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Mass Photographs and “Crisis of Credibility” 

“Altered images: Is this real or faked?”  This question perpetually haunts the annual 

World Press Photo Contest, which awards the premier prizes in photojournalism and 

documentary photography – a contest in which South Asia has been a prominent subject since 

the Bihar Famine of 1967, and in which Indian and Bangladeshi photographers have frequently 

been featured as jurors and awardees since 1975.1 In the 2015 competition, with Bangladeshi 

photographer Munem Wasif co-chairing the Documentary Jury, “a fifth of the finalists were 

disqualified for manipulating their images.” The award of Italian photographer Giovanni Troilo – 

the winner in the “contemporary issue” category – was revoked for claiming an incorrect 

location in a caption.2    

The professional ethics of documentary photography was at stake as World Press Photo 

launched an enquiry against Troilo. The inquiry’s press release suggests that by misrepresenting 

the location Troilo had violated the first principle of the international journalistic code of ethics 

to which World Press Photo Contest adheres: “[r]espect for truth and for the right of the public to 

truth.”3 Indeed, World Press Photo organized an “ethics symposium” in New York later in 2015 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 World Press Photo Contest began in 1955, one year after the International Federation of Journalist’s (IFJ) 
Declaration of Principles on the Conduct of Journalists.  The contest features eight categories: Contemporary Issues, 
Daily Life, General News, Long-Term Projects, Nature, Portraits, Sports, and Spot News. For details of World Press 
Photo Contests see http://www.worldpressphoto.org/collection/contests For World Press Photo Foundation see 
http://www.worldpressphoto.org/foundation.  
2 Fiona Macdonald, “Altered Images: Is This Real or Faked?” BBC Culture, 8 July 2015, accessed July 10, 2015, 
http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20150708-altered-images-is-this-real-or-faked  
3 For the official statement about Troilo’s disqualification and the ways in which it has affected the professional 
ethics of documentary photography and photojournalism, see “World Press Photo Withdraws Award For Giovanni 
Troilo’s Charleroi Story,” World Press Photo, accessed October 4, 2015, 
http://www.worldpressphoto.org/news/2015-03-04/world-press-photo-withdraws-award-giovanni-
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to discuss the underlying issues.  Ethical issues feature prominently in their first annual report 

The State of News Photography published in September 2015. Based on a survey among a 

sample group of practicing professionals, of which 3.5% were Indians,4 the report emphasized 

that the majority of the survey respondents “[felt] that understanding ethics is important,” and 

portrayed “an industry consensus that rejects the manipulation of photographs by adding or 

removing content.” Indeed, “76% of photographers regard manipulation as a serious problem.”5   

As the report indicated, the concern over documentary ethics was not confined to the 

World Press Photo Foundation and the wider community of photographers was concerned about 

professional ethics in the industry. In response to the controversy involving Troilo, 

photojournalist Michael Kamber co-curated the exhibition Altered Images: 150 Years of Posed 

and Manipulated Documentary Photography, which was mounted in New York City to “explore 

disputed images” from the past in order to address the twenty-first-century “crisis of credibility.” 

For the curators, the “credibility” of documentary photo-reportage is in “crisis” because a 

“barrage of altered images is being presented to the public.”6 Both the award controversy and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
troilo%E2%80%99s-charleroi-story. In the regulations section of the World Press Photo Contest, the IFJ code of 
ethics is cited as a requirement of participation. See “2015 Photo Contest | World Press Photo,” accessed July 10, 
2015, http://www.worldpressphoto.org/collection/photo/2015. Also see “IFJ Code of Principles: IFJ,” accessed July 
10, 2015, http://www.ifj.org/about-ifj/ifj-code-of-principles/. 
4 “The State of News Photography,” World Press Photo, accessed October 2, 2015, 
http://www.worldpressphoto.org/research/state-of-news-photography. Based on their quantitative and qualitative 
survey, the report considered India as representative of the global South, and argued that “traditional legacy media 
businesses had not transformed as rapidly in these areas compared to other parts of the world.” See ibid, 55.  
5 “The State of News Photography,” 7. However, a fair percentage of the survey respondents thought otherwise.  
6 The exhibition was mounted at Bronx Documentary Center and was open from June 20 through August 2, 2015. 
The show featured some of widely recognized photographs including Robert Capa’s Falling Soldier (1936) made 
during the Spanish Civil Was, Yevgeny Khaldei’s 1945 photograph of a Red Army soldier hoisting Soviet flag over 
Reichstag in Berlin, and Eugene Smith’s 1951 photograph of a group of mourners in his photo-essay “Spanish 
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Kamber’s exhibition received extensive press coverage and one of BBC Culture’s lead stories 

featured a conversation with Kamber that focused on “[i]conic images that have been altered.”7   

Yet anxieties over mass photographs are not unique to the post-digital era and are not 

limited to contemporary documentary photography and photojournalism. The question of 

photographic manipulation has haunted photographers and viewers alike since the medium’s 

commonly accepted time of introduction in mid-1839.8 As Altered Images exemplified, 

contemporary debates over documentary truth have now put pre-digital-era photographs under 

severe scrutiny. While writing on photography in India, commentators have expressed concerns 

over the ways in which photographs were believed to be, and were presented to the their 

audience as, visual “truth” since the mid-nineteenth century. For example, commentators have 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
Village.” For details of the show, see ABOUT — ALTERED IMAGES,” accessed July 10, 2015, 
http://www.alteredimagesbdc.org/about/ 
7 Macdonald, “Altered Images: Is This Real or Faked?”  

Other media houses too ran this story to highlight lack of ethics in journalism. For example see Guardian. “World 
Press Photo Award Withdrawn over Violation of Rules | Media | The Guardian,” accessed July 10, 2015, 
http://www.theguardian.com/media/2015/mar/05/world-press-photo-award-withdrawn-over-violation-of-rules. 

Rachel Donadio, “World Press Photo Revokes Prize,” The New York Times, March 4, 2015, accessed July 10, 2015, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/03/05/arts/design/world-press-photo-revokes-prize.html. 

“World Press Photo Upholds Controversial Decision | TIME,” accessed July 10, 2015, 
http://time.com/3728436/world-press-photo-upholds-controversial-decision/. 
8 Coming of photography brought a new concern with indexicality to these debates, but anxieties over potential 
deceptiveness of visual images goes back at least to Plato. See, Martin Jay, Downcast Eyes: The Denigration of 
Vision in Twentieth-Century French Thought (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993). 

Although the optical principle of camera and its execution had a long genealogy, the photographic technology was 
patented in 1839. Camera obscura, an optical device for shadow formation without lens, was used by painters since 
the Renaissance and camera lucida, a more advanced technique of image formation using mirrors and lens, was 
invented in 1807. The problem of fixing an indexical image on a light-sensitive surface was solved by 1827-28 
through Heliography. See Andrew E. Hershberger, Photographic Theory: An Historical Anthology (Chichester, UK: 
Wiley-Blackwell, 2014). 
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scrutinized the ways in which Felice Beato’s 1858 photographs of built structures damaged 

during the Mutiny of 1857, especially his much-discussed photograph of Sikandra Bagh Palace 

(Lucknow) with human skeletons in the foreground, were seen at the time as iconic visual 

reportage, although they were post-facto reconstructions by twentieth-century professional and 

common-sense standards.9 Thus our present understanding about photography as a medium is 

invoked to analyze images from the past – a past that had significantly different parameters for 

judging photographs’ aesthetic worth, documentary merit, and public function.    

The issue of “fake” photographs was only one of a series of issues that dominated the 

history of photography in India and elsewhere. Is photography a form of documentation? Or is it 

a form of art? Is it merely a technology? Is it a social practice encoding historically specific 

ideologies? Are photographs material objects? Are they visual truth, evidences of reality? Can 

photographs be used to facilitate social change? Or are they merely aesthetic forms – “art-for-

art’s-sake?” Can they generate meaning on their own? Or do photographs need titles and 

captions as supplements? These are some of the questions that generated long-standing debates 

among photographic practitioners and theorists across the globe since the early days of 

photography – questions that entered the broader public domain in early twentieth-century India.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9 For discussions on Beato’s photographs, see John Fraser and M. Beato, “Beato’s Photograph of the Interior of the 
Sikandarbagh at Lucknow,” Journal of the Society for Army Historical Research 59 (1981): 51–55; Maria Antonella 
Pelizzari, “From Stone to Paper: Photographs of Architecture and the Traces of History” in Maria Antonella. 
Pelizzari and R. Nicholas. Olsberg, Traces of India: Photography, Architecture, and the Politics of Representation, 
1850-1900 (Montréal: Canadian Centre for Architecture, 2003), 45; Sarah McDonald, “Delivering the Truth,” Black 
and White, 34 (2004), 94-95; Anne. Lacoste and Felice Beato, Felice Beato: A Photographer on the Eastern Road 
(Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum, 2010); Zahid R. Chaudhary, Afterimage of Empire: Photography in 
Nineteenth-Century India (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2012), 77-81. 
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Focusing on middle-class artistic and documentary practices, this dissertation, 

Photography in the Age of Mass Publics: Visual Conventions and Social Processes from 

Twentieth-Century India, explores aesthetic conventions and sociocultural consequences of 

mass-circulated photographs in India from the late 1890s through the 1980s – from the 

introduction of halftone printing till the emergence of cable television and the initial years of the 

digital imaging. 

