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Promise & peril
AI photo editing



Little scope
to rest, relax

My Sundays are no 
different from other days, 

fi lled with shootings 
and various work 
commitments, 
leaving little time 
for rest or 
relaxation.

Strengthening family bonds

My ideal Sunday is all about enjoying quality 
time with my family, creating memories, 

relaxing together, and strengthening our bond 
through shared moments.

Homework for profession

In my leisure time, I like to hone my skills by 
reading books and articles by fi lmmakers, 

staying updated with new trends, techniques, 
and the latest technology in the industry.

Long drives on holidays

I learned driving in recent years, and now I enjoy 
going on long drives to explore new places, 

restaurants, and eatery joints around the city, 
discovering hidden gems along the way.

Raja Dash, aka Raja D, is a celebrated director whose 
creativity, passion, and unfl inching authenticity have redefi ned 
Odia cinema. Born in Cuttack, he began his career as an 

assistant director in 2009 and made his directorial debut 
in 2016 with the music video ‘Dilbara’. His fi rst fi lm 
‘Durgatinashini’ marked the beginning of a successful 
journey, followed by a string of crowd-pleasers-  ‘Tu Mora 
Sathire’ (Parts 1 & 2), ‘Dasama’, ‘Ghamaghot’, and ‘Ashiq 
Surrender Hela’-  each fusing pulsating soundtracks with 
emotionally charged storytelling. Today, his 
genre-blending vision continues to inspire a new 
generation of fi lmmakers and moviegoers alike

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

MIXED BAGSUNDAY POST

Send in your most interesting WhatsApp messages and 
memes at: features.orissapost@gmail.com

And we will publish the best ones

THE BEST MEMES OF THIS ISSUE

I stayed up all night wondering where the Sun 
went, and then it dawned on me.

What do you call a bear with no teeth? A gummy 
bear.

Did you hear about the guy whose whole left 
side got amputated? He’s all right now.

I put my grandma on speed dial the other day. I 
call it insta-gram.

A true fi ghter
Sir, This refers to an article on Family Man actress 
Samantha Ruth Prabhu in Tinseltown section of 
last week’s Sunday POST. Indeed, she is the living 
defi nition of “fi ght like a girl.” When myositis—an 
autoimmune muscle-waster—struck at the height of 
her career, she refused to retreat; instead she turned 
hospital corridors into rehearsal rooms and IV drips 
into dialogue cues, shooting Citadel: Honey Bunny 
between steroid cycles. A public divorce hurled slurs 
like “second-hand” at her; she answered by producing 
her own fi lms and posting a viral clip of a little girl 
fl ooring a bully with the caption “Fight Like a Girl” 
the very day her ex remarried. She bankrolled other 
women’s scripts, launched a wellness podcast, and 
shared unfi ltered photos of rashes and wheelchairs, 
transforming shame into sisterhood. Today, every 
step she takes on a red carpet is a quiet upper-cut 
to illness, patriarchy and perfection—proof that true 
stardom is forged not in spotlights, but in the shadows 
you refuse to surrender to.

A word for readers

Sunday post is serving a platter 
of delectable fare every week, 
or so we hope. We want readers 
to interact with us. Feel free to 
send in your opinions, queries, 
comments and contributions to

Features.orissapost@gmail.com
B-15, Industrial Estate, Rasulgarh,
Bhubaneswar – 751010, Orissa.
Phone (0674) 2549982, 2549948

Samarpita Sahoo,  BERHAMPUR
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During shoot

With Ghamaghot team

Me-time

If I have no pending work, I enjoy spending 
my Sundays cooking, watching movies from 

different genres, and relaxing, appreciating 
some quality time with myself.
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F
or many, sharing photos online 
used to be a daunting task. The 
fear of being judged, criticised, 
or having images misused kept 

users from fully expressing themselves. 
A casual selfi e could feel like an invita-
tion to scrutiny rather than a moment of 
self-confi dence. Today, that mindset is 
shifting dramatically. Thanks to powerful 
AI-driven editing tools, sharing images 
has become a form of creative expression 
and self-discovery. 

It all began with OpenAI’s Ghibli, where 
users could effortlessly turn their photos 
into beautiful illustrations inspired by the 
magical world of Studio Ghibli. Now, the 
excitement has reached new heights with 
Gemini 2.5 Flash Image (Nano Banana), 
which is captivating users across the in-
ternet with its realistic enhancements and 
artistic transformations.

Yet, this growing trend comes with un-
derlying risks. The ability to alter images 
so realistically raises concerns about mis-
information, identity manipulation, and 
unrealistic beauty standards. Edited pho-
tos can blur the line between reality and 
fi ction, infl uencing self-image and men-
tal well-being. Moreover, privacy issues 
arise when personal images are processed 
through AI systems, increasing the chanc-
es of data misuse or unauthorised sharing.

As the craze continues to take over the 
internet, Sunday POST spoke to some us-
ers and experts to get their perspectives. 

