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[JITESH JAGGI]: This is Jitesh Jaggi from the National Indo-American Museum. Today, I am interviewing Pratyush. He is a photographer based in Chicago. I'm interviewing him at his studio residence in, downtown?

[PRATYUSH SWARUP]: Yeah, downtown, Chicago. 

[JJ]: Okay. State and spell your name.

[PS]: My name is Pratyush Swarup. P R A T Y U S H.  S W A R U P.

[JJ]: Awesome, Pratyush. When and where were you born?

[PS]: I was born on the 06/02/1997 in New Delhi, India. I do not remember the name of the hospital, unfortunately, but I do know I was born in the morning. That's the only knowledge that I have I guess. 

[JJ]: Tell me what was growing up in New Delhi like?

[PS]: I mean in one way I guess saying it, it was a lot. Because it still is a lot, I guess even for anybody who's growing up right now, it's still such a hustling and bustling city, and there's just so much constantly happening in that context. But I will say for me, I guess it was a little bit different. You know like my parents were always-- they weren't your traditional sort of stereotypical Indian parents where your kids had to become engineers and doctors, and we would stay in India all the time, and you know, go to just the general school. Like I will say, I was a little bit well off on that side. So where you know, my family and I, we would travel a lot around the world. We would-- My brother and I went to like an international school growing up, like a private international school growing up. So, and I guess the one or the best part of my childhood was growing up with a lot of animals. We were a full animal loving family. We had 22 dogs, birds--

[JJ]: 22 dogs?

[PS]: 22 dogs. Yeah, one time man. 22 dogs, birds, fish, parrots, guinea pigs, hamsters, turtles, tortoises that you name it. We had them all in like one house in Delhi. Yeah, it was. It was crazy, but it was honestly, I guess the best childhood anybody could ever hope for. Like, in going back to the fact that, you know, when I'm saying that my parents weren't the stereotypical thing that, it wasn't a forced thing that I need to be a doctor or need to do something, like you know be an engineer so. From like the get go I was always a more like creative person instead of being a so-called "studious" person. And, that yes, that was in air quotes for the audio. But so, you know, normally you would be like, oh, as in stereotypical Indian parent, they'd be like, "Yeah, no, that's BS. That's never going to get you a future. You need to, you know, study, study, study." My parents weren't, luckily, like that. They were like, "You guys are free to do what you want to do." So I was given the opportunity to sort of explore the creative realm and see if that held anything. And my parents were very forthgoing and very open to us exploring that, and I think that was something that really helped me with my job in that aspect.

[JJ]: Yeah tell-- This is so cool and so fascinating for an Indian kid to say that. Tell me about your parents a little bit what did they do?

[PS]: So my mom's a housewife, but more than that. She--not just like a basic housewife-- she literally ran everything. 

[JJ]: That's a big house with lot of dogs!

[PS]: Yeah, yeah. My dad runs his own printing and mailing business. He had a lot of different businesses before he got into this but he runs one of India's largest printing and mailing businesses, in charge of a lot of banks and printing all their letterheads and all their bank statements, which pretty good which get mailed at everybody's houses. All that's pretty much done at my dad's office, and like with police escort, like sent out to wherever they need to be sent out to. So there's a lot of like security and stuff that goes into it. So that was like, that's what my parents do, right? And dad had a full business mom was open, and my brother on that side, he decided to become a doctor and that was his decision. Nobody ever forced him.

My dad has two elder brothers. My mom has two siblings as well. So, but the thing is everybody on my dad's side is in the medical field. Majority of everybody in my dad's side in the medical field, whereas my mom's side, they're all-- there's nobody in the medical field. So I guess that sort of went, and both of us was like, one is going go in the medical field, one is not going to go in the medical field, you know, in a weird way. But yeah.

[JJ]: It sounds like you were-- your profession or your creative side, was also well received in the family?

[PS]: Yeah, no, it definitely was. Everybody was very, very well receiving to it. Nobody ever said anything about it. Like they were all happy about the fact I did that. Nobody ever had, I guess like qualms of like, "Oh, will he have a future" or whatever. And if they did, probably kept for themselves. Nobody ever outright said that to me, which I'm glad, you know, for especially for coming from the kind of thing that I was coming in from. It was something that was a very open-ended thing, you know, nobody was ever like, "You have to do this." 

I'll say so my parents had two maybe three rules, right? It was, do whatever you guys want to do as long as you follow these few things: put 110% effort into whatever it is you're doing. Don't ever just like half-ass it or don't ever just be like, "I did the bare minimum, and I got by." Like, no if you're doing something that you want to do you put all-- you go all in. Two, don't come back to us five ten years down the road saying, "Sorry mom and dad we messed up with the direction we want to take our life in and we would like you to help us refinance our new future." And three was just be happy and have a big smile on your face with whatever it is that you're doing. As long as you can follow those three things, we don't care as long as you guys can just follow those three basic things.

So I guess that was something that was a very good open-ended thing for both me and my brother. And like, he decided to go into the medical field. That was his decision. I decided to stay in the creative field and that was my decision. 