 

Mass Photographs: Visual Conventions, Social Processes, and Imaging Technologies   

My analysis of the imperial and transcultural networks that shaped mass-circulated 

photographs during the period under survey starts in Calcutta, one of the first few imperial cities 

to be introduced to photography and a key printing and publishing center. In order to understand 

the photographic conventions and sociocultural consequences of mass images, I present three 

parallel narratives: a history of photography as a middle-class practice, a history of photographic 

themes, and a history of visual convention, all set in the context of profound changes in 

photographic and printing technology. At the intersection of visual studies, print history, and 

social history of modern India, Photography in the Age of Mass Publics seeks to “[grasp] the 

historical inter-connectedness of practices,” while also focusing on the ways in which local 

specificities informed those global exchanges.10 It historicizes visuality in twentieth-century 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
10 Christopher Pinney, “Seven Theses on Photography,” Thesis Eleven 113, no. 1 (December 1, 2012):142. Here, I 
follow Dipesh Chakrabarty’s strategy of “provincializing Europe” and attempt to write a history of mass-circulated 
photographs in the twentieth-century India – photographs that arrest “the thrust of…universal histories and 
[produces] the concrete as a combination of the universal logic of History 1 and the heterotemporal horizons of 
innumerable History 2s.” See Dipesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical 
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India; it traces the genealogies of professional and popular understandings of photography as a 

inherently democratic medium, of documentary photography as a genre premised on visual truth, 

and of press photographs’ public accountability.  

Technological changes have guided my choice of temporal span and have shaped my 

analyses. My dissertation begins after halftone-printing technology came to India and made it 

possible for photographs to circulate widely in the press. Photographically produced and 

chemically-etched halftone blocks for the first time made possible the direct printing of 

photographs on regular paper and newsprint using letterpress that eventually helped photographs 

reach mass publics.11 I close this dissertation in the late 1980s that was marked by two of the 

most significant developments in late twentieth-century India: emergence of digital technology 

in photography and mass dissemination of cable television. Televisual news through its moving 

images of events, especially through live news, reconfigured visual experiences – and the 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
Difference (2000; repr., Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007), xvii.  In the context of post-independence 
Indian cimema, Rochona Majumdar has elaborated on the ways in which global categories acquired distinct Indian 
lives. See Rochona Majumdar, “Art Cinema: An Indian History of the Global Category (1951-1964),” Critical 
Enquiry, Spring 2016 (forthcoming).  
11 I want to avoid the category “public sphere” because it implies a closed group of deliberative public – an issue 
beyond the scope of this dissertation. Instead, I draw on Michael Warner’s analysis of “publics” that are self-
organizing relationships among strangers that “exist by virtue of being addressed…in discourse.” This 
understanding of “a public” also highlights the open-endedness of the category. While analyzing “a public” that 
“exists by virtue of being addressed,” Warner argued for seven characteristics: “a public is self-organized,” “a public 
is a relation among strangers,” “the address of public speech is both personal and impersonal,” “a public is 
constituted through mere attention,” “a public is the social space created by the reflexive circulation of discourse,” 
“publics act historically according to the temporality of their circulation,” and “a public is poetic world-making.” 
Along with Warner, I draw on William Mazzarella’s understanding of “mass” in  “mass publicity.” According to 
Mazzarella, even though “[m]any would argue that the age of “masses” – of “mass democracy,” “mass culture,” 
“mass media” – has been historically supplanted by more differentiated structures of politics, marketing, and 
media….mass…preserves the sense of generality that…still characterizes the modern notion of publics.” See 
Michael Warner, “Publics and Counterpublics,” Public Culture 14, no. 1 (2002): 49–90 and Publics and 
Counterpublics (New York: Zone Books, 2002); William Mazzarella, Censorium: Cinema and the Open Edge of 
Mass Publicity (Durham: Duke University Press, 2013), 224. More importantly publics I focus on were addressed 
through channels of mass communication like newspapers and journals.   
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expectations – of its viewers.12 Digital technology in imaging challenged the ontology of 

chemical-based analogue photography. Besides the “manipulative” intervention of image 

processing software, there have been long-standing assertions that digital imaging is 

fundamentally different from chemical-analogue photography and that “digital photography” is 

an oxymoron.13  

Though I focus on the public lives of photographs, I would like to acknowledge that these 

were not the only lives the medium had over the twentieth century. Photographs also had private 

lives and “secret” lives. Photographs acquired their private lives in numerous family albums, 

which burgeoned with popularization of the medium: Rochona Majumdar has highlighted the 

importance of family albums in imagining the modern institution of marriage.14  Images had 

their secret lives in police archives and intelligence records.15  The portability of the camera and 

democratization of the medium thus simultaneously empowered people and also subjected them 

to greater surveillance.  

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
12 For details of the ways in which television impacted mass publics in India, see Arvind. Rajagopal, Politics after 
Television Religious Nationalism and the Reshaping of the Indian Public (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 
Press, 2001); Purnima Mankekar, Screening Culture, Viewing Politics: An Ethnography of Television, Womanhood, 
and Nation in Postcolonial India (Durham: Duke University Press, 1999). 
13 For an elaboration of this position, see William J. Mitchell, The Reconfigured Eye: Visual Truth in the Post-
Photographic Era (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1992). 
14 See Rochona. Majumdar, Marriage and Modernity: Family Values in Colonial Bengal (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2009). 
15 For details on use of photography, along with measuring and finger printing, in criminal justice in colonial India, 
see Clare Anderson, Legible Bodies: Race, Criminality, and Colonialism in South Asia (Oxford: New York, NY, 
USA, 2004). 
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From an Nineteenth Century Elite Practice to a Mass Media of the Twentieth Century  

Scholars reflecting on the history of photography in India have routinely focused on the 

ways in which nineteenth-century photographic practices continued in the early twentieth 

century and beyond. Although Photography in the Age of Mass Publics will acknowledge certain 

technological and aesthetic continuities, it will nevertheless demonstrate profound changes in 

photographers’ and editors’ beliefs about the medium and about their publics. I argue that 

contrary to widespread assumptions, the early twentieth-century history of photography in India 

is a narrative of rupture from earlier ways of experiencing photographs as aesthetic forms and as 

material objects.  

A brief look into the history of photography in the nineteenth century and early twentieth 

century reveals a significant and complex, yet under-discussed, multi-part shift. After 

photography was introduced in Calcutta in early 1840, it proliferated rapidly as a trade and as a 

practice in the city and beyond.16 However, photography during the second half of the nineteenth 

century remained a prerogative of Indian elites – both colonial and indigenous.17 Only the elite 

could afford both time and money to practice photography, and therefore photographers 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
16 For a reprint of the advertisement announcing photography, see Ranabir Ray Chaudhury, ed. Glimpses of old 
Calcutta: 1836-50 (Calcutta: The Statesman, 1978), 79. For subsequent citations of this advertisement see 
Siddhārtha Ghosha, Chabi Tola: Bāṅālira Phoṭogrāphi Carcā, 1. saṃskaraṇa (Kolkata: Ānanda Pābaliśārsa, 1988). 
Malavika Karlekar, Re-Visioning the Past: Early Photography in Bengal 1875-1915 (New Delhi: Oxford University 
Press, 2005). Christopher. Pinney, Camera Indica: The Social Life of Indian Photographs (London, Eng.: Reaktion 
Books, 1997). 
17 For discussions on the nineteenth-century colonial and indigenous practices of photography in India see Judith 
Mara Gutman, Through Indian Eyes: 19th and Early 20th Century Photographs from India (New York: ICP & 
OUP, 1982); Ghosha, Chabi Tola; Pinney, Camera Indica and The Coming of Photography; Vidya Dehejia, India 
Through the Lens: Photography 1840-1911 (New York: Mapin Publications and The Sackler Gallery, 2000); 
Karlekar, Re-Visioning the Past and Visualizing Indian Women 1875-1947 (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2005); 
Julie Codell, ed., Photography and the Delhi Coronation Durbars, 1877-1911 (New York: Alkazi Collection of 
Photography, 2012); Chaudhary, Afterimage of Empire.  
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belonged to a small and exclusive group, often affiliated with British-dominated camera clubs. 