‘Coolest things to happen of late’
Rahul Jena, 16, +2 

fi rst year student from 
Sarala Residential Col-
lege, Kakatpur, Puri, 
says “Honestly, I think 
this whole AI photo ed-
iting trend is one of the 
coolest things to happen 
in recent times. I remember how, back in 
school, editing photos was something you 
either had to spend hours on or leave to 
professionals. But now, with these apps 
anyone can transform their pictures in 
just a few taps. It’s not about making 
everything look perfect or fl awless—it’s 
about expressing yourself, experiment-
ing with styles, and having fun with 

the way you present yourself to the 
world. For me, it’s empowering. I 

can try out different looks, 

play with lighting, or give my photos an 
artistic touch without worrying about 
technical skills or expensive software. 
It helps boost confi dence, especially for 
those who are shy or self-conscious. So-
cial media used to feel intimidating be-
cause of the pressure to look a certain 
way, but now it’s more about creativity 
and sharing moments in a way that feels 
authentic to who we are.”

Jena further shares, “I also believe 
this trend is encouraging people 
to be more open-minded and 
experimental. Everyone’s 
expression of beauty 
is unique, and AI 
tools allow us to cel-
ebrate that diver-
sity. Of course, 
we should be 
mindful and 
responsible 
while us-
ing these 
tools—
but fear 
shouldn’t 
stop us 
from ex-
ploring 

them. 
As some-
one from a gen-
eration that’s growing up 
with technology at its fi ngertips, I feel 
this trend is helping break barriers. It is 
bringing art, technology, and personal 
expression together in a way that’s ac-
cessible to all. I’m excited to see where 
this goes next and how it’ll continue to 
shape the way we communicate, create, 
and connect online.”

‘Technology should serve 
creativity, not defi ne it’

Priyanka Sahoo, a 24-year-old 
YouTuber from Rourkela, says, 
“As a content creator, I’m all for 
using technology to make 
our work better—but 
with one important 
condition: it should 

enhance creativ-
ity, 

not re-
place it or 

twist the truth. 
AI tools are fascinating. 

They offer new ways to play with visuals, 
add effects, or fi x technical fl aws without 
needing a huge budget or team. For cre-
ators like me, that’s a huge advantage. It 
allows us to experiment, tell stories in 
new ways, and deliver polished content 
that grabs attention. I believe we need to 

draw a clear line between using AI 
for enhancement and using it to 
distort reality. When we edit a vid-
eo or image, it’s okay to improve 
lighting, remove background 
noise, or add a fi lter that matches 
the mood—but when AI is used to 
completely change a person’s face 

or create an illusion that doesn’t exist, it 
starts becoming problematic. It can mis-
lead audiences, promote unrealistic beau-
ty standards, and shift focus away from 
real experiences and emotions, which are 

the heart of storytelling.
“Originality matters. Viewers con-
nect with content that feels genuine, 
relatable, and crafted with effort. 
When everything looks too perfect or 
artifi cial, it can lose that connection. 

I always encourage fellow creators to 
use AI as a tool, not as a crutch—to 

enhance their vision, not replace it. At 
the end of the day, technology should 
serve creativity, not defi ne it. If we 
stay mindful of how we use AI, it can 

be an incredible asset in elevating 
content while staying true to 
ourselves and the stories we 

want to share,” Sahoo con-
cludes.
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AI photo editing

With the 
launch of 
Gemini 2.5 
Flash Image 
(Nano Banana), 
Google’s 
cutting-edge image 
model, user 
excitement has soared. 
While AI-powered 
editing tools unlock 
creativity and self-expression, 
experts warn they also 
amplify unrealistic beauty 
ideals, misinformation, and 
privacy threats—eroding 
authenticity and mental 
well-being in an increasingly 
altered digital world
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‘AI photo-editing tools support 
unrealistic beauty standards’

Dr Nirlipta Dash, Consultant 
Neuropsychiatrist and 

Assistant Professor at IMS & 
SUM Hospital, Bhubaneswar, 
emphasises the growing men-
tal health concerns linked to 
AI-driven photo editing tools. 
“AI photo-editing tools rein-
force unrealistic beauty ide-
als, increasing vulnerability 
to body dissatisfaction, low self-esteem, 
and disorders such as body dysmorphic 
disorder. Urban populations, with great-
er exposure and occupational pressures, 
are more affected, while rural groups face 
rising risks as digital access expands. 
Adolescents and young adults remain 
particularly vulnerable due to identity 
formation processes.”

Elaborating further on the psycho-
logical toll of constantly com-
paring oneself to edited 
images, he contin-
ues: “Constant 
exposure to per-
fected digital 
images rein-
forces negative 
self-appraisals, 
increasing risk 
for anxiety, de-
pression, and 
body-image disor-
ders. Among young 
adults, this pressure 
can aggravate social 
anxiety and contrib-
ute to maladaptive per-

fec-
tionism. 

Middle-aged 
individuals may 

experience dissat-
isfaction manifesting 

as depressive symptoms 
or marital strain, while old-
er adults may face height-

ened feelings of inadequacy or social 
withdrawal. In psychiatry, resilience 

is cultivated through psychoeducation, 
self-compassion training, and promoting 
identity domains beyond appearance, 
thereby mitigating comparison-driven 
psychopathology.”