So it was yes, very different for a family in Delhi at its time to be like, yeah, we can have an artist kid. Because, in school, I don't think anybody else-- there were maybe three other people who did the same thing that I did, and none of those three were from India. One was from Nepal, one was from Africa, and one was in the US-- because we went to like international high school. So the other three were not even Indians, so it's not even to say that, "Oh they did the same thing as me," you know. So even in my own high school I was the odd one out pushing that to be my future career, in a way.

[JJ]: Yeah. You mentioned-- I'm really interested in what was going to the international school like for you?

[PS]: So it was actually interesting because I joined that international high school in first grade and I stayed in the same school from first grade till I graduated in twelfth grade. So it's the same school that had a primary middle and a senior. It was an IB board. It was the first of its kind school in India. It was called Pathways World School. The first of its kind like international baccalaureate school that ever opened up in India. It was also a 37-acre campus. Like it was a massive, massive campus, up in the hills, like in the Aravalli Hills. It was like an hour outside of like city limits. You have to like go through villages, up a hill, like literally. It's fenced in school, like, you have Olympic sized swimming pool, have Olympic sized fields. You have like a running track, you have cricket grounds, you have like fountains, have-- This insane school. And it was also a boarding school, right? So we had international students who would stay on campus. Like I stayed, even though I lived an hour away, I stayed on campus for three years.

[JJ]: This is in Delhi?

[PS]: This is in Delhi. Yeah I stayed on campus for three years just to get the experience of, one living away from home, learning how to do things by myself, and like getting that independence. Even though I was an hour and a half away from the house and I could have been, like any day of the week, I can be like, "I want to go home." And I did. 

There were times in the middle of those three years. I'm like, "You know what? I'm going home for the weekend." I just left school on Friday, came back to school on Sunday. You know, like so, it... I will say I had a very different childhood. Let's just put it that way and from a traditional Indian kid growing up in Delhi it was a little bit of a different childhood.

[JJ]: And you were exposed to I imagine like different cultures and nationalities and things like that?

[PS]: Oh, completely! One, growing up in like an international high school so even just having friends from different cultures, different nationalities like around. Like some of my best friends were Koreans and like Africans and everything in my high school. And like, that plus the fact that we would travel. 

Like my family would travel at least once a year if not more than that, internationally to go explore new places. Like around the world I have explored quite a lot of places. I've been to a lot of different places in Europe, been to a lot of places around Thailand and Southeast Asia, like Africa, a lot of places in Europe, South Africa, South America, like you know all that, like, so overall China, Russia. It's crazy. Traveled a lot in my life as well. So yes, good, good chance of exposure to culture. A lot of exposure to a lot of different people and everything in that realm. ... I guess you're also learning a lot more about me! *laughs*

[JJ]: Yeah I'm learning! For everybody listening like I know Pratyush for a while now, for a year now, and these things I'm discovering right now, so like I'm a little spellbound, which is so fascinating. And for context his mother is also in the house today, so I got to see her. Wow! This is a very unconventional childhood. Where did the dogs come from?

[PS]: That's the thing. It started with one--

[JJ]: As it does

[PS]: It started with one golden retriever. His name was Gold. And we had him for I want to say six months, maybe? Then we got a brown lab. Then we got a cocker spaniel, and then I do not know what happened. And I wake up and there's like 10 dogs. And then again I do not know what happened, and then a week later I wake up and there's like 15 dogs.

[JJ]: A week later?

[PS]: And then another week later there's like 20 dogs, and it just, just somehow or the other happened. And I don't know if you've ever seen that meme or that photo of Daniel Radcliffe, when he was walking downtown New York with all the dogs, like one hand holding like 10 leashes, one hand holding 10 leashes with dogs. That was my childhood. That's what I would do. I would walk around our area like in Delhi, when we go take the dogs for a walk, we're just like walking dogs like that. It was crazy.

[JJ]: Did you have like separate staff for they're taking care?

[PS]: We had two people especially hired that would 24/7 just be with the dogs.

[JJ]: Just the dog duty?

[PS]: Just the dog duty. That's it. Making the food, taking care of them, taking them for walks, doing all that. Specifically I do people just for that.

[JJ]: Yeah, wow so. And you talked about like, oh you were born in a privileged background, and like, where did that come from? Is that--was your dad? Did he start this business and they just blew up, or?

[PS]: No, so he actually went through a lot of struggle-- And it also wasn't, "I was born in a privileged background." No, definitely not. We were definitely not born privileged. It took a while before my dad's business that he finally installed runs took off the ground. I think even after I was born, there were a couple of businesses that he started that failed. And it was off the fact that he started one with my mom's best friend from high school and the two of them still are business partners today, Sanju Uncle and my dad, still business partners today. They run one of India's largest like printing and mailing services. It's called Mega Caliber Enterprises, one of India's largest printing and mailing businesses, and they take care of everything. Now getting into cybersecurity and internet online stuff and everything as well.

