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The magic of trees, open skies, meandering rivers, thick forests, 
playful gardens with visual bridges through it – all these can 

teach us to look at the variegated patterns of life in the colours 
of nature.

SIDDHARTHA DAS

Natural Lessons 
of Differences

Tånevik, by the fjord, Norway.
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As a child, in school and at 
home, there was a ritual every 
monsoon to plant seeds and 
saplings. The excitement that 
followed to see the little shoots 
become bigger was difficult to 
define. It felt like I had created 
something meaningful, even if 
my own role in it was 
perfunctory. This joy wasn’t 
unique to me. In school, many 
of us who had planted seeds 
and saplings would return to 
the scene regularly to see how 
they were faring and if they 
needed some more love and 
care. Over the weeks, months 
and years that followed, most 
of them perished, and it felt 
like I had somehow failed 
them. A couple of them that 
survived, I remember a neem 
and a palash, filled me up with 
a quiet pride. As years went by, 
I realised that the truest beauty 
and art is nature. It’s incredible; 
left to its own devices, it 
endures and always surprises.

Trees, unlike humans, have no 
anger, violence or cruelty; there 
is complete generosity. There 
isn’t an off day. In an age where 
all of this has reached a 
crescendo, especially in our 
country, the refuge that nature 
affords is incredible. Across the 
country and the world there 
are gems, gardens, forests and 
countryside.

In an attempt to discover parts 
of the country less known to 
me, I was in one such gem, 
Satkosia in Odisha, where the 
Mahanadi languorously slices 
through forested ghats, with 
towering trees intertwined 
with one another. The air was 
still, birds chirped, and the 
spluttering motor boat 
surprised the fish swimming 

gleefully in the river, as the 
blue kingfishers sat attentively 
on the low-hanging branches 
by the river banks. On the 
banks, even the crocodiles that 
otherwise filled me with horror, 
lay docilely in the sun, their 
head on the sand. Everything 
was well with the world.

So many mental and visual 
bridges tie a multitude of 
images of trees, skies and 
places together. Satkosia in 
Odisha to Tånevik in Southern 
Norway. The tropical forests of 
Satkosia become coniferous 
ones of the Norwegian fjord of 
Tånevik. Little coloured 
matchbox houses create 
splotchy splashes of colour in 
their reflections on the water. 
It’s the same blue of the sky 
and water that ties them 
together. Same and yet 
different. The leaves and earth 
smelt different. It reminded me 
of Tagore’s beautiful poem, the 
Fireflies:

The soil in return for her service
keeps the tree tied to her,
the sky asks nothing and leaves 
it free.
 
About a decade ago, a lifetime 
away, I lived close to a lake in 
Zurich. I remember walks 
through the garden by the lake 
guarded by trees that had seen 
the city change. Sinuous black 
branches gestured towards 
Tagore’s poem. Possibly a 
similar countryside inspired 
the British artist, David 
Hockney to conceive his 
monumental work, Bigger Trees 
Near Warter, with naked 
branches of the sycamore trees 
against the winter sky, near the 
village of Warter.

Tree, Zurich Lake, London, Bromide print 
from a 35mm Black & White Negative, 2006.
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I have always been fascinated 
by trees. A few years ago I 
collaborated with ten traditional 
artists, half of them kalamkari 
artists from Andhra Pradesh 
and the other half were 
miniature artists from Jaipur. 
Together we conceived a Tree 
of Life. In the various cultures 
of the world, the Tree of Life is 
a mystical concept alluding to 
the inter-connectedness of all 
life. Our Tree was hybrid in 
nature with myriads of flowers, 
fruits and birds, and adorned 
by guardian mythical parrots.
Earlier this year, I had the good 
fortune to design with my team 
a 25-acre public garden for the 
city of Jodhpur in Rajasthan. 
After weeks of research on 
xerophytic and indigenous 
trees, site visits and meetings 
with forest and horticultural 
officials, the design envisaged 
the planting of 2,600 trees, 
shrubs and climbers from a 
selection of 50 species of trees 

and climbers. I hope that if 
these get planted, the garden 
in years to come would be a 
verdant oasis for the parched 
city, offering the children a 
playground and a nature 
interpretation centre, and the 
public responsible approaches 
to a space with ecological 
amenities. But months of work 
can be disregarded by the 
apathy of officials. We live in 
dangerous times, when leaders 
of different colours and 
cultures think that our forests 
and trees are a collateral 
damage for our development. 
How does nature reclaim what 
is hers from us?

‘Will you teach your children 
what we have taught our 
children? That the earth is our 
mother? What befalls the earth 
befalls all the sons of the earth. 
This we know: the earth does not 
belong to man, man belongs to the 
earth. All things are connected 

like the blood that unites us all. 
Man did not weave the web of 
life, he is merely a strand in it. 
Whatever he does to the web, he 
does to himself. One thing we 
know: our God is also your God. 
The earth is precious to him and 
to harm the earth is to heap 
contempt on its creator…
If all the beasts were gone, men 
would die from a great loneliness 
of spirit, for whatever happens to 
the beasts also happens to man. 
All things are connected. 
Whatever befalls the Earth 
befalls the sons of the Earth…
We love this earth as a new born 
loves its mother’s heartbeat. So, if 
we sell you our land, love it as we 
have loved it. Care for it, as we 
have cared for it. Hold in your 
mind the memory of the land as it 
is when you receive it. Preserve 
the land for all children, and love 
it, as God loves us.’ – Chief 
Seattle (1786-1866)

Tree of Life conceived by me in 
collaboration with traditional 
Kalamkari and miniature 
painters.

The Mahanadi River flows 
through the gorges in the Angul 
district of Odisha.
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