Dr. Dash also highlighted the broader 
dangers of over-reliance on AI-edited vi-
suals. “AI visuals from numerous plat-
forms must have some accountability 
in such clinical scenarios, as excessive 
reliance on AI-edited visuals is a grow-
ing psychiatric concern, driving body 

dysmorphic symptoms, social anx-
iety, and depression. Patients often 
avoid unedited interactions and 
show functional impairment across 
work, academics, and relationships. 
When this reliance falls on extremes 
of the spectrum, it might lead to 
disastrous outcomes like data and 
privacy breaches, fi nancial and rep-

utational losses, and even psychosis or 
terminal consequences such as suicide. 
Hence, it’s defi nitely not just about look-
ing beautiful.”

He concludes with the need for thera-
peutic and cultur- al interventions: 
“Cognitive Behavioral 
Ther- apy to 

challenge 
distorted 
beliefs, 
be-

havioural 
activation to re-

store engagement, and 
exposure techniques for 

social avoidance are effec-
tive. As psychiatrists, we must 

also advocate for transparency in 
edited content and promote cultural 
norms that value authenticity over 

artifi cial perfection.”

‘If used thoughtfully, AI opens 
new doors for innovation’

Prashant Sahu, CEO of Sury-
anandan.net and an IT 
expert, emphasises that 
while AI tools offer nu-
merous benefi ts, they 
also come with risks 
and must be used re-
sponsibly. “AI has its 
positive and negative 

sides; we should use it responsi-
bly. With its growing usage, data 
theft and breaches have also increased. 
It’s now diffi cult to distinguish between 
real and fake photos, and these apps make 
altering images extremely easy. We can 
enjoy such tools for fun occasionally but 
should avoid addiction or uploading sen-
sitive content.”

He explains that earlier trends like 
Ghibli, which transformed high-resolu-
tion images into anime-style versions, 
posed signifi cant data security concerns. 
“There was a threat of photo theft with 
the Ghibli trend because it was linked to 
ChatGPT, owned by OpenAI. Users un-
knowingly shared access to their person-
al photos with the platform, which didn’t 
have prior data about them. Through this 
trend, ChatGPT was able to create photo 
profi les based on the uploaded content.”

In contrast, Prashant considers Goo-
gle’s Nano Banana or Gemini to be much 
safer options. “Editing photos using ‘Na-
no Banana’ is far safer. There’s no fear 
of data or photo theft because Google al-
ready stores our fi les on platforms like 
Google Drive and Photos. Our images 
are also widely available on so-
cial media platforms like 
Instagram and YouTube, 
so further data theft is 
unlikely.”

He also highlights 
that unlike 
Ghibli, 
which 
was 
most-

ly used for 
entertainment, Gem-

ini offers practical and 
productive applications. 

“Architects can create and 
modify designs in minutes, 

while news channels can use vi-
suals without worrying about 

copyright issues. Students can enhance 
projects, and media outlets can use 
representative images—all 

while ensuring safety and 
preventing misuse.”

According to him, 
AI-driven editing is 
not only a tool 
for cre-
ativity 
but 
also 

for con-
structive and 
secure applica-
tions. When used 
thoughtfully, it opens 
new doors for innova-
tion while safeguarding 
personal information 
and promoting 
responsible 
usage.
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have prior data about them. Through this
trend, ChatGPT was able to create photo
profi les based on the uploaded content.”

In contrast, Prashant considers Goo-
gle’s Nano Banana or Gemini to be much
safer options. “Editing photos using ‘Na-
no Banana’ is far safer. There’s no fear
of data or photo theft because Google al-
ready stores our fi les on platforms like
Google Drive and Photos. Our images
are also widely available on so-
cial media platforms like
Instagram and YouTube,
so further data theft is
unlikely.”
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W
orld Rhino Day, marked ev-
ery September 22, was dreamt 
up in a Zimbabwean farm-
house inbox in 2011 when Lisa 

Jane Campbell emailed American activist 
Rhishja Cota-Larson a simple plea: “Can 
we make this bigger?”

Within months their online brainstorm 
became a planetary shout: “Keep the Five 
Alive”—white, black, greater one-horned, 
Javan, Sumatran.

The 2025 tally is sobering: roughly 
27,000 wild rhinos remain, down from 
half-a-million a century ago. Yet hidden 
inside that bleak headline are fragile 
green shoots. India’s greater one-horned 
population has climbed from 600 to more 
than 3,700 in four decades. South Africa’s 
Kruger National Park recorded its lowest 
poaching fi gure since 2012. And in Suma-
tra, a female named Pahu—rescued from a 
mining concession—carried a foetus when 
veterinary scans were done last month, 
kindling hope for a species down to fewer 
than 80 animals.