Yeah, and then that was a very slow growth process for him. It was actually-- The day that I was born the day that-- No, not the day I was born. Two years after I was born was the first day that they sent out one of the largest-- Their first ever mailing things to Indian Post. And at the time, it was also the largest mail ever sent out by Indian Post. Was 5.5 Lakh mail sent out in one go. So they had, I think 12 mail-- like Indian mailing  trucks, that they had to use for their one shipment, which is at the time the largest ever mailing shipment ever to have been sent by Indian mail at the time. And my dad did it, on my second birthday, was like the day that happened.

[JJ]: Yeah, wow.

[PS]: So that's pretty much what started it. And then from there was slowly building out contacts with like banks, and then the government, which slowly then gave him the opportunity to grow, and have his own business. And that's where you could say a little bit of the privilege sort of came in from. But it was definitely not something that was from the get-go for me or for my brother. And even though, yes, in comparison, we did have a much more privileged life than a lot of other people in India. I'm not one to doubt that. 

It was still at a very sort of level, level of privilege. You know, we weren't an exorbitant like, "Oh yeah, we are billionaires like running and living, like ruling in the world" type of privilege. It was never that. And like, you know me as a person, like I might have the privilege, but do I ever act it?

[JJ]: Oh, this is news to me.

[PS]: I don't ever act it, I don't show that, because that's not the kind of person that I either.

[JJ]: Nope, never, yeah.

[PS]: Right. You know, like that's I think the other thing that was always instilled into us was you have to be good human beings and people first, before anything else. That is what identifies you as an individual, is you as a human being and you as a person. Not what you have, you know, that's not what word sort of pushes you in a different category, it's who you are. So, yeah that was a big part of just growth of personality and individualism also within our family was like you have to be a good human first before anything else.

[JJ]: Yeah, that makes sense. Happened after high school after twelfth grade?

[PS]: So after twelfth grade, I basically, when it was time to apply for colleges, I applied to, I want to say, what, 16 or 17 schools for undergrad, for art. It was for my bachelor's, so BFA, and I actually had a senior at Pathways when I was in high school who recommended that I should go to the Art Institute of Chicago, because she knew what I did. She actually went to SAIC. She graduated from SAIC, and the year she graduated was the year that I was applying. She was four years older than me but we were good friends even in high school.

So she recommended that I apply here. I applied, I got in and there was no choice. The second she had said that I think you should go here for what do you do, I had already made up my mind. I got into Columbia, I got into Carnegie Mellon, I got into Parsons, I got into SVA. I got into a bunch of other schools, and I said no, every single one, because--

[JJ]: What made you finalize?

[PS]: Because-- the other one thing was actually mom and dad came to tour a few of the schools in the U. S. And for some reason they were not got the best sort of vibe from a lot of schools, specifically in New York. And Cali was okay, but like Chicago, for some reason, just gave them a certain thing that, "This is where we think that, you know, he would be perfect." And realistically, I am so happy that they made that decision. 

It took me time once I came to the U.S. to realize I was not at all a big fan of New York as a place. It was just too much of a hustle bustle type of thing that it was like you have to be working like a big 24/7 to be able to even try to survive. And it's a-- In my opinion, I find it to be a little bit of a fake place. Everybody's got a different persona on just to be able to get by. And that's not something I can do. And if I had to deal with that, live into that, and I think I would be a very different person today. 

Chicago, I felt in that concept was a very good sort of space of openness. It was a good balance of 50/50 work hard and play hard, at the same time. Where you can be an individual, can separate yourself, you can do everything. New York it's not anything but find a way to become an individual and stand out in a crowd where everybody's job is doing the exact same thing. 

California, I felt like nobody cared. It was just so chill, happy go lucky, which is also an amazing thing. But I was like, I knew that I'm being sent halfway across the world. There's some responsibility in the back of my head. You know, my parents are paying this kind of money they're sending me. Like, I don't want to just sit here and chill for four years. Like I want to actually do something. In that concept, Chicago worked out perfect. 

So I applied, got into SAIC and then moved to Chicago in 2015. Graduated high school May 2015, because in the US August 2015 to start undergrad. So within like three months was moved from India. Eighteen years of my life I knew there, just instant switch into this is your new home now. And technically what's today the 11th of July? The 4th of August will mark ten years of me being in the States. I already have that date. I already know the date exactly. 08/04/2025 is ten years of me being in the United States. It was never, realistically, that's not what I expected. I was like, "Well, yeah, I'll go to undergrad and okay, cool. I'll move back." Right? And then, that was what I came in with. But towards the end of it, was like, "Nah, there's so much more of a scope for what I want to do." 

Because, so I came in as a painter. I was always a creative kid, right? Like I mentioned. I came as a painter because that's what I did. But then-- And I always thought there was a future for me in that, not to disregard that there isn't a future in that. There is. But you could in a way say-- I'm not going to say I took the easy way out, but I took the--in my concept--a little more practical way out. Because I was very determined that I am not going to do other jobs to get by to be able to support myself to support what I want to do in painting. Because I know painting is a realm that you do not get any recognition overnight. It's something that, with the way at least we were taught, it's like, you're gonna take fifteen-twenty years before anybody sees anything that you do. Unless you're one in a billion who's lucky enough to get recognition at a younger age, you're not going to. It's going to happen at a much later stage. 

