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We Wanted the Grammar
Cultural depth, inherited intelligence, and the brands that last

Grammar is what you are left with when everything borrowed has been returned.

When I was eleven, I enrolled myself in a government art diploma college in Jaipur to learn Rajasthani miniature

painting. The teacher refused to admit me. I came back the next week. He made an exception.

What followed was years of practising the same motifs with a brush so fine it held almost no paint. You practised

until the technique stopped feeling like technique. Until the motif knew itself. Then, and only then, you made the full

painting. The discipline had a name nobody used: master the grammar before you touch the vocabulary.

Years later I asked the founder of the Jaipur Literature Festival why he had chosen Diggi Palace. Not a conference

centre, but a crumbling pink-walled haveli where fourteen people showed up in 2006. He answered in six words: “We

wanted the grammar. Not the vocabulary.”

By the time I started paying attention, a quarter of a million people were coming every year. You can borrow

vocabulary in an afternoon. Grammar takes generations. That gap is the whole argument.

I. THE MANAGEMENT PROBLEM

Every manager in a culturally dense market inherits a context and must choose what to do with it. The choice is

rarely made explicitly. That is the first problem.

They can extract: borrow the aesthetic vocabulary and move on, producing what consumers describe as “nice”.

Competent. Forgettable. Gone within a season. They can preserve: treat the inheritance as a museum exhibit, earning

loyalty from existing customers and no one new. Or they can deepen: treat the inheritance as active cognitive

infrastructure and use structural understanding of it as the source of new products, new formats, new markets.

Drucker gave us organised abandonment, the willingness to relinquish what worked in the past.1 He also gave us

the theory of the business: the assumptions an organisation makes about its environment, its mission, and its

competencies.2 In culturally dense markets, both framings are incomplete. The past is not primarily a constraint. It is

primarily a resource.

The missing discipline is what I call organised deepening: the systematic decision to understand an inheritance

more precisely, not less, as the primary source of innovative capacity. Drucker’s organised abandonment asks what to

let go. Organised deepening asks something prior: what have we never fully understood in the first place? The two

disciplines are not in opposition. Organised abandonment clears dead weight. Organised deepening determines what

was never dead weight to begin with. Most managers operating in heritage-rich markets cannot answer that question

because they have never been trained to ask it. They arrive with strategies built for markets where the past is inert. In

a city like Jaipur, the past is not inert. It is the most productive asset on the balance sheet.

Organised deepening asks one question: what is the structural logic of what we have inherited, and are we going

further into it or away from it? The answer determines everything else, from how you brief a creative team to whose

knowledge counts in the room to what you say no to.

Two cities frame the evidence. Jaipur’s startup ecosystem grew 11.9 percent in 2025, attracted over $277 million

in venture funding, and ranks eighth in India for e-commerce, ahead of cities twice its size.3 Kyoto’s Kansai region
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climbed from unranked to the global startup top 80 in three years, while maintaining 74 recognised traditional craft

industries.4 Standard frameworks predicted neither. Organised deepening does.

“Grammar” here is not a metaphor for tradition. It is a precise term for the structural logic that makes a cultural

vocabulary coherent. Vocabulary is the surface: the motifs, the palette, the craft references in a brand biography.

Grammar is the deep system governing how those elements are combined and what they mean in relation to each

other. You can lift vocabulary in an afternoon. Grammar can only be earned. The manager who understands this

distinction builds differently from the one who does not.

There is a risk worth naming directly. Organised deepening can become conservatism. Depth without translation

is not competitive advantage; it is nostalgia with better branding. The discipline does not ask organisations to stop at

the inheritance. It asks them to understand it structurally before deciding what to translate, what to extend, and what

to leave behind. The goal is not to preserve the grammar unchanged but to know it well enough to extend it without

breaking it. Jaipur Rugs did not freeze Rajasthani weaving patterns. It gave weavers the freedom to grow them. That

is organised deepening at its most precise: not a constraint on innovation, but its most reliable source.

II. A FRAMEWORK FOR THE DECISION

The decision maps onto two axes. Cultural depth: how structurally understood is the inheritance, not as aesthetic

preference, but as working logic? Market translation: how legible is that depth externally, without diluting it? Most

organisations live in the top-left quadrant without knowing it. They have assembled every visible element of the

sentence. They have not understood the grammar that makes the sentence possible.

Q1 · LOW DEPTH, LOW TRANSLATION

Extraction
Aesthetics borrowed, logic absent. Produces “nice”: competent

and forgettable. Most heritage licensing plays.