The billion-keratin question
Rhino horn is keratin—compressed 

hair, identical to your fi ngernails—yet 
on the black market it fetches up to US 
$60,000 a kilo, more than gold or uncut 
cocaine. The myth that it cures cancer, 
hangovers or turbo-charges male libido 
survives in Hanoi backrooms and Guang-
zhou clinics where chips are dissolved in 
red wine.

Dr. Naomi Ojuok, a Kenyan wildlife 
pathologist, keeps a confi scated horn on 
her desk like a macabre paperweight. 
“Same stuff you clipped off your fi ngers 
this morning,” she laughs, then turns se-
rious. “But when demand is cultural, facts 
alone don’t save lives. You must replace 
the myth with something stronger—sta-
tus, storytelling, shame.”

Crypto-cracking the cartels
At a lab in Pretoria, geneticist Dr. Cindy 

Harper shows a handheld device the size 
of a supermarket scanner. Insert a horn 
shaving and, within minutes, it spits out 
a DNA barcode. “RhODIS” (Rhino DNA 
Index System) now holds 200,000 genetic 
fi ngerprints, evidence that has convicted 

190 
poach-
ers and trad-
ers.

The newest twist: crypto-ransom. Syn-
dicates hack into game-reserve servers, 
download rhino location data, then de-
mand bitcoin in exchange for not pulling 
the trigger. Conservationists have re-
sponded with military-grade encryption, 
decoy collars and, in one private reserve, 
a policy of de-horning every animal before 
hackers can auction the coordinates.

A village that guards a horned treasure
In northern KwaZulu-Natal (South Af-

rica), the 8,000-strong Mbokodweni com-
munity owns 22,000 hectares of thornveld 
that 150 white rhinos call home. Instead of 

fences, there are 
benefi ts: 10 per cent of every 
tourist dollar goes to clinics, 
school buses and a bakery that 
perfumes the dawn with baking 
bread.

Headman Bheki Zulu, whose grand-
father once hunted rhino for meat, now 
blesses each new calf in Zulu tradition. 
“We don’t protect animals because whites 
tell us to,” he says. “We protect them be-
cause our children’s future walks on four 
stumpy legs.” Since the programme be-
gan, not one rhino has been lost to poach-
ing—an anomaly in a province that aver-
ages three a week.

A date in the mud: When Tam died
Conservationists still speak of 27 May 

2019 in the hushed tone others reserve for 
9/11. That morning Tam, the last male Su-
matran rhino in Malaysia, died in Borneo 
of old age and organ failure. His caretak-
er, veterinarian Zainal Zahari, hand-fed 
Tam bananas laced with painkillers as 
tears dripped off his surgical mask.

Tam’s passing reduced the global Su-
matran population to fewer than 80, scat-
tered in shrinking pockets of Indonesian 
rainforest. “When a species slips to double 
digits, every birth is a cathedral bell, ev-
ery death a cathedral fi re,” Zahari says. 
He is raising funds for an “assisted repro-
ductive technology” centre—essentially 
rhino IVF—hoping to merge eggs from 
Pahu with frozen semen collected from 
Tam before he died. If successful, the calf 
will be the fi rst Sumatran rhino born out-
side the wild in a generation.

What you can do 
You will probably never guard a rhino 

at 3 a.m. or extract ovum from a 900-kilo-
gram patient. But you can:
Stop buying rhino horn products: The 
illegal trade in rhino horn is the largest 

threat to rhinos, so avoid purchasing any 
products made from it. 
Educate others: Raise awareness about the 
poaching crisis and the medicinal beliefs 
surrounding rhino horn to reduce demand.  
Donate to conservation organizations: 
Organizations such as WWF and Save the 
Rhino work to combat poaching, protect 
habitats, and support local communities. 
Use sustainable products: Choose cer-
tifi ed sustainable wood, paper, and palm 
oil products to help protect rhino habitats 
from illegal logging and forest conversion.

 OP DESK

World Rhino Day – September 22

Keep the Five Alive is a slogan 
and initiative by the Interna-

tional Rhino Foundation to raise 
awareness and protect the world’s 
fi ve living rhino species: the Black 
Rhino, White Rhino, Greater One-
Horned Rhino, Javan Rhino, and 
Sumatran Rhino. The campaign 
highlights the critical threats of 
poaching and habitat loss facing 
these endangered animals and en-
courages global efforts to conserve 
them and their habitats. 

PHOTO BY OLIVIER BACQUET

Why is conservation 
necessary

Ecosystem Engineers: As mega-
herbivores, rhinos graze large 

areas of grasslands and wetlands, 
preventing dense brush from over-
taking the landscape and creating 
clearings for other plant and animal 
species to thrive.

Keystone & umbrella species: 
Rhinos are keystone species, mean-
ing their presence is crucial for the 
health of their habitats. They are 
also considered umbrella species 
because conserving their large ter-
ritories protects numerous other 
species, like elephants, tigers, and 
birds, that share their habitats.

Habitat Health: Their activities, 
such as grazing and using water bod-
ies, help with the natural rejuvena-
tion and maintenance of their aquat-
ic and grassland environments.