So I was like if that's the case, then I basically need to do other jobs x y and z whatever to support myself, to be able to support my thing of wanting to paint. And I was very adamant that that's not what I was willing to do, to do other things to support what I wanted to do, because I knew what I wanted to do was be in the creative field. So it was a decision that I made. And I sort of dabbled. I was always interested in photography, but then I dabbled back into it in college, and I was like okay, and then I just had a few random people being like, "Oh we need a photoshoot," this, that, whatever. And it sort of started with like $50 an hour just helping out people or doing it free. 

And towards the end of it I got an internship at a production company in Chicago. They were at the time called Lucid Creative Agency now called Omnimedia Marketing but I got an intern with them and that sort of just really changed my trajectory of what I want to do, and that went from thinking about maybe making photography a thing, to yeah that is my, that's my future. Because I got a lot of experience on set I got a lot of experience working with people, and then that was what four years ago? And today I am charging ballpark $3,000-4,000 a day if clients want to hire me, you know? 

And yeah so it's gotten to a point that today I'm a two time Emmy award winner. I'm a published photographer, I'm a published videographer, work with big brands, work with pieces like advertisements that have gone and grossed like millions of dollars for companies. Worked with Google, with United Airlines, with some large scale companies, work with Wilson, you know, with celebrities and all this kind of stuff. Like, it's been a fun life in one concept. 

I guess the one thing I love about it is every single day is different, and every single day is new. You get to meet a lot of people, get to, you know, it's that concept of not being in an office job where you're stuck in a cubicle, surrounded by the same four walls every single day, a day in day out for God knows how long before, if you get a promotion you go into a bigger room with four walls around you like, you know, like in a corner room, oh, just cause you have a view, like I mean that's that's not where I ever saw striving and pushing my life to, like that was never the push for it.

[JJ]: What was the kind of art, painting that you were interested in, what was your style like?

[PS]: So I did a lot of abstract work. Pretty much just seeing the sort of concept of reality, but portrayed in a very different concept. A project I was working on for a while was actually talking about barcoding and how the fact that every single thing on the face of the earth is numbered, and is somehow kept track of. Every single thing on the face of the earth. You as an individual have a tag that's in a system that's somewhere, from your birth certificate so you have some code that's been given to you.

In the hospital books, if you look back you will probably be baby number five-million-whatever from that hospital. So you have a number. Say in concept to like a bag from a store each of those bags also counted out when it's sent out to production you know every single thing has some type of code, has some type of thing, right? So I was basically working this project that was talking about robotics and coding in terms of in every single day aspects of showcasing how humans have sort of just been taken over by that, in one concept. Then it also went into the idea of like surveillance, so I was doing a lot of work about how you're constantly surrounded by cameras no matter where you go there's always some eye on you, even if you feel like you're in your own closed off room, like you're using your devices, phones have cameras on you, your phones have mics on you, you have multiple cameras on you at any given moment.

Today people have sunglasses with cameras on them, you don't even realize, you'd be walking around and somebody's got like a pair of sunglasses and you're being recorded you have absolutely no idea, you know, like so that's just becoming worse and worse. But that's some of the kind of painting I did and it was more so just on the abstract realm of stuff. But I would say I've not painted in a minute, which I'm not happy about. I do feel like I do want to get back into it. But it's also with currently the fact that I just started my own business, three and a half months ago, officially started my own company. 

[JJ]: Oh congrats.

[PS]: Yeah, thank you. Just started officially started my own company and everything, so it's, it's a lot more work and stress right now just to focus on building that whole thing out. So it's-- but again, that comes back to me just giving excuses. So I already know that.

[JJ]: No. That does make sense, though. Also it's like, I find it funny that you were studying surveillance everything has a camera pointed to it.

[PS]: And I'm a photographer, I'm a photographer here today yeah--

[JJ]: You are the guy who points the camera.

[PS]: It's crazy because I remember physically doing this project when I was painting, primarily painting and not doing photos, that I did this piece where I basically took paintings that I had made, and then collaged them with gun sights, and basically put my pieces into gun sight and being like, no matter what, you're always shoot shoot shoot.

[JJ]: Oh gunsight has like a shooting range?

[PS]: No no, not it's like the sights that you see from inside a gun, like the red dot vision sight like that was basically the frame around a piece that I've made. So it was an interesting concept to be like-- And it also then goes back into me as a photographer it's like I use the concept, I use the term shoot all the time. When I'm taking photos I'm like "Oh yeah let me shoot this let me shoot that." Context wise shoot is not a wrong term for what I'm taking, but it's also a term that could be used in a very derogatory and a very wrong concept of, like, guns. You know? But yeah (cellphone rings). So Totally.

[JJ]: So with for painting-- I mean, we are surrounded by a lot of your artwork where you're sitting today. Is that something that-- I know that you haven't picked up a paintbrush in a minute now, but is that something the things that you created for yourself, is that like a downtime relaxation unwind kind of an activity, or was that something like that was like, very overtly you were like focusing on creating those?

