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INTRODUCTION

The Partition of India appears in any substantial conversation on the recent history of the 
subcontinent. It is a reality that is alive in shaping the lived experience of our everyday. It is
deeply embedded in our imagination of the nation, its people and their culture. The memory
of Partition leaps out of prose, poetry, visual art, music, theatre and cinema to this day. But how
was it for an artist who was caught in the midst of this as he spent sleepless nights walking
among the refugee camps? How does he remember the time? How did he in fact chronicle
this pain—these people, their lives, the deep trauma that crowded every aspect of their being,
a sense of violent loss, and yet amid all of this—their attempts at holding on to rebuild life one
day. What do his line drawings, which are an intimate portrayal of life in these refugee camps,
bring to our understanding and memorialization of Partition? Significantly, these 
drawings were as much his way of living through this nightmare—so how does one read these
works in response to the turbulent landscape around him?

                                                                                              

WHO WAS S. L. PARASHER?
S. L. Parasher was the Vice-Principal of the Mayo School of Art, Lahore, and Founder Principal
of the Punjab School of Arts, Simla. Parasher spent 1945–47 as commandant of the Baldev
Nagar Refugee Camp in Ambala and Gandhinagar Camp, Delhi. Wrested, like everyone else,
from much of what he knew and loved, he spent sleepless evenings walking among the refugees
and often stopping to record the visible evidence of all that was lost, in the form of line 
drawings.

Parasher’s Partition Drawings are a window into this largely empty space. They are that
rare transitional item that flows directly from the immediacy of his experience in a transit camp
in 1947 to our experience in 2021 trying to imagine hopelessness and despair, of the lives
which have given us our own, of a time where everything which was dependable had been
ruptured and nothing of the future could be imagined. The very fragility of these pieces—they
are largely on scraps of available paper—is testament to the nearly impossible journey they have
made from that moment to this one. Unlike written records, scant as those are, and unlike
recreations such as film, these drawings are a constant, as real now as they were in the muddy,
fly strewn and exhausted moments of their creation.
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Excerpt from the transcript of Witness to Loss: Parasher’s Partition Sketches—a talk by Prajna
Parasher followed by a conversation between Prajna Parasher and Aloka Parasher, held 
online on 20 February 2021:

In the chaos of Partition, when the family had already escaped the riots for the relative
safety of Mussoorie, S.L. Parasher got word that his trip to Paris had been approved and
was determined to return to the Mayo School of Art for the paperwork that he needed to
leave for Paris. He boarded one of the last trains without a paper or a ticket—risky at any
time but nearly suicidal under these circumstances and was befriended by a Burmese man,
who when the conductor came through claimed that they were together. He managed to
get back safely to Lahore to his office, where the chowkidar hiding his former boss and
reciting the namaaz at night finally caught his attention. ‘Parasher saheb, you cannot do
this. It is not safe for you here. You must go back across the border.’ The return trip was
one of terror—at every crossroad and country town when the train slowed, they feared
being boarded and massacred. This is the story that is too familiar on both sides of the
border. When the train came to a full stop near the crossing, only the last-minute arrival
of the Indian army ensured safe passage. So, that is how Sardari Lal Parasher arrived into
modern India—one crumpled set of clothes with a newspaper clipping of a sketch of
Tagore in his pocket. Everything else—his artwork, his family photographs, his possessions
were left behind. Once here, he set about creating a new life immediately. Hearing that
there might be a position available as commandant of the refugee camp at Baldev Nagar,
Ambala, he borrowed a fresher pair of clothes and clamored up on top of the roof of one
of the packed trains going in that direction. There are stories that in the evening Parasher
would walk around in the camp, drawing in order to relieve despair, nearly immobilized
by the inability to do anything for the traumatized and the grieving people all around
him. Often only a few lines on scraps and oddments of paper—to this day these sketches
retain the sense of stopped time, frozen glimpses of those whose lives had suddenly come
to a halt. Very few are named, dated, identified, or signed. It was not a place or a moment
where the particulars could take up much importance. 

The camp, tumbled together in the space around a railroad station was without ameni-
ties, without even shelter beyond tents. [ . . . ] Without infrastructure, the simplest matters
of daily living were difficult to accomplish. S.L. Parasher’s arrival into this chaos was abrupt
as every other. Only a chance encounter, my sister Shobha tells me, someone who knew
him from his days at Mayo College of Art and recognized him as a gazetted officer offered
him this position that he took on with all its responsibilities. What were these responsibil-
ities? A series of urgencies—food supplies were unreliable and sometimes unstable. Every-
thing from housing to play equipment had to be managed creatively. 