From half a million to a 
few thousands in just a 
century, rhino populations 
are in free-fall. Relentless 
poaching—driven by the 
black market demand for 
horn—claims one life every 
16 hours, pushing Earth’s 
ancient giants ever closer 
to a silent extinction



Ameesha Patel has opened up about a deep-
ly personal chapter of her life, reveal-

ing that she once chose her career over 
love. In a conversation with Ranveer 
Allahbadia on The Ranveer Show, the 
Kaho Naa... Pyaar Hai star refl ected 
on her fi rst serious relationship and 
the diffi cult choice she faced at the 
start of her acting journey.
“I had a serious relationship in 
my life before I decided to join 
fi lms. It was my fi rst and only 
actual relationship,” Ameesha 
shared. However, when she de-
cided to step into cinema, her 
partner was unwilling to accept 
a life in the public eye. “That’s 
why I chose career over love. 
And that was the only time,” she 
revealed.
The actor admitted the 
decision left her heart-
broken at 21, an age 
when marriage 
would have been 
considered appro-
priate by societal 
standards. But 
she felt it wasn’t 
the right time. 
“First, I had to 
fi nd myself. Who 
is Ameesha? Am I 
just a daughter, a 
wife, someone to 
take care of the 
house and kitch-
en? I didn’t want 
that cycle,” she 
explained.
Her refl ections 
highlight her pur-
suit of indepen-
dence and self-discov-
ery, choices that ultimately paved 
the way for her successful debut 
in 2000.
AGENCIES

Divya Khossla has nev-
er been one to hold 
back her opinions, and 

this time she’s raising her voice 
against Bollywood’s growing 
obsession with cosmetic proce-
dures. In a recent interview, the 
Ek Chatur Naar actress criticised 
the widespread use of Botox, fi ll-

ers, and prosthetics, saying these 
trends have made many fac-

es “look pretty much the 
same.” She observed that 

it’s often possible to iden-
tify which doctor or clinic 

someone has visited, whether in 
Mumbai or Dubai, simply by the uniformity of 
results.
Divya explained why she never felt com-
pelled to follow the cosmetic trend. “I nev-
er felt the need to succumb to beauty ste-
reotypes. Nothing beats natural beauty 
and how you’ve been brought up. I don’t 
believe in fi llers or Botox,” she said, add-
ing that her mother never even allowed 
her to use bleach growing up.
Citing Kylie Jenner as an example, she 
argued that natural aging often looks 
better than artifi cial enhancements. 
Divya also rejected the use of AI to re-
touch her photos, saying, “Thoda imper-
fection toh hona chahiye. Fake images 
don’t look like me at all.”
Despite criticism of her “round 
face,” Divya remains unfazed, 
emphasizing that real beauty 
lies in confi dence and in-
ner strength, not cos-
metic perfection.
AGENCIES

Malaika’s
 fi tness mantra

Actress Malaika Arora is known
to lead an extremely healthy
life by mostly eating clean and

exercising regularly. 
Giving us a glimpse into her fi tness

regime, Malaika dropped a string of
stories on her Instagram handle
Thursday. The primary post showed
her performing yoga by the lakeside.

“Early to bed, early to rise. My
happy place,” the text on the pic
read.

This was followed by a pic of her
“perfect breakfast,” which includ-
ed an omelet, accompanied by some
other healthy options.

Malaika further revealed that
she uses oxygen therapy to main-
tain that optimal health.

Along with all this, Malaika
further ensures to complete her

daily step target. Her checklist fur-
ther includes sun, water, sunscreen,
and fresh air.
Malaika keeps on sharing fi tness

goals through her social media posts
from time to time.

Previously, Malaika claimed that women
can be desirable and powerful at every stage
of life. During an exclusive interaction with
this news agency, she talked about breaking
stereotypes around age and glamour in the
entertainment industry.

She told, “I think it’s high time we let go
of outdated notions that beauty belongs on-
ly to a certain age. Women can be glamor-
ous, desirable, and powerful at every stage

of life.”
Malaika hopes to inspire

women to embrace
their authentic selves

and break age-re-
lated stereo-

types.
 IANSActor Harshvardhan Rane de-

cided to share his two cents 
on the ongoing nepotism vs 

outsiders’ debate. 
Recently, a YouTuber shared a clip explain-

ing how nepo babies are taking over Bolly-
wood, citing examples of Ananya Panday, Ahaan 

Panday, and Janhvi Kapoor.
Giving his own spin to the clip, Harshvardhan 

pointed out that 7 out of 10 top stars in Bollywood 
at the moment happen to be outsiders.