[PS]: So I guess it would depend on what I was working on and what I was making. Because when I was primarily painting it was if I was doing stuff for a project for like cloths or for something, it might have started with me doing it for fun and being creative with, it but then when you have deadlines that's when it picks up like, oh it's work, you know? So when we have finals and stuff certain things would pick up like that. But even with a lot of the art that's surrounding us like in my studio or in my house, like a lot of it was also done for me just enjoying my time making it. 

You know I'm one of those people who's like more of a night owl than I am like a morning person, so like I would be in the either painting studio or in the screen printing studio till 4:00 in the morning, just making prints and having fun you know it would turn into like almost like a group of us four or five of us friends would put on some music, and just sit and enjoy till god knows what time in the morning, just printing, talking, having fun. And it would, it would be work in one concept, but it would also be like peaceful, I guess you know in a way, in a way. It's just like anything that we've got stuck in our heads or whatever. That's the one thing I loved about it, was anything that I have in my head I can just put up, in any form. I'm frustrated, I can slam pencils onto the paper, I can scratch it or whatever, you know. I'm happy the lines flow smooth, you know, whatever. I want to be serious, I can make straight lines like however I want to go about it.

That freedom of expression was always there. And it's not to say I don't have that today with my photo work, but it's today I felt, that I feel like, at least at the stage that am right now, it's a lot more work focused and business growth oriented that, it does feel a little bit more like work, than it does feel like I get to be creative and have fun with some of the photo stuff that I'm doing. I still do that whenever I travel or I'm on my own time, but that's significantly less than the amount of work that I do for work purposes. 

[JJ]: Talk about what kind of photography were you pulled towards? What's the kind of photography do you engage in today?

[PS]: So, when I started to get into the idea of like, this is what I want to do, it was because I start interning at the company and at that time the company was primarily more video focused, so we were doing a lot more adverts, short style documentary pieces for Mike's Hard Lemonade, the Illinois Education Association, the Carpenters Union in Chicago and a few different other clients. So was a lot more sort of video-oriented work. That's something I did get interested in. I was like, oh, that could be the realm. 

But then I realized video editing is not at all my strong suit. It's actually the worst part of what I will do. I will take raw video and I will make it worse. *Jitesh laughs* Instead of instead of doing anything to raw video files I will turn your raw video files worse than they are. So editing videos is not my strong suit. I realized that. I was better behind the camera in that realm. And then it sort of started with video. 

I know I was always a photographer, but when I started working, it was more starting with video, and then I then was like, oh company was like, "Can you help with behind the scenes? Patty, want pick up the camera and do some photo work?" That's what I do, so I'm happy, and then it sort of just transitioned into "Patty do you want to take over more photo stuff?" 

And then it started with that, and then went back to grad school right after internship for like six months, but then when I came back after finishing grad school and I wanted to join, I was starting to intern with the company again, it was time for me to get my visa sorted out. So they basically applied for an H1B, like, my work visa with them. And we--

[JJ]: Oh, you mean--

[PS]: Oh, no. So, so yeah. Yeah. So what I can't remember what it's called. H1B. Right?

[JJ]: Yeah.

[PS]: Yeah. So H1B is, like, my work visa that I applied for with them, and they applied, and I applied for three years in a row, and did not get it for three years because it's like in a lottery system. Last year we applied luckily it hit, and I was able to get my visa, but what actually ended up happening was my company broke up, literally the year before I got my visa. And then it reformed into a different company with a very different push. So when I was able to get my visa and joined the company the company's push was 95% or more like 98% video and 2% photo. So when you get a job-- I'm on the expectation, I'm joining a company they will tell me what needs to be done and I will do the work, right? Like that's what I think a job is.

But I was a little disheartened at first because my when my joint my boss was like, "Patty if you want to survive you got to bring in the clients, so you got to figure it out, like we're changing directions." And I was like, "Thanks," like "Excuse me, what?" Like I had not been in Chicago for two years. I had moved to San Francisco for grad school. It was in the middle of COVID, it was in the middle of pandemic, nothing was happening. So I like, have my mind to pick this up.

So the first year was definitely a struggle getting back and working, trying to figure out if this is something I can even do, and if so then what kind of jobs will I want to push for? And then I just started with meeting people individually doing portraits and everything, to then doing corporate work slowly building out that. And now it's just a consistency of proposals, weddings, corporates, families, events, restaurants, food, you name it. Like anything that can be done behind a camera we shoot behind a camera. Know even today right off this interview like I have a shoot we're shooting a proposal on a boat like on a sailboat.

[JJ]: Like hide yourself?

[PS]: Yeah so actually when it's on a sailboat there isn't much hiding that can be done you know because you're in a confined space. So usually what we do is we keep the cameras like under the decks and they're hidden so the clients don't know about it, and we would never wear like my company t-shirts or whatever because we're in a confined space, right? Because that's an instant giveaway. So we just wear normal stuff. We act like we're just on the boat enjoying a sail, know, with the team, or with a couple and then when it's about to be time we sneakily run down grab our gear, and come up and then the couple is the only one that's on the front of the boat just enjoying and then we sneak in from the back and give him a signal and he goes on his knee and there you go.

[JJ]: It's like consensual surveillance.