Q2 · LOW DEPTH, HIGH TRANSLATION

Appropriation
Global reach at the cost of origin. Consumers sense the absence.

High short-term visibility, low long-term authority.

Q3 · HIGH DEPTH, LOW TRANSLATION

Preservation
Intelligence held internally, inaccessible externally. Valuable as

archive, constrained as market proposition.

Q4 · HIGH DEPTH, HIGH TRANSLATION ★

Amplification
Cultural intelligence intact and globally legible. The local made

more precise, not softened. Jaipur Rugs. JLF. Nintendo.

Talethread.

Cultural depth.

The question is not how to balance tradition and modernity. That framing assumes they are in tension. The

question is: how deeply do we actually understand what we have inherited? Most managers cannot answer it. That

gap is why most brands produce “nice” and why almost none produce authority.

“The most important contribution management needs to make is to increase the productivity of

knowledge work and the knowledge worker.”

— Peter F. Drucker, Management Challenges for the 21st Century (1999)

The knowledge that matters most in culturally dense markets is not in databases. It lives in a craftsperson’s hands,

in merchant instincts passed across generations. I know this because I have held it in my own hands. Anil Doraya, a

blue pottery master in Jaipur, placed unfired quartz dough in my palm early in my apprenticeship. Lighter than clay,

almost reluctant to hold its shape. What he was transmitting was not a skill. It was a grammar: every motif placed

where it is for a reason accumulated over centuries. The manager’s job is to recognise that grammar and build
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conditions in which it can be translated without being destroyed.5

III. THREE ORGANISATIONS THAT CHOSE DEEPENING

Jaipur Rugs. In 1978, Nand Kishore Chaudhary started with nine artisans, two looms, and a loan of five thousand

rupees. The decisive move was recognition: treating artisans as knowledge workers whose intelligence required

translation, not replacement. Today the company works with over 40,000 artisans across 600 villages and sells in

more than ninety countries.6

Bimla Devi is one of those weavers. No design education, no English, no knowledge of the award circuit. She was

given a blank loom and no brief. She wove what she knew: the motifs from her walls, her floors, her fields. The result

won a German Design Award. Chaudhary did not create her intelligence. He recognised it. Organised deepening does

not start with a brief. It starts with that act of recognition.

The Jaipur Literature Festival. Sanjoy Roy chose Diggi Palace in 2006 not because it was convenient but because

it was the right grammar: a crumbling Rajput haveli whose architecture already carried the layered seriousness the

festival intended. Fourteen people attended the first edition. A quarter of a million attended the eighteenth. The

festival did not grow by becoming more accessible. It grew by becoming more precisely itself. Depth as the

mechanism of reach, not its constraint.7

What unites Jaipur Rugs, Bimla Devi, and the JLF is a single managerial decision made repeatedly at every

moment when extraction would have been faster: to go further into the inheritance rather than lift from it. None of

them softened the grammar to reach a broader audience. All of them discovered that the audience they needed was

waiting for someone precise enough to address it.

“Innovation is the specific instrument of entrepreneurship, the act that endows resources with a new

capacity to create wealth.”

— Peter F. Drucker, Innovation and Entrepreneurship (1985)

Each organisation made the same choice repeatedly at the moments when extraction would have been faster. The

most undervalued resource in any culturally dense market is the inherited intelligence the organisation already sits on.

Recognising it, and going further into it, is itself the innovation.

IV. DOES THE MODEL TRAVEL?

The obvious objection: these are civilisational outliers. Their depth cannot be manufactured. I do not think this

holds.

Oaxaca’s mezcal built a global premium category by refusing to industrialise. Producers who stayed with clay pot

distillation and wild agave varieties now command prices that industrialised competitors cannot approach. They did

not succeed despite their constraints. They succeeded because of them. The constraint was the signal: this took

irreplaceable knowledge to make. That is the same signal blue pottery sends from a workshop in Kotjewar, and the

same signal a Bagru block print sends when the artist is given creative freedom rather than a trend brief.

Copenhagen’s restaurants built global authority by going deeper into Nordic foraging traditions that had been

considered too austere for international markets. They did not translate Scandinavian food into something globally

palatable. They made global audiences literate in Scandinavian food. That is organised deepening operating at

national scale, driven by individual chefs who refused to soften the grammar.

