
he convergence of science
and art found its expres-
sion in ‘Vibrant Hues,’ a
three-day exhibition by
renowned radiologist and
artist, Dr. Sushma
Mahajan, held at the

Alankar Gallery of Jawahar Kala
Kendra in Jaipur. This event, inau-
gurated by former Chief Election
Commissioner, Sunil Arora, capti-
vated art enthusiasts with its rich
portrayal of emotions and philo-
sophical musings rendered in
watercolours.

Arora, while admiring Dr.
Mahajan's creations, remarked, “It
is extraordinary to see such deeply
emotive art emerging from someone
rooted in the medical profession.
These works transcend the medium,
inviting us to reflect on the human
condition.” Adding to the accolades,
Jaipur Police Commissioner, Biju
George Joseph, praised the vivid
interplay of colours, stating, “These
artworks exude a balance of inter-
nal stability and discipline, reflect-
ing the artist's profound connection
with her craft.”

Dr. Rajesh Kumar Vyas, a cultur-
al critic and poet, described the
exhibition as a ‘song of festivity
infused with the essence of nature
and life.’ He highlighted how each
piece evokes sensitivity and
inspires innovation. Film actor and
director, Ashok Banthia, lauded the
exhibition's title, ‘Vibrant Hues,’
noting how the palette seemed to
breathe life into the compositions.

esearchers have
shed new light on
how chronic alcohol
use alters brain sig-
naling pathways,
specifically focusing
on how it impairs

cognitive flexibility.
Alcohol Use Disorder

(AUD) affects about 400 mil-
lion people worldwide and is a
leading cause of serious ill-
nesses such as cancer, cardio-
vascular disease, liver dis-
ease, and stroke.

Beyond these physical
impacts, AUD profoundly dis-
rupts brain functions critical
for learning, memory, and
adaptability, key elements of
cognitive flexibility.

The new findings in
Science Advances demonstrate
the significant role of
Cholinergic Interneurons
(CINs) in this process.

Zhenbo Huang, an associ-
ate Research Scientist at the
laboratory of Jun Wang in the
Texas A&M University
College of Medicine, and col-
leagues have demonstrated
that alcohol disrupts the
brain's ability to adapt by
altering the burst-pause firing
patterns of CINs, specialized
neurons that release acetyl-
choline, a key neurotransmit-
ter.

CINs are critical gatekeep-
ers in the brain's striatum,
influencing reward-driven
learning and motivation by
modulating dopamine signal-
ing. “Dopamine neurons drive
the brain's reward system,
while CINs act as the gate-
keepers, filtering stimuli that
activate these neurons,” says
Wang, an associate professor
at the Texas A&M College of
Medicine.

Using advanced tools such
as optogenetics, which uses
light to control cells, the
researchers uncovered that
stimulating CINs in animal
models of chronic alcohol
exposure produced an altered
firing pattern compared to
models without chronic alco-
hol exposure.

Normally, CINs fire in a
‘burst-pause’ pattern, a quick
burst of activity followed by a

pause, which is essential for
learning new behaviours and
adapting to change. However,
in alcohol-exposed models,
this firing pattern was signifi-
cantly disrupted, with shorter
and weaker pauses, impairing
critical learning process such
as reversal learning.

“Reversal learning is a
cornerstone of cognitive flexi-
bility,” Wang explains. “It
allows individuals to unlearn
behaviours when rules or cir-
cumstances change, a process
heavily reliant on acetyl-
choline signaling.”

By combining optogenet-
ics, which uses light to control
CIN activity, and fiber pho-
tometry, which involves genet-
ically engineered biosensors
to detect real-time release of
acetylcholine while subjects
perform tasks, the team dis-
covered distinct roles for dif-
ferent CIN firing phases. The
‘burst’ phase, which increases
acetylcholine release from
CINs, aids extinction learn-
ing, where old behaviours are
unlearned. The ‘pause’ phase,
on the other hand, which
causes a dip in acetylcholine
release from the CINs, is cru-
cial for reversal learning,
where new behaviours
replace outdated ones.

This groundbreaking
research reveals how alcohol
undermines these mecha-
nisms, offering new insights
into the broader effects of
AUD. Importantly, the find-
ings suggest potential thera-
peutic targets for addressing
cognitive impairments associ-
ated with AUD.

“The burst and pause
dynamics of CINs are critical
for behavioural adaptability,”
Wang says. “This study high-
lights their unique roles and
lays the groundwork for
exploring how similar mecha-
nisms might influence condi-
tions beyond addiction,
including aging and neurode-
generative diseases.”