[PS]: Yeah, in a way, in way, right? But and if they ever talk about "Oh do you do photography? Oh this is so beautiful to capture." We just have to act and say that "Oh yeah we've never picked up a camera in our life. We don't know what we're doing blah blah blah." And then when it's a proposal I'm gonna be like "I'm so sorry I had to lie to you for the past half an hour I'm actually a full-time professional photographer and I was hired to take your proposal photos." You know it's fun I do enjoy it a lot but yeah.

[JJ]: Yeah that's a very wide spectrum of photography fields that you're in, like you said you cover events, you cover portraits and all kinds of things, is there one particular thing that you are like, this is where my heart is or anything that draws you in particular?

[PS]: I mean... at the moment I would say yes and no. Because I will say no, because I don't think I've particularly found my niche, yet, to say that I want to only do food or I only want to do weddings, or I only want to families, or I only want to do X, Y or Z. The one thing I would say is I just love working with people, right? And like in that concept of like if you can capture a special moment for somebody, that's something I feel that even the person really appreciates and you know it's, it shows the importance of somebody they have that respect. And not to say, not-- I won't say "respect" is a correct word, but that is a much more meaningful thing for somebody, when you can capture those specific moments and special moments you know, for them, and encompass them for a lifetime. So like if it's a proposal, if it's a wedding, if it's like any of those family moments, those kind of things that people... Like, you know, moments are fleeting. No moment ever comes back.

And that's the one thing I love about a camera is that it captures a moment frozen in time. Right? And like people don't realize how many times they smile in a day, and in how many times they look at an individual and what way they look at somebody. But I do. Right? I'm the one who captures it. I'm the one who can instill that moment in time and capture it in time for the rest of eternity for that person. That exact moment. The moment a guy goes out on his knee to propose to his girl and the girl gets a shock. The moment you say "I do" and you give your kiss, you kiss your bride for your wife for the first time, your partner for the first time, you know. Or like when you have a family and like your kids is smiling and you're joking, and your parents get so excited for the first time or something-- like any of those moments. Like you know, it's just. 

I love capturing special moments, it's something I love to do, but I will also say I love food photography because, free food! *both laugh* I've worked for over 150 restaurants in Chicago till now. I work with DoorDash. I work with restaurants one-on-one. The best part of it is, I'm a big foodie. I love to eat. I love to cook, and I love to photograph food. I've been to a lot of good restaurants, a lot of experience with plating and knowledge of, you know, how food should look and everything. So that's something I love to do as well. 

You know, one of the products I'm working on with DoorDash right now, it's like a secret shopper project. Basically, they send me lists of restaurants. They send me lists of from each of the restaurants, I have to order all the food online from DoorDash, get it delivered to my house, I have to plate all the food properly to make it look nice, take the photos of all the food, and then eat! All the food is for me! So in the past 2025, I think I have been grocery shopping in all of 2025, and what July 11 today think I've been grocery shopping maybe seven or nine times in the year so far, that's about it. Not seven to nine times a month, no, no seven to nine times total, in the entire year, because I've barely had to go grocery shopping because all these DoorDash orders literally send all so much food to my house that I have food non-stop.

[JJ]: Yeah I remember you once invited me to like grab some chicken tenders from you and I'm like why do you have that many chicken tenders at home?

[PS]: Well that particular day I had over 600 pieces of fried chicken in my house. My house smelled worse than Popeye's. You would walk into a Popeye's and you'd be like "Oh this smells like Popeye's." You'd walk into my house it smells like a Popeye's. Like it was like that. Like a Popeye's or KFC my house smelled like that. And not just my house, my hallway smelled like it too. Because the amount of fried chicken that was in this house was ridiculous.

[JJ]: What does it mean to be an Indian American in the creative profession like being a full-time photographer?

[PS]: Well that's a hard-hitting question.

[JJ]: Where does your identity show up as an Indian American in your work or in your connections?

[PS]: So I will say actually I don't try to stand out in one aspect. I don't... I don't know if that even makes sense, but like I don't necessarily look at my culture or my thing as a thing that separates me within my within my field. I think I have clientele that's Indian, I have clientele that's Southeast Asian, I have clientele that's American, I have clientele that's Asian, you know, have a full, full variety of clientele. And like I don't think I sort of differentiate or separate myself from it. And I do know that there's a lot of photographers who are Indian, who are you know, the Indo-American who maybe and primarily have a clientele base of the Indian community. I don't restrict myself to just being like an Indian community photographer, like I am very open to working with anybody and everybody. 

This might sound very bad for me to say this, but I also know Indians we have that thing about always bargaining. We always try to get the best, you know? And that's-- I mean I do it, I do it myself, like "Can you, you know, give us a discount?" or whatever. Like I get that, completely. You know it's no harm if you can get someone to give you a little bit of a cheaper rate, I mean come on man, like I would do the same thing too, like any day of the week, you know. But the one thing I've noticed in a weird way is I feel like us as Indians and Asians are a little bit more susceptible to doing that than maybe people from a little bit of-- Certainly, I'm not saying that Americans don't. I'm not saying that certain cultures do and certain cultures don't. But I feel like the Asian community in that realm is a little bit more susceptible to something like that, which I mean, I do it myself every single day. So like I'm not I'm not to nitpick on somebody.

