotels within walking distance. We 

are happy to help with hotel bookings, and participants should feel free to contact us in need. 

 

CONTACT 

For further information, please contact Anomitra Biswas at biswas.anomitra@gmail.com.  
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