The Sanam Teri Kasam actor penned on his offi cial In-
stagram handle, “there is another way to look at this…

what i tell myself 3 times in a day is that 7 out of top 10 
stars are outsiders!!! Big fan of your objective take on 
the industry @jammypants4.”
Agreeing with Harshvardhan, one of the netizens 
penned in the comment section, “That’s absolute-
ly true but posting such things and talking about 
them won’t make you look like a hero. 
You’re better than this we know it. 
You should focus on yourself 
and doing great movies, 
audience knows 
what’s the 

best 
so 

you don’t worry about that.”
Another one wrote, “I tru-
ly admire Shushant 
Singh Rajput, 
Manoj Bajpai, 
Pankaj Tripathi, 
RajKu- mar Rao and of 
course you....Outsiders 
have proved their worth 
in Bol- lywood each and 
every single time they got a 
chance.”
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S
ince the twentieth century and the 
spread of mass-produced prints, 
popular portraiture in India has ad-
opted Western realism. In ancient 

Indian art and traditional art styles, por-
traiture has always been on the rare side, 
though not entirely absent; the same is the 
case with Odisha. And so it is quite simple 
to see why most historical fi gures in our 
state are depicted in modern styles, usual-
ly oil paintings; from the 15th-century poet 
Sarala Dasa to the 2nd-century BCE Khar-
avela, popular imagination latches onto 
the ‘photographic’ style of art, diametri-
cally opposite to the Indian schools of art 
which tend to capture realism in their own 
subtle way. However, this was not always 
the case. Gajapati Langula Narasingha 
Deba is depicted el-
egantly in the sculp-
tures of Konarka; 
we have Pattachitra 
paintings as old as 
1550, with portraits 
of kings and saints. 
In post-independence 
India, would it not be 
fair to revive portrai-
ture in these indige-
nous artistic schools, 
not just among artis-
tic circles, but also as 
popular depictions? 
That is exactly what 
artist Bibhu Patnaik 
strives to do in sev-
eral of his works: re-
imagining historical 
greats of Odia culture 
through the native 
lens of Pattachitra. 
It would be an under-
statement to say that 
his works have been 
well received; they 
have been celebrated 
by both laypersons 
and artists.

In two recent 
works, Patnaik sets 
out to visualise 
the Panchasakha, 
fi ve seers from the 
16th-century who 
pioneered Odia phi-
losophy and thought. The corpus of Pan-
chasakha literature is as formidable in 
volume as it is in content. The fi rst work 
depicts Balarama Dasa, the eldest of the 
Panchasakha, popularly known by the 
honorifi c Krupasiddha and as the author 
of the Jagamohana (Dandi) Ramayana, 
the fi rst version of the Ramayana in Odia. 
Being a master of both Sanskrit and Odia, 
his works exhibit both pan-Indian as well 
as indigenous Odishan elements, and he 
employs both with great effect, bestowing 
special affection on the latter. A fearless 
critic of discriminatory social structures, 
his Lakhmi Purana needs no introduction. 
In the hinterlands, legends recount his 
free-spirited, character; how he would 

speak with Jagannatha, challenge him 
point-blank; here scolding him ruthlessly, 
there making fun of him and then again 
coaxing him with the utmost affection. 

How does one go about depicting 
such a mystical saint, notwith-
standing the general lacu-
nae of physical descrip-
tions in erstwhile texts? 
Patnaik addresses this 
gap by consciously 
choosing another 
traditional method; 
in his own words, 
“capturing the suks-
ma-sarira, the subtle 
body, in other words, 
the personality of the 
individual gleaned 
through diverse sources 
alongside the sthulasarira, 
the physical body. 

And so Patnaik’s Balarama Dasa 
derives from an 18th-century Patachitra of 
the great deity Balabhadra as four-armed 
Sankarsana, from Ganjam; drawing up-
on the belief that Balarama was born by 
the grace of Shiva, traditionally consid-
ered indifferent with Balabhadra. Hence 
Balarama Dasa is depicted with the colour 
sankha, traditionally used for Shiva. Some 

works mention Balarama was an incar-
nation of Narada; Patnaik incorporates a 
near-extinct three-leafed Jata that is used 
exclusively for Narada in ancient murals.  
It is said that as a kid, Balarama would 
play with snakes fearlessly; Patnaik in-
corporates the nagabandha border and 
positions the jata like the hood of a cobra, 
reinforcing the serpentine association. 
The saint sits calmly at the center with 
a pothi held between his palms in an en-
trancing mudra. With its muted palette, 
the painting radiates calm and peace, a 
mystic silence enveloping the canvas. The 
reclusive character of the saint shines 
through in his simple attire, wearing the 
cotton Boirani Luga; the golden earrings 

and armlets stand as a contrast, remind-
ing one of his previous royal background, 
the life of luxury that he leaves to pursue 
greater good. The background is bereft of 

fi ligree, draws attention to the intricate 
pasapali fl oor, derived from an-

other Bhagabata Patachitra 
of the Puri school. The top 

corners gleam through 
with the motifs of 
Chandra (the femi-
nine element) and 
Surjya (the mascu-
line element), subtly 
communicating that 
the great saint has 
achieved equilibri-

um, balancing these 
two forces permeating 

every jiva through the 
ida and pingala, together 

forming the intricate balanc-
ing act of life. 