These elite photographers took part in debates and discussions on photography and proceedings 

of their camera clubs were regularly published in journals circulating among the members. 

Although the non-elites – both middle class and the poor alike – were often photographic 

subjects, they were neither photographers nor viewers of photographs till the first decade of the 

twentieth century. Similarly the non-Anglophone non-elite publics in India did not get a taste of 

the aesthetic debates until they were published in vernacular languages around the end of the 

nineteenth century and in the early decades of the twentieth century.  

Unlike in the nineteenth century, the vernacular press in the twentieth century played a 

major role in disseminating photography as a practice and a profession and thereby made the 

medium available to more people than nineteenth-century niche groups. Vernacular periodicals 

were instrumental in expanding the reach of photographs printed in halftone, while newspapers 

brought them to mass publics. As they facilitated the democratization of the photographic 

medium through intensive interactions between photographs and their publics, newspapers also 

provided an opportunity for non-elite middling bhadraloks to become professional 

photographers. These shifts in the early twentieth century impacted the ways in which 

photography as a medium would be perceived in India through the rest of the century.    

By democratization, I mean that more people had access to photographs and the 

photographic medium, and that more people were directly or indirectly involved in the formation 

of specific aesthetics. These were ordinary people who were previously excluded when 

photography was confined within exclusive elite groups. With the coming of press photography 
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in newspapers, ordinary people were able to visually experience events of which they previously 

could never become a part. This genre also made these people visible through mass-circulated 

photographs.  

This was not simply popularization: contemporary politics was inscribed on this 

widening photographic representation of “the people.” The genre of press photography thrived 

on a visual idiom that prioritized events. Press photographs of the 1930s for the first time 

depicted mass gatherings in political rallies and ordinary individuals in moments of distress. Of 

course, crowds had been part of photographs depicting the Durbar spectacles, but in those 

photographs the focus was on the elephants and the maharajas; the crowds were passive 

onlookers. On the contrary, press photographs from the 1930s onwards depicted the masses not 

as bystanders but as active participants in popular politics. This paralleled the anticolonial 

national movement’s demand for greater representation of Indians in electoral politics.18 It was 

also congruent with the early Indian nationalist imagination of the plight of “the people” – 

oppressed anonymous masses who were to be given faces by the nationalists. 19 This impulse to 

visually represent ordinary people in either historically significant moments or in their everyday 

life was prominent in the photographs of Sunil Janah and in the photographs of People of 

Calcutta, as will be discussed in Chapters 3 and 4. 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
18 Jeffrey Edward Green’s notion of “ocular democracy” is relevant in this context. According to Green democracy 
in its everyday manifestation is a spectral experience and popular empowerment is predicated upon people’s ability 
to visually participate in high politics. He argued that “most citizens most of the time are not decision makers, 
relating to politics with their voices, but spectators who relate to politics with their eyes.” See Jeffrey E. Green, The 
Eyes of the People: Democracy in an Age of Spectatorship (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010). 
19 See Chapter 4’s discussion of photographic representation of people in relation to Rabindranath Tagore’s poem 
“Turn Me Back Now.” For Tagore’s own reflection on this poem see Rabindranath Tagore, “Amar Dharma” (My 
Religion), Prabashi, (Poush 1324 BS).  



      Introduction  

!

! 11 

Photographs’ Emerging Public Lives 

In the dissertation I argue that halftone printing laid the basis for the popularization of 

photography as a practice and a profession. In the early decades of the twentieth century, the 

press expanded the reach of the medium by reaching out to a mass audience and including 

middle-class photographers of humble origin. After photographs became an integral part of 

newspapers, different documentary conventions developed in India and I focus on two such 

conventions of documentary photography in two different temporal moments.  

As chapter 1 will demonstrate, the introduction of halftone printing in the Bangla 

language press in 1895/96 by the Calcutta-based photographer-printer-writer Upendrakishore 

Raychowdhury (1863-1915) revolutionized not only the viewing of photographs but also 

restructured the class composition of photographic practitioners and viewers alike. As 

photographs started circulating through the press, the reach of photo images expanded and 

created an inclusive space where potentially all members of the reading subscriber-audience 

were entitled to see photographs.  

Raychowdhury also pioneered the discussions of photographic aesthetics in popular 

Bangla periodicals. During the second half of the nineteenth century, debates about 

photography’s status as art and as documentation originated in England and in France, the two 

countries where “official” discoveries of a/the photographic method were announced. However, 

these nineteenth-century public discussions were limited only to a niche audience that adopted 
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photography as a new image-making practice.20 Owing to India’s integral status in the British 

Empire, elite Anglophone print-based cultural networks in India joined the photographic debates 

that had begun in the British Isles. Against the backdrop of a thriving press culture, the English-

language press in India played an important role from 1840 in disseminating photography and in 

forming public perceptions of the aesthetics and sociocultural uses of the medium.  By 

addressing questions of photographic aesthetics and practice in Bangla periodicals in the early 

twentieth century, Raychowdhury opened up the niche domain to a wider public.  

 Halftone printing in the Calcutta-oriented press had far-reaching implications across 

India. The vernacular daily newspapers began publishing photographs; dailies, weeklies, and 

news magazines unleashed the democratic potential of the medium. Photographs circulated 

through the press not only became popular but also shaped twentieth-century Indian visuality in a 

pre-television and pre-digital era.   

I will suggest that a transformation in the availability of equipment and perception of 

photography created a potentially democratic visual public sphere in early-twentieth-century 

India through vernacular periodicals. The democratic potential of the medium further expanded 

with the vernacular daily press that catered to the masses, while also widening the class 

affiliation of the photographers. Thus the second chapter will study the social and institutional 

developments wrought in the 1930s by this democratization. Aided by halftone printing and 

increasingly affordable cameras, the periodical and the daily press not only made possible mass 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
20 For nineteenth century public discussions on photography in England and France see, Vicki. Goldberg, 
Photography in Print: Writings from 1816 to the Present (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1988). 
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viewership but also pioneered a new practice of press photography that in turn opened up 

salaried jobs for aspiring middling bhadralok photographers like Birendranath Singha (1910-

1999), the first staff photographer in the vernacular press in Calcutta.  These little known staff 

photographers, including Singha, played an important role in visualizing the historical and the 

everyday events involving the masses. In making the anonymous masses visible these 

photographers aided the democratic imagination of “the people.”    

Shifts in public perception of photography simultaneously helped democratize the 

medium and contributed to the rhetorical charge and public authority of mass-circulated 

photographs. As newspapers became the prime channel of public circulation of photographs, 

longstanding debates over photography’s status as either art or as documentation took a back seat 

to perceptions of photographs’ utilitarian value as visual verification of written reports. 

Newspapers were believed to deliver true information to their publics, so the truth-value of 

photographs became the primary concern for both editors and publics as newspapers 

incorporated halftone photographs for visual verification of the written news.21 The indexicality 

of news photographs – and by extension that of documentary photographs more generally – 

invested them and the newspapers in which they appeared with the power of truth.  As news 

photography became a profession within the newspaper world, documentary photographers took 

upon themselves the moral responsibility of delivering visual truth to their publics. This self-

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
21 The understanding that newspapers deliver true information corresponds to what Fred Siebert called a 
“libertarian” understanding of the press. See the longtime journalism school standard, Fred S. Siebert, Four Theories 
of the Press: The Authoritarian, Libertarian, Social Responsibility, and Soviet Communist Concepts of What the 
Press Should Be and Do (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1956).  Of course, not everyone agrees with these 
classifications. 
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fashioning of photographers as custodians of truth further aided the visual authority of 

photographs.  

Furthermore, the presumed truth in documentary photographs also created their 

revelatory potential. Photographs’ truth-value and their revelatory potential mutually constituted 

each other: on the one hand documentary photographs were true and hence capable of revealing 

reality, while on the other because documentary photographs revealed reality, they were true. 