Video recording of the full talk and conversation available on www.historyforpeace.pw
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Activity 1:

Title: Small Comfort

ACTIVITIES
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Title: Confining Grief
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Images sourced from: http://prajnaparasher.com/SLP/Gallery.html

Title: Together in a New Place
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At first glance, before reading the titles, what strikes you most from looking at these 31
drawings together?

Looking at these 3 drawings along with their title, what do you think these images were2
trying to portray?

Is there a common thread that links these drawings? To explore this, the students could be 3
requested to fill out the table below

Do any of the images in these line drawings remind us of people we still see? Where? 4

Women’s narratives of Partition are a critical yet fairly recent phenomena within the study5
of Partition history. Students may write a short narrative of women’s experiences of 
Partition through a close viewing and reading of these images. 

Through a comparative study between then and the current ‘Me Too’ era, discuss the central6
problems women face in lawless circumstances.

What do you think is the significance of the artist portraying women in these drawings? 7

Markers Small Comfort Confining Grief Together in a New
Place

The style of sketch

Theme

Setting

Figures

Mood

Historical Context

Anything else?



Both these drawings focus a close eye on individual portraits within the Baldev Nagar Camp
and are yet strikingly distinctive in their portrayal of them.
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Activity 2

Title: Curled up Title: Cheekh

What are the first adjectives that come to your mind on looking at these two drawings?1

The artist is portraying the experience of refugees in this camp within the same time and2
space. Yet this portrayal is strikingly different in these two drawings. 

Discuss: Does one’s identity play a role in the experiences and expressions of loss and oppression
during times of violent conflict, as portrayed through these two people in the drawings?  

Does does gender play a role in these expressions of grief and loss? How?3

How does being made into a refugee alter identity?4



Even for those family groups who had managed to stay together, the physical loss of almost
everything they owned left them lost and adrift. Gathered together in the camps, strangers—
not only to one another but to themselves—did what they could to create a sense of 
community in this emptied space.   
—Transcribed excerpt from Parasher’s talk
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Activity 3

What do you think the artist portrays through this drawing?1

What in this image tells you that their situation is urgent and not peaceful?2

What was the significance of these attempts to forge a sense of community in a space as3
temporary as a refugee camp in these circumstances?

While this drawing shows a group of people sitting around and chatting, yet is there any4
specific element that reminds the viewer of the hostile circumstances amid which people
were attempting to build their lives?

What in this image tells you that their situation is urgent and not peaceful?5

Each student is requested to look up stories/oral narratives of experiences of refugees in6
these camps—one story each from both sides of the border. 

Could one find conjunctions between Parasher’s drawings and the oral narratives? What7
are the differing effects of visual and verbal records or artefacts?

Title: Company
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Activity 4

Title: In Search of a New Home

What does the title of this sketch convey to you given the circumstances in which it was1
conceived?

Why was it important to search for a ‘new home’?2

Why does the artist only suggest the faces of the refugees, leaving them indistinct?3

Spot at least five unfamiliar elements that make up this particular sketch. What do you4
think is the significance for a viewer in 2021 of each of these in holding onto a memory
of life in the refugee camp during Partition?
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Sr. Element Significance in this context

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
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Activity 5

Title: Way Station

‘The people who made it as far as the camp knew, however unthinkable, that they were the
fortunate survivors. Did they consider themselves lucky? In making it from the past to this
place, each would have seen and escaped unimaginable horrors and now inescapably carries
the horrors within. Not only were they seen witnesses to violence, but many would have had
lost loved ones. The possibility of imagining a future must have been remote. The terrible cur-
rent moment is all there is.’    
Transcribed excerpt from Prajna Parasher’s talk

After having read about the Partition, and having seen these works by S.L. Parasher, now1
imagine yourself in place of the artist. Pick any one drawing from above and the following
two pages, and build a narrative around it [in no more than 250 words]. Draw from the
questions that the speaker intiates in the excerpt above. Think about the sketch in 
conjunction with the questions that the speaker highlights in building your narrative around
it.

How do these drawings bring out some aspects of Partition that a historial reading of a2
political event does not? 

Alternative exercise: if you know anyone old enough to remember the Partition, show3
them these drawings. See what they are willing to tell you and write about that. 

Do you have a family member who was among the refugees? Show them the partition4
drawings of S.L. Parasher and urge them to share the memories that the drawings may
trigger.
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Title: Anguish
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Title: Grief Has No Voice



Conclusion

There is an urgent need to look beyond the meta-narratives that shape the popular imagination of Partition to
understand the intensely intimate and traumatic experiences that this political spectacle produced. S.L. Parasher’s
line drawings from the Baldev Nagar Refugee Camp is an artists’ instinctive response to his world being force-
fully broken apart. These visuals therefore instill a deep sense of unease and discomfort that is so critical in
thinking about this period and the people who lived through this nightmare, and yet held on to whatever they
had to build back a life, however broken, between the two new nations.