The Wang team continues
to explore how CIN dynamics
affect brain health, aiming to
translate their discoveries
into innovative treatments for
a variety of brain disorders. BABY BLUES By Rick Kirkman & Jerry Scott By Jerry Scott & Jim BorgmanTHE WALL ZITS
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“History teaches us that
men and nat ions behave

wisely  once they  have
exhausted all  other

alternatives .”
-Abba Eban

International Hot and Spicy Food Day
eople have been using hot spices in their meals and recipes for more than 6,000 years. It seems
that there has always been love for a bit of spice! Whether a person is a big fan of spicy curry or
simply loves a bag of Flamin' Hot Doritos, this definitely is a day to enjoy by piling on some spicy
food. There are so many different types of spices that are used to create hot and spicy foods today.
Today is all about celebrating these spices. After all, life would be pretty boring without them!P
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Alcohol 
disrupts 
brain's 
ability 

to adapt
This groundbreaking research reveals how
alcohol undermines these mechanisms, offering
new insights into the broader effects of AUD.
Importantly, the findings suggest potential
therapeutic targets for addressing cognitive
impairments associated with AUD.

ART IN EVERY HUE
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it happens here...

Sunil Arora taking a look at the paintings with Sushma Mahajan.

A distinguished radiologist and an accomplished artist, Dr. Sushma
Mahajan, seamlessly blends the precision of medicine with the boundless
imagination of art. Her 3-day exhibition, ‘Vibrant Hues,’ celebrated the
harmony of life and creativity, inviting visitors to experience emotions,
philosophy, and vitality through watercolours.

A Symphony of Life in Watercolours

Art as a Balm for Life's Stresses

D r. Mahajan's collection of 54
artworks showcased an

enchanting interplay of natural
and architectural elements. From
frolicking animals, dogs, horses,
elephants, rabbits, and squirrels,
to meticulously detailed flora and

urban landscapes, her brushwork
demonstrated a harmonious blend
of Indian culture and global diver-
sity. Particularly striking were
her 3D-inspired cityscapes, which
drew viewers into immersive
visual narratives.

S peaking about her journey, Dr.
Mahajan shared, “Art is

boundless, a realm where estab-
lished boundaries dissolve. It
offers solace, harmonizing life's
stresses and infusing positivity.”
Her philosophy resonated deeply
with visitors, who found her work
both meditative and uplifting. She
emphasized that art is a universal
need, offering a creative outlet not
just for professional artists, but
also for individuals across all

walks of life, including doctors,
who often navigate high-pressure
environments. Dr. Mahajan's artis-
tic journey has traversed the coun-
try, earning her acclaim in venues
such as the Visual Arts Gallery at
India Habitat Centre, New Delhi,
with her exhibitions ‘Curious
Charms’ and ‘The Beautiful
World.’ This is her seventh exhibi-
tion and it cements her reputation
as a visionary who brings fresh
perspectives to the canvas.A rt lovers and enthusiasts gath-

ered at the exhibition, captivat-
ed by the vivid interplay of emo-
tions and creativity in Dr.
Mahajan's artworks. The gallery
buzzed with visitors, each drawn to
the immersive vitality and meticu-
lous craftsmanship that character-
ized the collection. The exhibition
reflected a unique dialogue between
the structured discipline of medi-
cine and the uninhibited flow of
artistic expression. It showcased
how creative pursuits can enrich
lives, offering moments of inspira-
tion and solace amid the demands of
a professional career. ‘Vibrant
Hues’ stood as a testament to the
transformative power of art, a cele-
bration of life's myriad colours, tex-
tures, and forms. Though the three-
day showcase has concluded, its
essence lingers as a reminder of the
boundless possibilities that arise
when passion meets purpose.

A Celebration of 
Artistic Dedication

#HEALTH

ome images remain
etched in our minds
for a lifetime. For
me, one such image
was of a mouse
deer, taken by my
favourite natural
history writer and
photographer, the
late M. Krishnan,
published with his

remarkable article in the 1960s.
Krishnan's fortnightly column
Country Notebook in The
Statesman, printed from Kolkata
at that time, was a staple mental
nourishment during my teenage
years. All his articles and photo-
graphs were excellent but I do not
know why the mouse deer photo-
graph has been stuck in my mind.

It was, perhaps, the first photo-
graph taken in the wild of this elu-
sive, tiny deer, that spends all its
life in the undergrowth of a forest.

Among the 12 species of deer
found in India, the mouse deer is
the smallest. Actually, the ten
species of the mouse deer in Asia
(a single species in West Africa)
are the smallest hoofed ungulates
of the world. My interest in this
species was ignited when in
November 2019, I heard that a lost
species, Vietnam mouse-deer
Tragulus versicolor has been seen
(camera trapped) after 30 years.
They live such a reclusive life that
it is easy to miss them.

The Indian mouse deer, also
called Indian chevrotain
(Moschiola indica) is endemic to
the Indian subcontinent. It is
mainly found in peninsular India,
with some old records from Nepal.
Sri Lanka has a separate species
called spotted chevrotain
(Moschiola meminna). The Indian
mouse deer is small, 25-30 cms at
shoulder height, and weighs from
two to four kgs.