Indeed, since the early twentieth century, “documentary” photographs have been perceived to be 

“true” embodiment of reality – truth founded on photographs’ physical indexicality – and 

photographers have been held accountable to the public.   

However, aesthetic questions never became completely irrelevant in discussions on 

documentary photography. The emergence of photojournalism as an independent photographic 

genre in the second half of the twentieth century was marked by an undercurrent of tension 

between photography’s status as mere documentation vis-à-vis socially committed art. 

Occasional public debates over the medium, and especially the documentary genre, have been an 

integral part of any history of photography.  

The efficacy of documentary photographs can be discerned by examining the genre of 

photojournalism in the early 1940s. The third chapter will focus on the pioneering Bengali 

photojournalist Sunil Janah (1918-2012), who epitomized the emergence of the press 

photographer as an acceptable bhadralok profession and the development of photojournalism 

and documentary photography as distinct photographic genres. It will analyze the ways in which 

Janah created “secular icons” for a modern India through his photographs of historical moments 
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during India’s passage from the colonial to the postcolonial. In different periods of time, Janah 

was based in Bombay, Calcutta, and Delhi and contributed to various regional presses and 

myriad governmental agencies; his photographs circulated through distinct but interlocking 

networks of visual content and its meaning. Thus focusing on Janah’s oeuvre will allow a deep 

understanding of these overlapping histories.  

Popularization of photography through the daily press and efficacy of photographs based 

on their “truth value” fostered multiple styles of documentary photography. To examine an 

alternative to the prevailing practice of photojournalism and to provide a wider perspective on 

the subjects, styles, ideology, and conventions of iconic documentary photographs, the fourth 

chapter looks at the photo-documentary series People of Calcutta, made under the supervision of 

a post-Vatican II Jesuit social communication organization Chitrabani, established in 1970 as the 

first media studies center in West Bengal. Though Janah’s photographs were instrumental in 

establishing socially committed photojournalism in India, mainstream photojournalism in the 

1960s and the 1970s had lost the radical edge of Janah’s photographs, and in most cases sought 

to sensationalize their subjects. The Chitrabani photographers responded to this mainstream 

photojournalism and professed an “iconoclast” approach. Inspired simultaneously by Jesuit 

thought and leftist ideologies, People of Calcutta documented everyday lives of Calcuttans, both 

the urban poor and the middle-class bhadralok, in the context of socio-political and economic 

flux from the end of the Emergency (1977) through the economic liberalization (1991) in India. 
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Technology and the Social Construction of Photographs 

 The role of technology in machine-based media has fuelled long-standing debates: while 

some commentators have argued for technological determinism, others have stressed the 

importance of social-cultural influences.  While discussing the role of media in the Indian public 

sphere, Arvind Rajagopal argued against a widespread practice of granting media technologies 

“a determining status in historical change.”22 Though my analyses emphasize such non-

technological factors as socio-cultural transitions, I nevertheless believe that technology is 

important to understanding media.  As I will demonstrate through the chapters, an analysis of 

changing technology is important for understanding aesthetic conventions, especially for a 

machine-based imaging medium like photography. This attention to technology does not make 

my narrative “technologically deterministic”: I distinguish between technology as a determining 

factor and technology as a conditioning factor. Availability of a specific technological resource, 

or lack thereof, often influenced photographers’ aesthetic choices. But the aesthetic choices made 

by photographers of a given period, working with the same technology, were not identical. 

Consequently, multiple visual conventions developed while using the same technological 

resources.   

For example, the considerable weight of nineteenth-century cameras and the low-light 

sensitivity of early photosensitive emulsions forced photographers to choose long shutter speeds 

and extremely stable tripods so that sufficient light could reach the emulsion, while maintaining 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
22 See Arvind. Rajagopal, The Indian Public Sphere: Readings in Media History, Themes in Politics (New Delhi: 
Oxford University Press, 2009), 1. 
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a sharp image. The aesthetics of studio portraits from the nineteenth century often bears witness 

to this technological limitation. A range of props, like side tables, was used to provide support to 

human subjects who were required to remain still for several seconds while the shutter curtain 

was open. But at the same time heavy cameras were not confined to the studio space, and neither 

photographers nor customers always demanded sharp images. Samuel Bourne’s expedition to the 

Himalayas and his photographs of Himalayan landscapes was one of many examples of outdoor 

photography using heavy cameras. Bourne travelled with around 50 porters, who carried his 

portable darkroom through high-altitude Himalayan passes to ensure prompt processing of his 

glass plate negatives.23 Thus camera and darkroom requirements did not limit Bourne only to his 

studios. Similarly, sharp images were not demanded by all photographers using heavy cameras 

on tripods. The pictorialists from the nineteenth and the twentieth century deliberately kept their 

photographic subjects in soft focus to introduce a dreamy effect. 24 

Just as large format heavy cameras and low-sensitivity photographic plates did not 

determine the aesthetics of photographs in the nineteenth century, neither did small format, 

lightweight cameras and fast films determine those of the twentieth century. Of course, it would 

be hard to imagine the genres of photojournalism and documentary photography without 

lightweight portable cameras, interchangeable lenses, and fast celluloid films that enabled 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
23 For more on Bourne’s expedition see Sophie Gordon and Samuel Bourne, The Imperial Gaze: The Photographs of 
Samuel Bourne, 1863-1870, First Edition edition (Sepia International Inc. / The Alkazi Collection of Photography, 
2000). James R. Ryan, Picturing Empire: Photography and the Visualization of the British Empire (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1997); Pinney, The Coming of Photography in India; Chaudhary, Afterimage of 
Empire. 
24 See chapter 1 for details on soft focus pictorial photographs from the early twentieth century.   
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photographers to capture the “decisive moment” and “motion in the act.”25  These portable 

cameras certainly had a profound impact on press photography and subsequently contributed to 

the emergence of a separate group of professional press photographers. But photojournalism was 

only one of several photographic conventions and professional sub-fields, including travel 

photography, aerial photography, and wedding photography, that portable cameras made 

possible. At the same time, light-weight easy-to-use portable box cameras, which were often 

cheaper than large format heavy cameras, encouraged untrained consumers to become 

photographers: “you click the button and we do the rest” was the promotional tag-line for 

Kodak’s box cameras, affectionately known as “brownies.” Thus the portable cameras 

simultaneously aided both the professionalization and the popularization of photography as a 

medium and as a practice.26 In short, though changes in technology have profound influence on 

the ways in which people interacted with the medium, they did not determine specific uses.    

Handling photographic prints, celluloid negatives, and cameras in different archives has 

also encouraged me to think about the status of photographs as material objects beyond their 

formal aesthetic structure or their historical values as records. As material objects, photographic 

negatives and prints embody distinct histories of technologies of production and preservation, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
25 I have borrowed the phrases “decisive moment” from Henri Cartier-Bresson and “motion in the act” from Rudolf 
Arnheim. See Henri Cartier-Bresson and E. Tériade, The Decisive Moment (New York: Simon and Schuster in 
collaboration with Éditions Verve of Paris, 1952). Rudolf Arnheim, “On the Nature of Photography,” Critical 
Inquiry 1, no. 1 (September 1, 1974): 149–61, partially quoted in Andrew E. Hershberger, Photographic Theory: An 
Historical Anthology (Chichester, UK: Wiley-Blackwell, 2014). 
26 For a comparable history of popularization and subsequent democratization of photography aided by cheaper 
cameras and darkroom chemicals in Japan during the period of “imperial democracy” and the ways in which 
amateur camera clubs were “expressions of liberal democratic ideals in the cultural sphere,” see Kerry Ross, “‘Little 
Works of Art’: Photography, Camera Clubs and Democratizing Everyday Life in Early Twentieth-Century Japan,” 
Japan Forum 25, no. 4 (December 2013): 425–57. 
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histories that are often under-discussed while analyzing the social lives of visual images. The 

materiality of the photographic prints and the celluloid negatives ties into the specific conditions 

of production and reproduction of photographic images; they embody a history of what the 

photographer experienced as the shutter opened, his experience in the darkroom, the technical 

options s/he had at those moments, the specific technical strategies s/he chose while making a 

photograph, and the printing technologies chosen to bring photographs to their mass publics. 

Historical sensitivity towards the materiality of photographs therefore not only provides an 

additional perspective for analyzing the specificities of photographic aesthetics, it also gives 

insight into the experiences of the historical actors as they themselves understood them. 