[JJ]: Just an observation.

[PS]: Just an observation, right? And I felt like especially when it comes to the realm of work that I do, it's not something that I can always give discounts and you know cuts the prices in, and that's something that maybe I've noticed a little bit more within the Asian community. But, not to say that there's anything bad, you know, because I feel like sometimes my price point is a little bit higher for a lot of people, and it does put me in a little bit of a niche, with even a lot of clientele within the within the States. And it's not a cup of tea for anybody or everybody to be able to afford my kind of pricing, and I get that, you know? But-- And yes I don't differentiate myself of being within just the Indian community as a photographer or just the American community, or like "Oh I'm not taking any Indian clients" or "I'm not taking any of these clients." Like I am open to anybody and everybody. I want to work. I want to be able to just make somebody's-- give them whatever they're looking for, you know? 

So, and that's my motto, is like my thing is, I'm not happy with the work that I've done for my clients until and unless my clients are happy. If my client has a smile on their face, I have a smile on my face. If a client does not have a smile on their face, I don't have a smile on their face. Even though I might feel like oh we did a lot of work and it was amazing, if a client's not happy how can I be happy with it?

[JJ]: Yeah. For what it's worth like I have seen so many-- so much of your work covering Indian subjects Indian American subjects, so like, I will add this in the interview that you are well known in the community, so you know you do participate.

[PS]: Oh yeah, I mean I've participated a lot within the Indian community within the Sikh community, within like the Muslim community as well, even though I'm not Muslim or am Sikh. But I've participated and I'm-- I love the fact that I am welcomed and it's an open-ended space. That's the one thing I am very appreciative of. You know, nobody's ever been like, "Oh it's closed off that you're not welcome to be a part of these things." 

I get certain cultures require only certain cultures to go and work in those cultures, like within Muslim weddings. Is a very specific thing that you'd prefer to have a Muslim photographer and a female photographer. I am not going be mad about the fact that I can't get those jobs. That's not my realm to be able to butt into and be like why am I not getting those jobs? I understand I'm not Muslim. I'm not a female. I cannot get certain jobs. And that's something, you know, I'm learning and I'm going to accept. But it's a very nice thing to see that even though that might be the case I'm still welcome into those spaces and I still have people inquiring and reaching out for that kind of stuff. 

Like we work together on the South--SAI--like South Asia Institute to document, you know, a lot of stories for a lot of people. That was a full mix of Indians, Punjabis, Sikhs, know, Muslims, everybody who came out to give us that. It's an open-ended community, and that's the one thing I love about the space is everybody's willing to work with everybody.

[JJ]: Yeah, and so you're more of a specialist than a generalist. And you know as much you talked about like your price point puts you at a niche, but you also at the same time do a lot of volunteer work, like you did for my show, and you didn't charge anything, I want to let people know. And I've seen you do similar things for a lot of other folks who you are interested in.

[PS]: Oh yeah, I do a lot of pro bono work, I love work with not for profits. I love to be able to help out in any way that I can. You know, like an animal shelters in Chicago, food shelters in Chicago, like food pantries and all these places. Museums, art documentations, even for certain artists when they're looking to help with creating content themselves. I understand artists are struggling. I am struggling too, know, like I don't have all the money in the world to be able to afford everything, anywhere that I can help, I always want to help out.

Yes, I have a certain price point but that doesn't mean that if anybody says I can't afford that price point I'm like "Bye, bye." No, I am-- I always end up with, "Okay what is your budget? What are we able to work within and let's see what we can do." If you tell me very clearly we have no budget, we're not for profit. I am not opposed to working with you. Will just have to assess to make sure I am available and it can fit me with my schedule. I am very happy to do it. You know, like I'm not opposed to doing those kind things. 

I have a lot of clientele which is consistent pro bono work. So I actually have a food pantry that I work with it's called Nourishing Hope. Do work with them probably once every two to three months. I charge them for one event in a year and I do all the other work with them pro bono. The anti-cruelty shelter, I do a lot of work with them pro bono. I am with the shelter at least three to four times a month working and doing some type of content for them, and all that's pro bono. I charge them for two events in a year. There's a large-scale events that they have.

[JJ]: Is that taking back taking you back to your childhood? With a bunch of dogs and birds?

[PS]: Oh, hell yes. Hell yes. Mean that's, that's the one biggest thing about the shelter I love is like if I ever need dogs, if I ever am like lonely about animals just walk in the shelter, and I'm like I'm just gonna go get cuddles, and just play and like have fun with the animals. So it's awesome that way. And that's also something like I want to be able to do with all of my clientele, is like build those relationships with people and have that like camaraderie within the community, and you know, for people to know like, they can reach out to me for whatever. You know, if they need help just document something they just want to talk about photography, they're trying to get into it and they want to just learn the basics, and like get my opinion on something. I'm happy to help in any way in any realm that I can, you know. I don't try to close off things so.

[JJ]: Yeah. You started your new business now. What does the future lay for you? Like what are you looking forward to? What would your aspiration be?