In November 2024, Maharaja Sawai Padmanabh Singh opened the Jaipur Centre for Art inside the City Palace, a

contemporary exhibition space pairing international practitioners with local craft knowledge. His framing was
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precise: ‘Jaipur is and has always been a contemporary city.’9 This is not heritage tourism rhetoric. It is a claim about

organised deepening at civilisational scale. The JCA is not modernising a traditional city. It is restating what the city

always was. The institution exists not to preserve the past but to keep the grammar generative.

The mechanism operates wherever a manager chooses to understand a culturally dense context structurally. Jaipur

and Kyoto are the clearest examples. They are not the only ones. What they share is not civilisational scale but

managerial intent: the repeated decision, at every fork in the road, to go further in rather than step back from the

inheritance.

A reasonable objection: is this available only to organisations already embedded in culturally rich contexts? What

about a manager arriving from outside, or a company with no inherited depth to work from? The honest answer is

that organised deepening does not create depth from nothing. It is a discipline of recognition, not manufacture. What

it offers the outsider is not a shortcut but a warning: the depth you cannot manufacture is the depth your competitor is

sitting on, and if you do not learn to see it structurally, you will spend your entire budget assembling its vocabulary

while they compound its grammar. Miolini spent nine years before she opened a door. That is not a disadvantage.

That is the entry price for operating at this level.

V. THE AFTERNOON I STOPPED READING THE CITY WRONG

The moment I understood all of this was not in a classroom. It was near Chaura Rasta in the old city, on an

ordinary afternoon. Suspended from the carved sandstone bracket of an eighteenth-century jharokha was a pair of

limited-edition Air Force 1s. Luminous white. Below them, in a street that smelled of marigold and motorcycle

exhaust, a group of young men examined each other’s sneakers with the focus of jewellers assessing stones.

My first instinct was a consultant’s instinct: contrast. Two registers in collision. I was completely wrong.

What I was looking at was syntax. The jharokha was not a backdrop for a foreign object. It was the context that

made the object legible. Remove those shoes from that wall and they were merchandise. Place them there, and they

became a statement about which continuity these young men had chosen to belong to. The Air Force 1s were not

globalising Jaipur. Jaipur was localising the Air Force 1s, folding them into a grammar of aesthetic judgment three

centuries deep.

Remove those shoes from that wall and they were merchandise. Place them there, and they
became a statement about which continuity these young men had chosen to belong to.

Drucker identified a failure mode he considered especially dangerous: the organisation so thoroughly trained in

what it knows that it develops a sophisticated mechanism for not seeing what it doesn’t.9 I was doing exactly this,

reading a layered city through a linear lens. Jaipur had been telling a different story all along. I had lacked the

grammar to hear it.

VI. WHY IMITATORS FAIL

In 2014, Barbara Miolini, a Swiss entrepreneur resident in Jaipur since 2005, opened Bar Palladio inside the

gardens of the Narain Niwas Palace Hotel. Electric-blue Mughal-inspired frescoes, Italian food, Rajput garden light.

It became one of the most photographed interiors in India, extending by 2022 into Villa Palladio, a nine-room

boutique hotel.9

The interesting management question is not why it succeeded, but why every attempt to replicate it has not. In

2023, I ran a brand audit for a well-funded label that had assembled all the visible elements: the Jaipuri palette, a

heritage address, artisan vocabulary in its biography. Instagram engagement was adequate. Conversion was not. One

word appeared in every consumer transcript: “nice”.
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That word is a market verdict. Nice is what you call something that has assembled the visible parts of a sentence

without understanding the grammar. The consumer is not confused about what she is looking at. She is simply

unaddressed. The brand has spoken in vocabulary she recognises but in a grammar that is not there. She smiles,

scrolls on, and forgets within a season. No one complains. No one returns.

Bar Palladio works because Miolini spent nine years in Jaipur before she opened it, learning which layers of the

city’s grammar are load-bearing and which are decorative. That knowledge cannot be purchased. It can only be

accumulated.9 This is Drucker’s distinction between efficiency and effectiveness made visible in a hospitality

context: the imitators were efficient. They had every correct surface element. They lacked effectiveness because they

had started from the wrong question. They asked what Jaipur looks like. Miolini asked what Jaipur means.

VII. FIVE DECISIONS THAT SEPARATE DEPTH FROM IMITATION

The following is a pattern extracted from fifteen years of building in culturally dense markets and from watching

others succeed or fail at the same thing.

Decision Imitation path Depth path

What brief do you give

the creative team?

Translate heritage into something accessible:

soften, modernise, make it travel.

