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Preface

The third edition of wisdom catalogue is on your screens now.

We are seniors in the sense that we got to make mistakes before you did.
Mistakes are fun and we can learn a lot from them. Passing on the wisdom is
a booklet where we collect advises from all senior students so that you don’t
get to have the same fun.

I would like to thank Krishnan for his comic strip and Amudhan, Prajakta,
Minu for their help in editing. Especially thankful to all people who sent in
their thoughts which make the bulk of this document.

Things here are written informally. I hope it won’t hurt anyone’s sentiments.
If it did, I am sorry, please do write to me.

Hope you make different mistakes, learn from them and contribute to this
initiative again next year.

Mahesh
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The legendary King Vikram, identified as Vikramaditya (c. 1st century

BC), promises a vamachari (a tantric sorcerer) that he will capture

a vetala (or Baital), a celestial spirit who hangs from a tree and

inhabits and animates dead bodies.

King Vikram faces many difficulties in bringing the vetala to the

tantric. Each time Vikram tries to capture the vetala, it tells

a story that ends with a riddle. If Vikram cannot answer the question

correctly, the vampire consents to remain in captivity. If the king

knows the answer but still keeps quiet, then his head shall burst

into thousand pieces. And if King Vikram answers the question correctly,

the vampire would escape and return to his tree. He knows the answer

to every question; therefore the cycle of catching and releasing

the vampire continues twenty-four times.1

1Wikipedia

3



• Life at NISER, as you would be finding out soon, is no way close to your dream-
college life, one full of frivolities. But you can still milk a lot of fun out of it,
just that you have to be a bit pro-active. Make lots of friends, take lead in club
activities, take initiatives for fun events, arrange parties and don’t cry about the
things you are not getting here.

• Don’t complain about ‘Too much work’. Yes, there is a lot of work. But no one is
forcing you to complete it. Whatever complete means :/ A good teacher would only
be expecting you to learn with quality, not how much you could finish. Do the best
you can with what you have. When you are working, don’t keep reminding yourself
of how much work that is left to do. Just live in the present and enjoy, truly enjoy
what you are working at. Don’t so much anticipate a choir to come and sing about
your success every time you finish something big. Don’t even expect self-satisfaction
which you wish to get after you complete the job. Your self-satisfaction should be
happening during the job. Be above success/failure (both little/big). Help other
people. There are seven billion people outside you. Don’t become too narrow-
minded about career and achievements. They will come. Don’t get affected by it.
Keep doing your work pleasantly. Like a song; with elegance. Be calm. It is not
movement which destroys the machine. Work is healthy. It won’t kill you. Unless
you start worrying about it. It is friction that spoils the machine. 2

So, did you remember to be calm today?

Figure 1: Credits- Bill Watterson for ‘Calvin and Hobbes’

• – Take your time to get used to the new environment. Things are very different
here as compared to school. Every single faculty member and senior you come
across will tell you this. And no, its not something we routinely repeat just
to scare the wits out of you (okay, maybe, to a certain extent, we do). It is
the truth. And not necessarily an ugly one. While you will find the freedom
(at the professional as well as the personal level) liberating, it is quite easy
to be led astray. But let me tell you another truth. Its still easier to follow
the right path- you feel light, true to yourself and perform to the best of your
abilities. Plus, you end up being happier too, in the long run. Just have the
will power to resist an occasional dosage of peer pressure and/or temptation,
and you will rock.

– That being said, its okay to sometimes give in to temptations too. Making
mistakes is allowed at all points in our lives, but this is particularly the time

2Henry Ward Beecher
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when you are sort of expected to make mistakes (that, of course, does not mean
that you have to come up to these expectations all the time :P). So unless you
do something really historic like burning down the mess/hostel (although there
are people here who will hail you as a fallen angel even for this!), its alright to
admit to yourself that you faltered, and then rise up again.

– Try to get into the groove of things here in the first month itself. Use this
time to experiment and see what works here for you and what doesn’t, and
then stick to the former. Its very difficult to break patterns, and once you get
into a particular way of doing things, you can be sure that you will follow it,
whether good or bad, for the rest of your stay here. I speak from personal
experience here.

– Dont be bothered if somebody mocks your style of studying or puts you down
for it (yes, some people do that here). It has worked fine for you all these
years (you being in NISER is proof enough of this fact), change it if something
doesn’t work for YOU and because YOU want it, not because somebody else
tells you to.

– (For people interested in Mathematics) Strangely enough, you will see that
you might be required to UNlearn the way you have studied Math all these
years, and look at it in an entirely new light. The new approach is the one
followed by the actual mathematicians, and this is how Mathematics is taught
at the higher levels. You may like it, or you may not- just as you may or may
not like mechanics, organic chemistry or physiology. Some people will tell you
that its difficult and boring- but take it up with an open mind. Once you
become familiar with this new approach, decide for yourself whether you like
it or not.