Attention to the technical and material qualities of photographs, negatives, and cameras 

also reveal long periods of technological overlap; older technologies did not give way to new and 

advanced technologies promptly, and older and newer technologies of production existed side-

by-side for decades. For example, Calcutta Art Studio, the nineteenth century pioneers in 

lithographs and oleographs in India, produced popular lithographic prints simultaneously with 

their commercial venture in studio photography using glass plates. Both forms of image 

production co-existed for decades.27 Similarly, glass plate negatives did not go away as soon as 

celluloid films came into the Indian market in the early twentieth century. Glass plate negatives 

were used widely in Calcutta, especially in the film industry for shooting publicity and layout 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
27 For details of nineteenth-century lithographs and oleographs from Calcutta Art Studio, see Christopher Pinney, 
“Photos of the Gods”: The Printed Image and Political Struggle in India (London: Reaktion, 2004), 25-44.  

A detailed discussion of Calcutta Art Studio’s photographic practice and the overlap between lithography and 
photography was beyond the scope of Pinney’s work and so it is in case of this dissertation. For some information 
on Calcutta Art Studio’s pioneering role in photography, see Ghosha, Chabi Tola, 120, 129.   
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stills, as late as the 1960s.28 Thus technology does not simply develop progressively; new 

technology does not arrive and replace the old. Artists exercise greater choice of methods than a 

simple secessionist model of technological change allows.  

Just as different photographic technologies existed simultaneously, the photographic 

medium as a whole developed alongside and in interaction with other media including literature, 

popular print, and cinema. By highlighting the role of mass circulated photographs in shaping 

visuality in India, I do not indent to mark the period under discussion as singularly created by 

photographic technology, while “the older media were reduced to merely functional status.”29 

What I intend to do instead is to analyze the mutual construction of the photographic medium 

and broader media environment in which it flourished. 

 

  
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
28 I am indebted to collector-photographer Sanjeet Chowdhury for drawing my attention to 1960s film stills used for 
promotions and lobby cards. Chowdhury has a substantial collection of these glass-plate negatives and also glass 
positives used during film screenings.  

My research involving numerous press photographers and commercial studio owner-photographers suggest that one 
of the reasons why these older technologies continued was the reluctance of the photographers to invest in new 
technologies when infrastructural support, like availability of chemicals, glass plates, was still available. In the 
controlled economy of post-independence India, importing new cameras and buying films were often more 
expensive than continuing with older photographic technologies. Another reason for this continuation was that 
newer technologies are often not as sophisticated as the mature form of an older technology. A good case in point is 
a comparison between the mature technology of 135 films and early digital sensors. Because early digital sensors 
were small in size and had low resolution, they could not deliver same detail and tonal fidelity as contemporaneous 
135 films. It was not until early 2000s that digital sensors’ size became equal to 35mm format. 

For details of technological overlaps in the late ninetieth century and the early twentieth century, see Sudhir 
Mahadevan, “Archives and Origins: The Material and Vernacular Cultures of Photography in India,” The Trans-
Asia Photography Review 4, no. 1 (Fall 2013), http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.7977573.0004.103. Also see Sudhir 
Mahadevan, “The Traffic in Technologies: Early Cinema and Visual Culture in Bengal, 1840--1920” (Ph.D., New 
York University, 2009), Sudhir Mahadevan, A Very Old Machine: The Many Origins of the Cinema in India 
(Albany: State Univ of New York Pr, 2015).   
29 See Rajagopal, The Indian Public Sphere, 1.  
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Visual Culture and South Asian Studies   
 

Methodologically my study of post-halftone and pre-digital mass photographs from India 

has been informed by the analytical approach to “visual culture” theorized by W. J.T Mitchell.30 

In the past two decades visual culture has become a burgeoning field in South Asian studies, 

especially studies of popular prints from the nineteenth and the twentieth century. Some authors 

explicitly describe their approach to visual culture as fundamentally interdisciplinary, while 

others employ comparable visual culture methodology, but maintain a more disciplinary 

professional identity. Irrespective of their self-identification, many scholars of South Asia have 

become more attentive to visual culture for analyzing modern South Asian experiences.  

Often the impulse to study South Asian visuals and visual culture came from an urge to 

write a history that, according to Christopher Pinney, is “not a history of art, but a history made 

by art.”31 Pinney declared that his intention was to “rearrange Indian history so that a central 

place can be found for the visual.”32 While analyzing popular prints from India, Pinney 

provocatively asked if  

it [was] possible to envisage history as in part determined by struggles occurring 

at the level of the visual? ... What… if pictures have a different story to tell, what 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
30 W. J. T Mitchell, What Do Pictures Want?: The Lives and Loves of Images (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2005).  

Mitchell preferred to assign the name “visual culture,” instead of “visual studies,” to the academic field that focuses 
on images because the former “is less neutral than ‘visual studies.’” He used visual culture “for both the field [of 
study] and its content,” just as “history” stands both for the disciple and its object of study, and favored letting “the 
context clarify the meaning” of specific uses of the term “visual culture.”  Ibid. 337.   
31 Pinney,“Photos of the Gods,” 8.    
32 Ibid. 8.   
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if – in their luxuriant proliferation – they were able to narrate to us a different 

story, one told, in part, on their own terms?33  

Pinney focused on the ways in which “pictures were an integral element of history in the 

making” and how they did not function as “mirror[s] of conclusions established elsewhere, by 

other means.”34 Similarly a “revisionist historical agenda” is explicitly present in writings of 

Richard Davis and implicitly in many others. Sandria Freitag’s writings offer a more militant 

form of revisionism. According to Freitag, the “visual turn” 

calls attention to the problems posed when scholars limit themselves to texts as 

they privilege a narrow sub-group, a particular elite or middle-class set of actors 

(even if we were lucky enough for them to move beyond Bengal) who occupied 

but a small place in the master narrative of modern South Asia.35  

Building on Freitag’s formulations, Davis also argued against “over-reliance by historians on 

written sources.”36  

In advancing his questions and in arguing in favor of the efficacy of images, Pinney 

approached visuals as autonomous active agents in “field[s] of mutual desire” between images 

and their beholders.37 Kajri Jain was also alarmed by the widespread lack of acknowledgment of 

the affective relationship between images and beholders. She expressed this concern while 

reflecting on mass produced calendar prints and, in particular, by the ways in which critical 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
33 Ibid, 8.  
34 Ibid. 
35 Sandria B. Freitag, “South Asian Ways of Seeing, Muslim Ways of Knowing: The Indian Muslim Niche Market 
in Posters,” Indian Economic and Social History Review 44, no. iii (2007), 327. 
36 Richard H. Davis, Picturing the Nation: Iconographies of Modern India (New Delhi: Orient Longman, 2007), 7.   
37 I borrow the phrase “field[s] of mutual desire” from W. J. T. Mitchell. See Mitchell, What Do Pictures Want?, xv.  
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analyses of visuals have seen “mass-cultural images” from India merely as manifestations of 

“various forms of regressive politics and social practice.”38 In doing so, Jain added, most of the 

critics have relied on “the representational realism that has come to us epistemologically and 

institutionally bundled with modern discourses of justice (including social justice).” According 

to Jain an over-reliance on this “forensic-juridical mode” forecloses the possibility of unearthing 

“the other forms of power available to the image,” such as the efficacy that comes from an 

affective engagement of beholders with popular images.39  

In her reflection on the methodologies in visual culture Sandria Freitag shared, to some 

extent, Mitchell’s criticism of the “leveling fallacy”– that visual culture does not blur the 

boundaries between different kinds of arts and artistic media, between high art and mass culture 

or between verbal and visual images – as she foregrounded the novelty of scholars working on 

South Asian visual culture.40 While reflecting on “a visual turn” in South Asian studies in her 

editorial introduction to a special section in South Asia: Journal of South Asian Studies, Freitag 

expressed skepticism about the kinds of visual culture scholarship that “juxtaposed advertising 

and fine arts.”41 She argued that the novelty of contributors to the special section originates both 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
38 Kajri. Jain, Gods in the Bazaar: The Economies of Indian Calendar Art (Durham: Duke University Press, 2007). 
10.  
39 Jain, Gods in the Bazaar, 11-12. In advancing this line of argument Jain was explicitly critical of scholars like 
Rajeswari Sunder Rajan who saw popular posters as manifestations of patriarchy and regressive politics. See 
Rajeswari Sunder Rajan, Real and Imagined Women: Gender, Culture, and Postcolonialism (London: Routledge, 
1993). 
40 See Sandria B. Freitag, “The Visual Turn: Approaching South Asia across the Disciplines,” South Asia: Journal 
of South Asian Studies 37, no. 3 (July 3, 2014): 398–409. Also see Mitchell, What Do Pictures Want? 
41 Mitchell coined the term “pictorial turn” or “visual turn” in Picture Theory and described it as “a postlinguistic, 
postsemiotic rediscovery of picture as a complex interplay between visuality, apparatus, institutions, discourse, 
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from their methodology and their archive. The authors – Catherine B. Asher, Robert Phillips, 

Sujata S. Mody, Juned Shaikh, and Lisa Mitchell – analyzed everyday visual experiences and 

many forms of representing these experiences. Yet, they did not erase the differences between 

different forms of media as they delved into photographs, maps, and posters to discuss urban 

built environments in modern South Asia.  

