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GIFT CREATES NEW CHAIR OF INDIA 
STUDIES AT UNIVERSITY OF ALBERTA 
Starting in September 2007, the 
University of Alberta will become one 
of the first postsecondary institutions 
in Canada to host a chair in classical 
Indian studies. The creation of the new 
program owes thanks to a  $1.5 million 
donation to the Faculty of Arts by the 
Singhmar family.

The Saroj and Prem Singhmar Chair 
in Classical Indian Polity and Society, 
named after the benefactors, was set 
up to study various aspects of ancient 
Indian culture, such as economics, phi-
losophy, literature and arts.

“[From 500 BC to 500 AD] was 
when India was at its zenith. At this 
time India had contributed a lot to the 
world in terms of politics, society and 
education. If we have an understand-
ing through academic pursuits, then we 
will increase more of an understanding 
to of India in the modern day,” Prem 
Singhmar said.

The creation of this chair also includes 
the opening of four new positions in the 
study of ancient India.

 “We are hoping to have people by the 
September session,” Prem Singhmar 
said.

Of the 40 history professors present 
at the U of A, none teaches modern or 
historical India, according to Dean of 

Arts Daniel Woolf. Two of the new posi-
tions are to occupy the Chair, with the 
other two being for junior academics: 
one to focus on philosophy and religion, 
and the other to focus on Indian eco-
nomics. And if the four new positions 
are occupied, this will make the U of A 
the first university in Canada to teach 
the period of Indian history from 500 
BC to 500 AD.

“We believe that this was a very 
important era for India, at this time 
the two big religions of India began, 
Buddhism and Jainism. There was 
a lot of work done in literature, the 
Mahabharata [a great Sanskrit epic of 
the Hindus] was completed in 1200 BC, 
and there were further improvements 
on the Upanishads [a series of Hindu 
sacred treatises],” Singhmar said.

STUDY FINDS PAINTERS MORE LIKELY 
TO HAVE KIDS WITH BIRTH DEFECTS 
A recent study, done in co-operation 
with the University of Alberta, shows 
that heavy exposure to paint thinners 
and other aromatic solvents can lead 
birth defects in newborn children.

The study, conducted in the 
Netherlands by the University of 
Nijmegen with help from U of A 
researcher Dr Igor Burstyn, showed 
that painters are twice as likely to 
father children with birth defects than 
carpenters. 

The results yielded by the survey 
didn’t exhibit any dramatic or pro-
found irregularities; however, there 
were slight indicators towards the 
detrimental effects of solvents, such 

as decreased birth weight, and a slight 
increase in birth-defect rates for paint-
ers over carpenters.

 “We saw an increase in congenital 
and all birth defects combined. These 
estimates are some very small num-
bers but we did see a doubling of risk 
for painters compared to carpenters,” 
explained Burstyn, the only Canadian 
participant in the survey.

The study did warn that professional 
painters, who are exposed to solvents 
such as those found in industrial paints 
and thinners, are more at risk due to long-
term contact with aromatic solvents.

However, there have been some 
questions of the validity of the research, 
and that there may be problems with 
the methodology used.

“We lumped them all together, and 
that’s really one of the great weak-
nesses of the study. For example we 
had four cardiovascular malformations, 
two gastrointestinal, one of central ner-
vous system, one eye malformation, 
and it was all kind of lumped together. 
These are fairly serious defects, but 
because we had so few people in the 
study we could not analyze them sepa-
rately,” Burstyn said.

According to Burstyn, this news 
shouldn’t alarm aspiring artists, or recre-
ational painters fearing that exposure to 
art materials is linked with this study.

“Generally people who paint recre-
ationally would not get near the level 
of exposure, they wouldn’t be exposed 
to it day in and day out, for hours and 
hours as construction workers are,” 
Burstyn explained. 

The research was funded in part 
by the Dutch Union for Construction 
Workers, according to Burstyn this nar-
rowed the research to long term expo-
sure to industrial strength solvents.
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PAINTING A GRIM PICTURE Research has found professional male painters are putting their future of spring at risk. 