• I am writing most of this precisely because I wish I had realized this earlier.

– It may happen that you understand everything that goes on in class, especially
in the first year. Good for you. But DO NOT let that breed a false sense of
understanding - there is way more to a subject than what is presented in
lectures. Go to the library. Read.

– Discuss things with your classmates, seniors and teachers. If you understand
something well, you should be able to teach it to others. (But don’t be a bore)

– At the same time, understand that you cannot run before you learn to

walk. For instance, don’t try to immediately start learning string theory (see
Fig. (2) ) just because it sounds cool. That way lies disaster. Popular science
books will not take you very far - they have a lot of motivation, but you’ll
learn very little of substance.

– IMPORTANT: you may not like a particular teacher’s teaching. Do not let
that put you off a subject.

Finally, there is more to life than academics - participate in things. Talk to
people.
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Figure 2: http://abstrusegoose.com/272

• – If you are just browsing internet out of boredom and find a girl/guy pacing
around the cc to find an empty computer to get some work done, kindly offer
her/him your place. Some people are too polite and shy to ask.

– Don’t find fault with everyone/everything.

• – Curiosity of nature, friendship and love are three separate and very important
aspects of life. Do not let them elbow each other out in terms of time, attention
or importance.

– First year becomes a bit hectic, what with labs, classes and newfound friend-
ships. Try to keep pace with reports, etc from beginning of the semester.
Efficiency in task at hand comes in handy.

– Try not to get caught up in marks-race. Marks are important, but interest,
more so. If you are really interested, sincere and interactive, you will mostly
get in stream of your choice. So, be honest. Not just in examinations. Be
honest to yourself, whether you have really understood the subject matter at
hand.

– First convince yourself that you have attempted the problem sincerely. If you
find the answer yourself, you will retain the understanding very well. We
seniors will definitely help and support you through your problems. All we
ask is a little consideration. Try to ask beforehand whether we have any work
before beginning a long doubt session.

• Science is an inherently difficult path to follow and pursue especially if you don’t care
to like it. Scientific enquiry and research is synonymous to heartbreaks, frustration,
depression and repeated failures. I would definitely not make your way into such
doomsday but I would say ‘Science is Fun’ because of it.

I would heavily seek inspirations from chronobiologist and neurologist, Prof. William
J. Schwartz of University of Massachusetts, USA.
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Figure 3: Credits- Bill Amend for ‘Fox Trot’

Figure 4: Credits- Reghu Krishnan G

– Be original : Interesting research has been done because most of the times, the
performer had been stable enough to get the mind into the groove of finding
novelty. Not everybody is a born Gauss or Einstein or Schrodinger or Darwin,
and it must be realized that the music of their works lie in the fact that they
themselves have done it the hard way. Give time to achieve, for early achievers
suffer from two vices, expectations and jealousy.
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Figure 5: Credits- Bill Watterson for ‘Calvin and Hobbes’

– Read, but not too much. Give time to incubate, and then improvise. One
additional drawback of reading too much into a specific subject leads to loss
of confidence and improvisation by mere influence of the writers.

– Controverse your own conclusions : Don’t be conclusive in whatever you see
or experience, its better to be careful than be sorry.

– Carefully select your peers : Find a person who has the intellect and courage
to say it your face, Buddy you are wrong, consider it this way. Now, this has
got some costs associated with it, in order to find the right ligand, you have
to be a receptor equally equipped.

– Respect all : Do not get intimidated or influenced by someone that you start
disliking what another person pursues.

In the end, I would state that truthful research is extremely rewarding, pleasur-
able and unforesaken. Research is an art that needs practicing like a kung-fu
warrior who practices each moves with delicacy and articulate precision.

Good luck, cheers!

CREDITS: ‘What it does require is a commitment to exercising one’s creative spirit- for curiosity’s sake.’ -David Paydarfar

and William J. Schwartz, UMASS Med Boston, USA

‘An Algorithm for Discovery’ (Science Editorial report)

8



Figure 6: Credits- Bill Watterson for ‘Calvin and Hobbes’

THE RIDDLE
Vikramaditya → NISER student
Vetala → Semester
24 stories → 10 semesters (24 credits each)
Riddle at the end of story → End-sem exam at end of semester

If you know the answers, the Vetala returns to tree and the whole path has to be
retraced again. A new semester.

If you don’t know the answers, the Vetala (semester courses) stay with you.
If you know the answer but keep quiet when your friend “pssts..” you, ... your ‘friend’

will swear so much that your head may burst to 1000 pieces.
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