The authors in South Asia put the two sets of archives – the urban spaces themselves and 

their representations – in conversation, while also evaluating “the impact of print capitalism 

through evocative illustration programs in both Hindi and Urdu publications.”42 Collectively the 

authors elaborated on the ways in which built environment interacted with “bodies, photography 

and the stories that tie buildings to posters and calendar art.”43 Thus, drawing on a wide range of 

archives, Freitag and her collaborators propose to analyze multiple ways in which visuality 

shaped lived experiences in South Asia.    

In analyzing these lived experiences, Freitag emphasized the importance of visual 

culture’s “inter-ocular frames of reference” – interpretive interrelationships between different 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
bodies, and figurality.” See W. J. T. Mitchell, Picture Theory: Essays on Verbal and Visual Representation 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994). 

Also see Sandria B. Freitag, “The Visual Turn: Approaching South Asia across the Disciplines,” South Asia: 
Journal of South Asian Studies 37, no. 3 (July 3, 2014): 398–409. Freitag did not provide a gloss on the term “visual 
turn” either in this article or in her previous article that mentions “visual turn.” I am not exactly sure if her usage of 
the term would essentially parallel Mitchell’s understanding. For her pervious use of the phrase, see Freitag, “South 
Asian Ways of Seeing, Muslim Ways of Knowing.” Although she cited James Elkins, in her 2014 editorial 
introduction, to account for a structure of visual culture, she did not mention Mitchell at all even though he is one of 
the key theorists in the field. The long temporal sweep often makes her editorial introduction confusing to read. 
However, when read in conjunction with her previous work on Indian visual culture, such omissions do not detract 
from her main argument. The special issue is of value in that it brought together a diverse range of visual archives 
from South Asia. 
42 Freitag, “The Visual Turn,” 398. 
43 Freitag, “The Visual Turn,” 398.  
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visual forms –created through interactions between multiple predominantly visual forms like 

photographs, maps, and posters, as well as three-dimensional built urban spaces. While analyzing 

chromolithographs, also called oleographs, Pinney had also highlighted the process of “‘inter-

ocularity’ – “a visual inter-referencing and citation that mirrors the more familiar process of 

‘inter-textuality’” – through which different visual idioms of chromolithography, photography, 

and theatre interacted in the nineteenth and the early twentieth century South Asia.44 In 

articulating “inter-ocularity,” both Freitag and Pinney emphasized the interrelationships among 

specific media or media experiences and a larger visual culture.  

One of the main concerns of Freitag and her South Asia collaborators was to delineate 

how two-dimensional representations like popular prints and photographs of the built 

environment facilitated effective communication over time. They were effective because their 

meanings were “predicated on a visual literacy that transcends multiple languages and scripts, as 

well as the narrow base of literacy in any given language.”45 Indeed, especially in an India 

characterized by widespread illiteracy, photographs are often more persuasive than written texts 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
44 See Freitag, “The Visual Turn,” 298; Pinney, Photos of the Gods,  34-35. Interocularity (also written as inter-
ocularity) has become an important category in discussions of visuality and gaze in South Asia since Arjun 
Appadurai and Carol Brackenridge first used it in 1991 and subsequently in 1995. See Carol Appadurai 
Breckenridge, Consuming Modernity: Public Culture in a South Asian World (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1995), 12 and passim.  
45 Thus Freitag et al.’s argument resonates with Kajri Jain’s reflection about impact of visuals premised not on 
verbal literacy but on visual awareness of the Indian public. While comparing a photograph based mass produced 
popular print from rural Rajasthan and a highly stylized painted poster from Delhi, Kajri Jain noted the latter’s 
heavy reliance on the accompanying written text. Jain pointed that the “reliance on text means that unlike the 
calendar print, the poster does not directly address those who are illiterate.” Thus Jain was advancing an argument 
that realism, in this case partial photographic realism, was a key factor in the poster’s communication with its 
audience. See Kajri. Jain, Gods in the Bazaar: The Economies of Indian Calendar Art (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2007), 10. 
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as a mode of communication.46 Unlike verbal news in dailies and magazine readings that require 

verbal literacy and/or secondary orality to become effective, the efficacy of photographs are not 

premised on “visual literacy” of their publics.47 The indubitable character of photographs and the 

mediation of a camera contribute to photographs’ efficacy in popular imagination. In popular 

perception photographs are seen differently from other forms of representation like painting. 

Photographs are not seen as subjective, interpretive representations of their referents but as 

verisimilitudes produced by a machine, which is supposed to be neutral and devoid of human 

intentionality.48  

While Pinney and Freitag shared some of Mitchell’s approaches to visual culture, they 

also attend to the specificities of South Asian visual culture. Freitag had earlier proposed the 

notion of mobile viewing as the paradigmatic South Asia viewing experience. According to 

Freitag, visual experiences of South Asian audience are primarily guided by their participation in 

mobile processions and performances. South Asians become visually literate from this 

participatory experience and employ that literacy to understand static mass-produced prints. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
46 According to Zahid Chaudhury, while experiencing photographs in the nineteenth century “cannot be dissociated 
from the sensory and affective experience of older mimetic forms, such as novels or poems, photography at this 
early juncture did not require textual or elite–aesthetic literacy as its condition of reception.” See Chaudhary, 
Afterimage of Empire, 1-2.  
47 Walter Ong defined “secondary orality” as a form of oral culture that “depends on writing and print for 
existence”. See Walter J Ong, “Print, Space, and Closure” in Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word 
(London; New York: Methuen, 1982), 135-138. 
48 Roland Barthes argued that “a photograph is always invisible: it is not it that we see…the referent adheres.” See 
Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography, 1st American ed. (New York: Hill and Wang, 1981), 
6; For more discussion on this line of argument and counter-argument in determining photography’s status as art, 
see Alex. Neill and Aaron. Ridley, Arguing about Art: Contemporary Philosophical Debates, 3rd ed. (London: 
Routledge, 2008), 190-132.  
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 In contrast Pinney advanced the notion of “corpothetics” – the corporeal experience of 

aesthetics – that characterizes South Asian visual culture.49 Unlike Freitag’s “mobile viewing,” 

Pinney’s “corpothetics” is not South Asia-specific at the cultural level. In stead Pinney argued 

that apart from northwestern Europe majority of cultures appear to engage images 

corpothetically. Unlike Freitag’s description of movement-based visual practices, Pinney 

conceptualized South Asian images, embedded in their visual environment, as sites of corporeal 

encounter between images and their beholders. Through the mechanism of darshan – 

simultaneously seeing and being seen – and bodily gestures and postures especially in the case of 

“sacred” images, South Asian audiences physically engage with images.  