Understand the structural logic first. The brief

comes after. Chaudhary gave no brief. He gave

Bimla Devi a blank loom.

What do you fund when

capital is scarce?

Distribution and marketing. Reach the

audience faster with what you have.

Time inside the tradition. Nine years in Jaipur

before Bar Palladio opens. Miyamoto’s

childhood in Kyoto’s forests.

What do you say no to? Partnerships requiring dilution of specificity

to reach a broader audience.

Any translation that softens the grammar.

Nishijin expanded into fashion and architecture.

It did not change the loom.

Whose knowledge counts

in the room?

The strategist, the designer, the marketer.

Craft knowledge is input, not authority.

The artisan holds structural knowledge the

strategist does not. Bimla Devi did not need a

brief.

How do you measure

cultural authority?

Sentiment scores, engagement rates, brand

tracking.

Conversion quality, price premium sustained

over time, and the word consumers use when

they recommend you. Not “nice.”

Each decision carries a short-term cost: slower market entry, narrower early audiences, the friction of working inside a tradition
rather than lifting from it. The compound return is the only justification, and it requires a time horizon that quarterly reporting does

not reward.

VIII. WHAT I LEARNED BUILDING WITH THIS

Before Talethread, I ran a tea and coffee startup for three years. I listed the provenance, the estate, the processing

method. I offered every detail and no grammar. Marketplace sales sustained it for a while. Repeat rates never came. I

shut it down. The product was not wrong. The depth was absent.

Early in my Talethread work I made the same mistake smaller. I softened the motifs, chose colourways I thought

would travel, made Jaipur legible by making it smaller. Nobody complained and nobody remembered. When I

stopped apologising for the specificity, the work became harder to explain and easier to sell. The buyer in London did
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not need India in general. She needed this exact place, this exact hand, this exact logic.

Talethread is built on the premise that the Indian woman holds multiple aesthetics simultaneously: Sanganer

block-print motifs on handloom cotton in modern silhouettes, not India explained for the outside world but India in

full conversation with itself. I give block print artists across Rajasthan complete creative freedom over the print. Last

year, an artist in Bagru created a Kathakali face using seven different blocks and a superimposition technique that

required him to understand, in his hands, what a painter understands about planes and shadow. That blazer sold out

twice in one season. The miniature painting gave me the philosophy. The organised deepening gave me the strategy.

I recognised the grammar immediately. I had been practising a version of it since I was
eleven, in a college that did not want to admit me, with a brush so fine it held almost no paint.

IX. THE DEPTH THAT TRAVELS

Drucker’s most fundamental question was deceptively simple: what should we contribute? Not what can we sell.

What can we contribute to the knowledge, to the human fabric that makes enterprise possible at all?9 The JLF

founder answered by choosing a crumbling haveli over a convention centre. Chaudhary answered by handing Bimla

Devi a blank loom instead of a brief. Both were practising organised deepening before the term existed.

If cultural depth is architecture rather than atmosphere, then most of what passes for brand strategy is not strategy

at all. It is the confident assembly of correct surface elements by people who have never asked what makes a surface

worth having. The market does not reward authenticity. It punishes its absence, slowly at first, then all at once, in the

form of brands that were everywhere and then, without anyone being able to say why, were gone.

Bimla Devi did not know she was entering a competition. She wove what she knew, in the grammar she had

inherited, with yarn nobody else wanted. That is what organised deepening looks like from the inside. From the

outside, it looks like a German Design Award.

The building and the shoes near Chaura Rasta were not in contrast. They were completing each other’s sentence.

The city had been doing this for three hundred years. The JLF founder knew it when he chose the haveli. Chaudhary

knew it when he handed Bimla Devi a blank loom. Anil Doraya knew it when he placed quartz dough in my palm and

waited.

Culture does not drive innovation the way an engine drives a car. It drives it the way
grammar drives meaning: invisibly, structurally, and in a way that makes certain sentences

possible and others permanently incoherent.

I was simply the last one in that street to notice.

AI DISCLOSURE

This essay was conceived and written by the author. Generative AI (ChatGPT, GPT-4o) was used sparingly as a tool to test articulation of

a framework and to refine precision of language. Representative prompts included:

“Create a 4-grid framework showing cultural depth, with axes for structural understanding of inheritance and external legibility,

and frame the central managerial question: are we deepening or merely translating?”

“Refine phrasing to clarify the distinction between cultural grammar and vocabulary in a management context.”
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