In his second work, Bibhu depicts Ati-
badi Jagannatha Dasa, the famed author 
of the Odia Bhagabata. The popularity of 
this work can be understood from an 1800s 
quote by Bhudev Mukherjee, inspector 
of schools, Orissa - “There is not a single 
Hindu village in Orissa where at least a 
portion of Jagannatha Das’ Bhagabat is 

not kept and daily recited.” A great expert 
in Odissi music, Atibadi’s charming dic-
tion, penchant for simplicity and inher-
ent musicality has made his life’s work 
the lifeline of the Odia people. And so for 
Atibadi’s depiction, Patnaik delves into 
portraits of the saint preserved in his in-
stitutions, notably the Bada Odia Matha of 
Puri. Across stone, wood and Pattachitra, 
his depictions show great conformance in 
terms of iconography. With a fi rm base in 
these Puri sources, Bibhu reimagines Ati-
badi with subconscious inspiration from 
the Ganjam school of Pattachitra,  harmo-
niously integrating these two characters 
for an even richer idiom. Framed by an 
elegant pidha shrine, Atibadi sits at the 

center on a high pedestal; symbolic of the 
Muktimandapa where he held a position 
of great regard. The young ascetic wears 
only the kaupina, his golden body marked 
with urdhwapundra signs. The golden hue 
indicates that he is born from the smile 
of Radha, she who is brilliant as molten 
gold. At his feet, women bow down and 
sing songs with the karatala. It is interest-
ing to note here that of the sixteen chief 
disciples of Atibadi, Gaura Mahadei, the 
wife of Prataparudra Gajapati is promi-
nent. Women were barred from receiv-
ing initiation from saints in the culture 
of those days, yet Atibadi gave initiation 
to the queen; popular legend recounts his 
response to this as “I am a woman myself, 
Jagannatha’s woman; what is the harm 
if I give initiation to another like me?” 
Indeed, looking at the Tantric heritage 
of Odisha, it is hardly unjustifi ed to offer 
an equal position, or even prominence to 
women. Several medieval texts record the 
story of Atibadi’s imprisonment on anoth-
er occasion, and his physical body having 
morphed into that of a lady’s, sheerly by 
the sadhana of his nari-bhava devotion. 
It is yet another instance of the Pancha-
sakha’s great contribution to 

The diptych stands as exceptional for its 
layered depiction of not only the individ-

uals, but their mutual 
relation. Balarama Da-
sa was Atibadi’s Guru 
; in Bibhu’s vision, 
they embody the twin 
elements of Shiva and 
Shakti. The balance of 
male and female ele-
ments is a hallmark of 
the Panchasakha school 
of philosophy, harken-
ing back to the Tantric 
roots of Utkaliya Vaish-
navism. Balarama’s 
bhakti comes with his 
offering of all he has 
to the deity; from his 
temper tantrums to his 
overbearing love, all is 
offered to the deity. In 
this sense his bhakti is 
quite masculine, like 
Shiva; easy to annoy, 
easily pleased, yet fi rm 
in his meditation. Ati-
badi’s model of bhakti, 
on the contrary, was 
very unlike Balarama’s; 
he sought to take care of 
Jagannatha like a wife 
would look after her 
husband. The off-white 
Nepali paper shows 
through in Balarama’s 
portrait, enveloping the 
image in a brilliance 
that seems to emanate 

from the fi gure. In Atibadi’s case, the 
feminine bhakti of the saint is refl ected 
by the bright red surrounding him. The 
brilliance of the artist shines through in 
this careful choice of colors, manifesting 
a subtle theological detail with clues from 
tradition; for white stands for Shiva and 
red for Shakti in Odishan tradition. 

In the process of concentrating a host 
of symbolic elements, the artist captures 
the essential character of the two saints to 
a degree that can seldom be captured by 
other approaches. This is the true spirit 
of Odishan classical painting and the Pa-
tachitra tradition.

The reviewer is Odissi musician 
and researcher
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ART REVIEW

An attempt to revive portraiture

Eminent artist 
Bibhu Patnaik’s recent 
works on two saints - - 

Balarama Dasa and Atibadi 
Jagannatha Dasa -  celebrate 

the true spirit of Odishan 
classical painting and the 

Pattachitra tradition

Saint-Poet Balarāma Dāsa, Gouache 
on Nepali paper, 42 x 29.5 cm, 2025

Poet Atibadī Jagannātha Dāsa, Gouache 
on Nepali paper, 42 x 29.5 cm, 2025
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arry Ellison sits on top with $393 
billion, thanks to Oracle’s AI-fuelled 
cloud boom—enough to elbow past 
Elon Musk, Mark Zuckerberg and 

Jeff Bezos for now. Yet fold history into 
the ledger and the quartet’s combined 
fortune shrinks to pocket change.  

Sunday POST time-travels to the 
14th-century Mali Empire to size up 
Mansa Musa I, the emperor whose infl a-
tion-adjusted gold pile still makes today’s 
mega-rich look like mere millionaires.

A caravan that shook Cairo
In 1324, a lone traveller could stand on 

the rooftops of Cairo and watch the price 
of gold collapse before his eyes.