Hunting and trapping by trib-
als and frequent forest fires are
the biggest threats to these small
deers. During traditional tribal
hunts, called mahashikar, nets
are laid in a large section of the
forest to chase wildlife, some-
times with the help of trained
dogs, to trap them. Dogs also help
to ferret out the mouse deer from
their dens. Their tiny pointed
legs are made to skitter around in
the undergrowth, not to run long
distance. They are no match to
trained dogs, so, many are killed.
The Central Zoo Authority, New
Delhi, has identified 73 endan-
gered species for conservation
breeding, and the mouse deer is
one of them. The Hyderabad Zoo
started the Mouse Deer
Conservation Breeding
Programme in 2010, with a
founder stock of two males and
four females. Later, some more
mouse deer were brought in from
other zoos to improve the genetic
diversity. As the breeding started
and numbers increased, animals
were kept in three blocks of 60

small cages. The cages were
enriched with bamboo, palm,
shrubs and bushes. Hollow wood-
en pipes were placed in the cages
so that the deer could hide. By
2017, the captive population had
increased to 230. Some animals
were released in a very scientific
and systematic way in the
Amrabad Tiger Reserve,
Kinnerasani Wildlife Sanctuary,
and Mrugavani National Park.
Before release, they were kept in
pre-released enclosures in
Amrabad Tiger Reserve, where
food was provided. As the ani-
mals became acclimatized to
their new environment, food was
reduced, so, they started foraging
natural food. After a few weeks,
the cages were opened to release
the animals in the wild. All ani-
mals were fitted with micro-chips
and ear tags. The programme
appears to be successful as a mat-
ing pair and a fawn was pho-
tographed in the released area.

To be continued...
||||
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#UNIQUE

The Strangest
Of Animals

The Central Zoo Authority, New Delhi, has
identified 73 endangered species for

conservation breeding, and the mouse
deer is one of them. The Hyderabad

Zoo started the Mouse Deer
Conservation Breeding Programme in

2010, with a founder stock of two males
and four females. Later, some more mouse deer were

brought in from other zoos to improve the genetic
diversity. As the breeding started and numbers

increased, animals were kept in three blocks of 60
small cages. The cages were enriched with bamboo,

palm, shrubs and bushes. Hollow wooden pipes were
placed in the cages so that the deer could hide.

Anjali Sharma
Senior Journalist &
Wildlife Enthusiast
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hat nuts are a great
source of protein, good
fats, fibres, vitamins,
and minerals is a well-
known fact. But did you
know that pistachios or
pista rank a little high-

er than other nuts? Yes, while
every nut is ‘irreplaceable and
has something unique to offer in
terms of health,’ pistachios
check all the boxes when it comes
to ‘nutrition and taste.’

While Iranians call pista-
chios ‘smiling nuts,’ Chinese
call them ‘happy nuts,’ and the
wellness world calls them
‘skinny nuts’ because they are
so. But what makes these
shelled nuts a powerhouse of
nutrients? The healthy fats in
pistachios help to maintain a
heart-healthy lifestyle, further
lowering the risk of stroke and
many other heart problems. In
addition, pista is known to
increase the body's defences
against internal and external
free radicals, enhance diges-
tion, and generally improve
health. Further, these nuts
rank the lowest in calories per

serving, meaning that you can
eat more of them for fewer
calories. Just 30 of these,
which is about 100 quality calo-
ries, make a perfect portion.

While Iranians call
pistachios ‘smiling

nuts,’ Chinese call them
‘happy nuts,’ and the

wellness world calls
them ‘skinny nuts’

because they are so.

A Nutritious
Addition

T
Benefits of munching 
on Pistachios
Complete, clean source of plant
protein: Pistachios are a complete
source of protein, which means they
contain all 9-essential amino acids in
adequate amounts. Gram-for-gram pis-
tachios have as much protein as an egg.
Lowest in calories: Pistachios are
some of the lowest-calorie nuts at a
mere 100 calories in a single serving,
equivalent to 30 pistachios. You can
thus eat more for fewer calories. (30 pis-
tachios is a perfect serving.)
Satiating and minimally processed:
Besides protein, they are abundant in
fibre and fat (heart-healthy MUFAs),
making them very satiating. The pro-
tein-fat-fibre combo makes pistachios a
great partner in your weight loss jour-
ney. Just 30 of these keep you feeling
fuller for longer because of the super
protein-fat-fibre combo, so, no mindless
snacking.
Rich in antioxidants: Do you know
why pistachios are colourful? It is the
only nut that contains anthocyanins, a
plant pigment that gives pistachios a
purple colour. It is the same pigment
that is present in blueberries.
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