The other culturally and historically specific aspect that has emerged from scholarship on 

South Asian visual culture is the importance of bazaar as a specifically South Asian form of 

public life as opposed to Habermasian notion of “bourgeois public sphere.”50 According to Jain, 

the bazaar is an arena of circulation of objects and ideas where the effectiveness of popular 

images is created by an inter play of  “sacred, commercial, ethical, aesthetic, and libidinal forms 

of value.” 51  The notion of bazaar provides an opportunity to think about South Asia-specific 

public organizations of which newspapers too are an integral part.52    

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
49 Freitag paraphrased in Davis. See Davis, Picturing the Nation. For details of “corpothetics,” see Pinney, “Photos 
of the Gods.” 
50 See Jürgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of 
Bourgeois Society (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1989). 
51 Jain, Gods in the Bazaar. 
52 However, it is important to note that the existence of a “pure” Habamasian public sphere is questionable. Hybrid 
and blurred public spheres is not exclusively South Asian. Indeed, public spheres are hybrid and blurred everywhere 
but in different ways. See Craig J. Calhoun, Habermas and the Public Sphere (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1992). 
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Excursus on Photographic Scholarship of India: The “Indian Eye” 
 

The move towards analyzing specific media practices in the context of a given media-

scape and a wider visual culture has brought long overdue attention to the ways in which 

photography impacted colonial and postcolonial visual regimes. Even though a handful of 

scholars had reflected from the mid 1970s on the practice of photography in India, it was not 

until pioneering work by Siddhartha Ghosh and Christopher Pinney that multiple “ways of 

seeing” through the lens came to light.53  

Early commentators including Clark Worswick and Judith Mara Gutman had advanced a 

“culturally essentialist” argument about practices of photography in India.54 According to 

Worswick, Indian photographers like Raja Deen Dayal’s photography represented “a world view 

that was uniquely Eastern and permeated by traditions of classical India.”55 While analyzing 

Deen Dayal’s photographs, Worswick claimed a kohl-eyed child to be an incarnation of the 

Hindu-Shakta goddess Kali and linked such representation of the divine to Indian painting 

traditions.56 Likewise Gutman proclaimed, “Indian photographers used the camera to reflect and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
53 For mid-1970s through mid-1980s commentaries on photography in India, see Clark Worswick and Ainslie 
Embree, The Last Empire: Photography in British India, 1855-1911, First Edition (Millerton, N.Y: Aperture, 1976); 
Deen Dayal and Clark Worswick, Princely India: Photographs by Raja Deen Dayal, 1884-1910, 1st ed. (New York: 
Knopf, 1980); Gutman, Through Indian Eyes. I have borrowed the phrase “ways of seeing” from John Berger. John 
Berger, Ways of Seeing, A Pelican Book (London: British Broadcasting Corporation and Penguin Books, 1986). 
Also see Ghosha, Chabi Tola; Pinney, Camera Indica.    
54 I have borrowed the phrase “culturally essentialist” from Pinney. See Christopher. Pinney, Camera Indica: The 
Social Life of Indian Photographs (London, Eng.: Reaktion Books, 1997); 93.   
55 Dayal and Worswick, Princely India, 23.  
56 Dayal and Worswick, Princely India, 22. Applications of kohl on children are meant to make them look nice and 
ward off evil forces and have nothing to do with Kali as such.  
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extend an Indian conception of reality.”57 As Pinney pointed out, Gutman here echoed Peter 

Galassi’s argument about early photographs from Western Europe. Galassi claimed that early 

photography was a “legitimate child of Western pictorial tradition” and inherited directly the 

visual idioms of seventeenth-century painting from Flanders.58 Likewise, Gutman had found 

direct correspondence between different miniature and scroll painting traditions from India and 

the photographs made by Indian practitioners.59 Furthermore, she compared photographs by 

Samuel Bourne with photographs by Indians to argue for systematic difference in cultural 

perspectives and claimed that photographs made by Indian practitioners did not conform to the 

logic of single point or monocular perspective. Because Indian photographs have multiple points 

of entry, Gutman asserted, western viewers do not get any familiar visual clue to guide their eyes 

and hence cannot decode Indian photographs.   

Opposing such “hyperbolic essentialization of an Indian alterity,” Pinney emphasized 

historicizing photographs – a methodology that resists “any possibility of generalizing about 

‘Indian-ness.’” According to Pinney,   

They [photographs of and photographs made by Indian elites] are not eruption of 

some unchanged Indian psyche, as in Gutman’s version, but highly complex, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
57 Gutman, Through Indian Eyes, 5 and quoted in Pinney, Camera Indica, 95.  
58 Galassi had traced the “origins of photography – both [its] technical and aesthetic” aspects to the invention of 
linear perspective in fifteenth century Italy, and showed that painters in the post Renaissance Europe employed 
linear perspective in different ways. He especially highlighted the difference between fifteenth-century Italian usage 
and seventieth-century Flanders usage of perspective. See Peter Galassi, Before Photography: Painting and the 
Invention of Photography (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1981), 12 and passim. Galasi’s argument about 
different employment of flattened or monocular perspective was quoted by Martin Jay as the latter argued for 
multiple “scopic regimes” in modernity. See Martin Jay, “Scopic Regimes of Modernity” in Hal Foster, Vision and 
Visuality (Seattle: Bay Press, 1988). 
59 See Pinney, Camera Indica, 95.  
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“modern” attempts to formulate visual identities under specific historical and 

political conditions.60  

The debate about cultural essentialism in photographs from India is especially clear in the 

scholarly discussion about painted photographs. Gutman saw painted photographs as 

quintessentially Indian, an admixture of a Western technology and an Indian way of seeing.  

Even though Pinney criticized Gutman’s essentialism, his early work accepted Gutman’s 

identification of opaquely-painted photographs as distinctly Indian. While Pinney observed that 

photographers and studios in Europe and North America also used colors on photographic prints, 

the objectives of these European photographers were, Pinney noted, “to retouch negatives and to 

enhance color on the final print.” In contrast, Indian studios used paint not simply as supplement 

to the photographic image; photographic prints were almost completely covered – in Pinney and 

Gutman’s view, overpowered – by opaque paints, leaving only human subjects’ faces and hands 

recognizably photographic.61 However, unlike Gutman, Pinney located these painted 

photographs in the inter-ocular space marked by a dialogue among photography, 

chromolithography, oil painting, and early cinema.   

Deepali Dewan emphasized historicizing rather than essentializing such photographs.62 

Refuting both Gutman’s and Pinney’s understanding of heavily painted photographs as uniquely 

Indian, she analyzed painted photographs from the 1870s through the late twentieth century to 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
60 Pinney, Camera Indica, 96.  
61 Such application of opaque paint restructured the relation between the indexical and the iconic functions of the 
photographs. 
62 Deepali. Dewan and Olga. Zotova, Embellished Reality: Indian Painted Photographs: Towards a Transcultural 
History of Photography (Toronto: Royal Ontario Museum Press, 2012), 16.   
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trace different historically specific encounters between paints and photographs. She 

demonstrated the ways in which myriad customer demands determined the different styles of 

painting and the amount of paint to be applied on prints. Citing multiple examples including 

photographs and instruction manuals for applying paint on photographic prints, she showed there 

were multiple techniques of painting photographs and that application of opaque paints was 

merely one of many strategies for embellishing photographs. Dewan further argued that “painted 

photographs from India are part of a transcultural history of photography.”63 Several of the 

instruction manuals she cited originated in England and had a global circulation. Trained in 

miniature traditions, Indian painters drew heavily on these manuals for technological and 

stylistic advice as they applied paint on photographs.   

Partha Mitter also did not see painted photographs as a result of “a special Indian 

perception of reality” and described Gutman’s analysis as “an ‘essentializing’ contrast between 

India and the West.”64 Yet even though Mitter did not construe painted photographs as 

essentially Indian, he argued for an unique Indian response to photographic technology in 

general that was premised on an inter-ocular interrelationship between “three related media, 

central to the rise of modernity in India…: Victorian academic painting [illusionism]; the process 

of mechanical reproduction [lithographs and oleographs]; and finally the camera.”65 Further, like 

Gutman, Mitter traced the genealogy and “specific pictorial language of Indian photography” to 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
63 Ibid. 
64 Partha. Mitter and Tasneem Zakaria. Mehta, The Artful Pose: Early Studio Photography in Mumbai, c.1855-1940 
(Ahmedabad, Gujarat: Mapin Pub., 2010), 17.  
65 Ibid, 20.  
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the Indian miniature tradition and more precisely to what he called “post-Mughal” aesthetics, 

where “earlier non-naturalist traditions of Rajasthan reasserted themselves.”66   

Pinney and Dewan also agree on the fact that painted photographs come across as 

aberrations – and therefore unique and often exotic – because of the hegemony of greyscale 

naturalism and the ways in which it has shaped popular understanding of how photographs 

should look or what semiotic purpose they should serve.67   Nevertheless there were functional 

proposes for applying paint on black and white photographs. The genre of painted photographs 

was dominated by portraiture, and one of the reasons for painting such photographic portraits 

was to make clear the social hierarchy of the subjects – social relations that often get 

homogenized in black and white photographs. For example, in group photographs, often the most 

important person was painted in color to mark the subject’s social prominence, while in solo 

portraits, paint would distinctly pick out a specific part of attire, like a feather in the turban, to 

mark the royal persona of the sitter; paint would enhance specific aspects of individual identity, 

like the vermilion on forehead to mark the married status of a woman. 68    

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
66 Ibid, 23. Mitter’s observation about painted photographs as embodying visual styles of Rajasthani miniature 
seems to contradict his criticism of Gutman’s cultural essentialism. But it appears that the contradiction may have 
arisen from different uses of the same word; Mitter’s usage of the word “vision” was fundamentally different from 
either Gutman’s or Pinney’s understanding. For Mitter, “vision” was a physical-clinical faculty, while Gutman and 
Pinney used the word “vision” to describe socially trained practices of seeing. Thus, I believe, Mitter misunderstood 
Gutman’s point about the “Indian eye” and inadvertently reiterated Gutman’s cultural essentialism, but surely in a 
way that is more thorough and more convincing than Gutman’s.  
67 See Pinney, Camera Indica; Dewan and Zotova, Embellished Reality. 
68 See Pinney, Camera Indica; Dewan and Zotova, Embellished Reality. 
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Photography and the British Raj 