[PS]: I mean, as, as any business person, you know, you always like, "Oh, I want to get to a point I can take a back seat and the business runs by itself and I can enjoy." Yes of course I want to be able to do that, but at the same time like, the one aspect I love about what I do is I am outside. I am with people. I am interacting. I'm building those relationships, you know. I'm a very extroverted person when I need to be, and also at the same time I'm a very introverted person when I want to be. But, I think that extroverted side of me is a little bit more than my introverted side, so maybe even down the road if it gets to a point that I'm successful and I have a full team of people that I can send out to go cover the jobs and I can take a seat back and never have to step out for work, I don't know if I would even agree to do that. I would still want to be the one out for the jobs and doing things, because I think I would enjoy that more than sitting back and just sitting and editing.

I love editing. I love having the final say on the final look that's going for the client, but what I enjoy more is actually the doing side of it. So I think that would be a lot more fun if I do get down to the point that I have a business, I have a team that's dedicated working with me full time, that can go off any and every job so we get, that would be the goal. But it all comes down to like, just want to be able to enjoy what I do and that's the end goal is make the money to pay the bills. That's it. But other than that I don't care as long as my bills are paid. That's it. Anything off that I'm not a money minded person. I'm not thinking about it. I want to enjoy.

Have fun traveling if I can, for work or whatever it is. Just enjoy life. I guess that's what boils down to for me. It's just like-- I've been serious a lot for a lot of different things and when you do that you sort of lose all the joy, and that's one thing I'm like I do not want to let that happen, and just keep that joy there.

[JJ]: Final question, what is the advice you would give to a young Indian person coming to Chicago or coming to America wanting to do photography? What would you, how would you guide them? What's something they should keep in mind? 

[PS]: I mean I don't know what kind of background they're coming in from, if they're lucky enough to have a background in in that context, even something similar to me where they were given the openness to do what they want. Go! Just go for it, you know like, just practice meet people interact and just shoot, shoot, shoot, shoot, shoot. Like you never know what can happen with this. Like I never thought that I was-- you know when I moved to America I never thought I was going to open up my own photography company and be successful the way I am today and have the kind of clientele that I have. I never thought that was going be possible, but it is because I just kept at it, right? 

Like I've had, I've actually spoken to a lot of people in the past year to two years who are kids just graduating from undergrad, people coming to the US trying to get into the art field. I have a lot of friends and family that are like in art school and stuff that are like "Oh I want to-- How do I go about this?" The one thing I tell anybody and everybody is like, yes right now especially the political situation in the US is a little crazy, I'm like try to just forget about that. It's hard not know if you're gonna be able to be here tomorrow, but it's fine just put that at the back of your mind.

If you want to paint go get canvasses, go get paintbrushes and get paint and just paint. You want to shoot photos, go out and just shoot photos. You want to make videos go out shoot videos, and come back and edit. Just do it because the more you do it the more you practice, one you'll find your niche what you like to do and you'll get better at it. Tomorrow you'll be able to sell it, and you'll be able to be successful about it. And I'm not saying sell it in the fact of like make money, but sell it in the fact of get something, you know growth for yourself, and like feel like yes I can actually do this and I can take this forward. That's what I mean by selling it is like giving yourself the confidence of like, this is something I can pursue, and not being scattered. Because I was very adamant that I'm not going to take x y and z job to support what I want to do. 

If that's genuinely what you want to do just do it. It will work out, because it did for me. It took yes it took a few months it took a year for me to go through struggles of barely making any money and questioning, I'm like, "I'm just gonna get up and leave." And my dad I told him, I was like, "Papa it's not working out it's been six months I've barely made $3,000 in six months. I'm barely getting jobs. Nobody's recognizing." He's like, "Okay you said enough. We'll talk about this in one year." I'm like, "Excuse me I want to leave and come back." He's like, "Yeah, that's fine. We'll talk about it in six months. Like it's been one year. It's been six months. We'll talk about it in six months. We'll see where you are in six months." And when it came that time of six months, I called him and he's like, "Do you have anything to say?" I'm like, "No." *Jitesh laughs*

I had it in my calendar. We had a date set. This is the day we're going have a call about what's happening. And he called, and I called him, and he said, "Do you have anything to say?" I said "No." I'm just gonna keep my mouth shut. I'm not gonna say anything about coming back or whatever because those six months something or the other happened. It's not like I changed my tactics or whatever, no. I was doing what I was doing. Out shooting, caught talking, selling myself. "Oh you need a photographer, oh you need a photographer, oh you need a photographer." Out of maybe a thousand people that I've spoken to in that one year 10 came back. But those 10 came back and they came in full force. And that six-month period went from, I don't know if I'll be able to sustain this, I am leaving, I'll pack up my suitcase tomorrow and I'm dipping, to like, I'm running own company today. Like and three months ago I opened up my own business. That was not on the radar you know and it happened that way.

[JJ]: Well that is really, really awesome to hear Prathyush. I speak on behalf of everyone listening, like I hope you keep growing and we see more of your work and more Emmys to come. Thank you so much. That concludes our interview. This is Jitesh Jaggi signing off.

[PS]: Thank you so much. Thank you. Thank you. Appreciate it.