The cause was not a market crash or a 
war, but a pilgrimage. Riding at the head 
of 60,000 courtiers, slaves and camel-driv-
ers came Mansa Musa I, emperor of Mali, 
fl inging so many gold-dust gifts into the 
streets that the dinar lost 20 % of its value 
and took twelve years to recover Medieval 
chroniclers thought they were hallucinat-
ing. Modern economists call it the only 
documented case of one man triggering 
regional infl ation simply by existing.

The empire built on dust and salt
Born around 1280 into the Keita dynas-

ty, Musa inherited a realm that already 
stretched from the Atlantic seaboard to 
the Sahara’s edge 

What made Mali unimaginably rich 
was geology: half of the Old World’s gold 

came from its riverbeds, while the north-
ern mines at Taghaza produced slabs of 
salt literally worth their weight in gold. 
By taxing every ounce that crossed his 
borders—on caravans bound for Tunis, 
Tripoli or Alexandria—Musa turned dust 
into sovereign wealth centuries before 
the term was invented. Some historians 
estimate the empire supplied a third of 
global GDP at its peak.

A trillionaire who kept no spreadsheet
Assigning a modern net worth to Musa 

is folly: he owned land equal to Western 
Europe, commanded 100,000 soldiers, 
and personally approved every nugget 
that left his realm. Conservative guess-
es hover around US $400 billion; viral 
lists throw out “$400 trillion” because no 
spreadsheet can cage him.  The truth is 
that Musa’s fortune was denominated in 
sovereignty, not currency. When you can 
build a mosque in every town you sleep 
in, or commission Andalusian architects 
on a whim, money ceases to be numbers 
and becomes gravity.

Timbuktu: The fi rst start-up hub
Flush with bullion, Musa invested 

in human capital. At home he import-
ed Granada’s fi nest architects to build 

Djinguereber, 
the university-mosque whose 

li- braries still stand. Foreign stu-
dents received full scholarships—paid in 
gold—to study Qur’anic law, astronomy 
and mathematics. By 1330, Timbuktu 
housed more books per capita than any 
European city, and the Sankore madra-
sah graduated scholars who later taught 
in Fez, Cordoba and Cairo. Musa was 
branding centuries before nation-states: 
the desert city became shorthand for “im-
possible wealth,” appearing on European 
maps years before most Europeans could 
pronounce “Mali.”

The 4,000-mile commute that 
rewrote geography

The 1324 hajj was partly devotion, part-
ly IPO road-show. Starting from Niani on 
the upper Niger, Musa’s retinue crossed 
today’s Mauritania, Algeria and Libya, 
feeding 12,000 servants fresh fi sh couri-
ered from the Atlantic. In Cairo he loaned 
the sultan 50,000 dinars at zero inter-
est—then tipped the royal staff the same 
amount again. By the time he reached 
Mecca, every spice merchant from Sa-

markand to Venice knew a new eco-
nomic super-power had logged on. 
A Catalan atlas drawn just twelve 

years lat-
er depicts Musa enthroned, orb in one 
hand, gold nugget in the other—the fi rst 
time a sub-Saharan monarch became a 
global logo.

The philanthropy that cost a dynasty
Generosity on such a scale was soft 

power, but it was also leverage. To fund 
the caravan Musa borrowed against fu-
ture tax receipts; when he returned he 
raised transit tolls, squeezing traders 
who had grown rich on his outbound give-
aways. The same scholars he patronised 
began questioning whether a Muslim 
ruler should hoard bullion while subjects 
starved during Sahelian droughts.

By the late 1330s, rebel cities in Gao 
and Takedda were testing imperial 
nerves, and after Musa’s death in 1337 
the empire slowly fragmented—proof 
that even trillionaires cannot repeal the 
business cycle.

Legacy: The yardstick no billionaire can reach
Modern tycoons can buy super-yachts, 

islands or social networks; none can buy 
30 % of the planet’s commodity supply 
for a century.

When adjusted for infl ation and rela-
tive share of global GDP, Musa eclipses 
Rockefeller, Augustus Caesar and to-
day’s tech oligarchs. More importantly, 
he re-defi ned wealth as cultural lever-
age: universities instead of vaults, trade 
routes instead of ticker symbols.

Every time Forbes crowns a new richest 
person, Twitter memes resurrect the king 
who gave away so much gold he broke the 
economy—reminding us that the score-
board Musa played on no longer exists.

Epilogue: The invisible fortune
Today, the Musa story still glitters 

because it is impossible to verify. No 
balance sheets, no tax returns—only ac-
counts of travellers dazzled by a monarch 
who turned sand into scholarships and 
caravans into quantitative-easing. Per-
haps that is the ultimate luxury: to be 
so wealthy that history remembers the 
spending, not the number. OP DESK

Mansa Musa:
The wealthiest 
man ever lived

Modern tycoons can buy 
super-yachts, islands or social 

networks but none can buy 30% of 
the planet’s commodity supply for a 

century. When adjusted for 
infl ation and relative share of 

global GDP, African emperor Musa, 
who turned Mali into an economic 

super-power and became the 
benchmark for impossible wealth, 

eclipses Rockefeller, Augustus 
Caesar and today’s tech oligarchs
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