Although painted and unpainted elite portraits have come to dominate major public and 

private collections and consequently have been the subject of frequent exhibition and discussion, 

portraiture was only one among many genres available in India during the nineteenth and the 

twentieth century. Other dominant photographic genres in the nineteenth and early twentieth 

century were colonial anthropological photographs of tribes and castes of India, pictorial 

landscapes like the ones made by Samuel Bourne, photographs that documented Indian 

archaeological sites like the collection of Sir John Marshall, and photographs of unprecedented 

and spectacular events like the Mutiny and the Delhi Durbars. As I will show in the chapters, and 

especially in chapter 1, the visual vocabularies of many of these different genres, especially 

unpainted studio portraits, pictorial landscapes, and anthropological photographs, influenced the 

photographs published in Bangla periodicals in the early twentieth century, early news 

photographs, and social documentation in a later period.  

Photography was one of the most important “tools of Empire” and it served myriad 

purposes in the imperial order.69 Pinney elaborately documented photography’s contribution to 

colonial anthropology and more generally its role in colonial governmentality.70 James Ryan 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
69 I have borrowed the term “tools of Empire” from Daniel R. Headrick. See Daniel R. Headrick, The Tools of 
Empire: Technology and European Imperialism in the Nineteenth Century (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1981). 
70 See Pinney, Camera Indica; Pinney, The Coming of Photography in India. Here I want to note that Pinney had 
changed his position substantially between Camera Indica (1997) and The Coming of Photography (2008). I do not 
intend to homogenize his different arguments from the two books. A detailed discussion on his two positions is 
beyond the scope of this introduction and I am citing his latest position as elaborated in The Coming of 
Photography. However, I want to briefly point to the fact that Pinney began Camera Indica with a quotation from 
John Tagg, who had completely discarded the technological dimension of photography. In the The Coming of 
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reflected on role of photography in imperial surveillance, while Julie Codell and others have 

elaborated on the centrality of photography in colonial spectacles like the three Delhi Durbars.71 

Zahid Chowdhury conceptualized colonial photography in India not simply as an apparatus of 

imperial dominance but as an imaging practice that shaped colonial perceptions of reality – “the 

penetration of reality with an apparatus that in turn transforms our understanding of what counts 

as reality.”72  

The imperial use of photography was not limited to the nineteenth century and extended 

till the end of World War II. The British invested heavily in the effective use of photography in 

the newspapers. Chandrika Kaul powerfully demonstrated the ways in which newspapers played 

a central role in British propaganda generally and William Mazarella focused on the role of 

British visual propaganda during the War. I will demonstrate in chapter 3 how photographs of 

the Bengal famine were suppressed to protect the British war effort during the World War II, but 

nevertheless appeared in Communist Party of India newspapers and were profoundly effective.73    

According to Pinney, nineteenth-century photographic technology in the hands of British 

colonial authority was a “cure” for the inability of existing visual representational practices like 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
Photography, Pinney cited the same quotation only to point out the limitations in Tagg’s analysis. History of 
technology had no place in Pinney’s earlier position, while his later argument relied heavily on the changes in 
photographic technology. 
71 See Ryan, Picturing Empire; Codell (ed), Power and Resistance. For discussion on the symbolic value of the 
Delhi Durbars, see Bernard S. Cohn, An Anthropologist among the Historians and Other Essays (Delhi: Oxford 
University Press, 1987), 632-682.  
72 Chaudhary, Afterimage of Empire, 80.  
73 See Chandrika. Kaul, Reporting the Raj: The British Press and India, C. 1880-1922, Studies in Imperialism 
(Manchester, UK: Manchester University Press, 2003); Chandrika. Kaul, Media and the British Empire 
(Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006); William Mazzarella, “A Torn Performative Dispensation: 
The Affective Politics of British Second World War Propaganda in India and the Problem of Legitimation in an Age 
of Mass Publics,” South Asian History & Culture 1, no. 1 (January 2010): 1–24.  Also see chapter 3.  
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paintings, woodcuts, lithographs, and oleographs to represent the “real” without calling attention 

to the intervention of a human agent. Clearly this “cure” was premised on the indexical character 

of photographs. Yet, argued Pinney, indexicality also made photographs a “curse” for the 

colonial government in the twentieth century, as Indians used the camera to record visual 

evidence of British brutality. Pinney theorized this dual character of photography by drawing on 

Rosalind Krauss and Friedrich Kittler – Krauss’s understanding of photographs as chemical 

imprints that are only loosely connected to the referent and Kittler’s emphasis on photography’s 

inability to differentiate between “random visual data” and “meaningful picture sequence.” 

Following Krauss, Pinney argued that that photographs, as mere chemical traces of objects in 

front of the lens, do not guarantee their objects’ meaning, and following Kittler, he argued that 

change in meanings of photographs in India from the nineteenth to the twentieth century 

depended on the social consequences of changes in camera technology. By employing Krauss 

and Kittler, Pinney foregrounded the ways in which the “techno-material” base of photography 

influenced the medium’s social function.  By the early twentieth century, the portability of newer 

cameras changed the “data-ratio” – the ratio between “random visual data” and “meaningful 

picture sequence” in a photograph or set of photographs – thereby making photography a “curse” 

– “politically dangerous” for the imperial authority.74  To support his claim, he cited the 

photographs of post-massacre Jallianwallabagh by an Indian photographer who could make those 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
74 Pinney, The Coming of Photography in India, 3 and passim. According to C. S. Peirce index is a semiotic 
relationship based on organic connection between an object and its representation. “Data” according to Friedrich 
Kittler is “signal to noise ratio.” While conceptualizing photography both as a “cure” and “curse,” Pinney invoked 
Jacque Derrida’s notion of “pharmakon,” which emphasizes “the unstable nature of the remedy” and sees the 
therapeutic and the injurious powers of the remedy as parts of a single structure. For more discussion on index and 
indexicality see chapter 1. 
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pictures only because he could freely move with his camera without the logistical support that 

would have been required in the nineteenth century. 

If not a “curse,” photography surely was by the early twentieth century a cause for British 

anxiety. In chapter 2, I will discuss the Bihar earthquake of 1934 when British and Indian 

newspapers used similar photographs to make different claims. English-owned newspapers used 

photographs of disaster to praise the British relief efforts, while Indian-owned newspapers 

printed similar photographs to highlight governmental mismanagement. Indeed the governmental 

report on the earthquake discussed the problem that the Indian, more specifically the Bangla 

press, posed to the reputation of the government.75  

      

Reading Mass Photographs  

In response to this small yet rich and sophisticated body of scholarship on South Asian 

visual culture and more specifically on photography in South Asia, I would like to reflect briefly 

on three points before elaborating on the strategies I will employ to read my archive: first, the 

issue of photography as a popular and democratic medium; second, the hitherto under-discussed 

role of the middle class in understanding visual culture in South Asia; third, the aesthetic 

autonomy of the photographs discussed in the chapters.76    

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
75 See W. B Brett, A Report on the Bihar Earthquake and on the Measures Taken in Consequence Thereof up to the 
31st December 1934 (Supt., Govt. Print., Bihar and Orissa, Patna, 1935). Governmental anxieties were even more 
explicit in the cinematograph committee reports. For the most recent discussion on the colonial anxiety over 
deliberative public and the unruly mob, see Manishita Dass, Outside the Lettered City: Cinema, Modernity, and the 
Public Sphere in Late Colonial India, 1 edition (Oxford&: New York: Oxford University Press, 2015).  
76 Following Walter Benjamin, I am using an expanded conception of aesthetic autonomy, which is not restricted 
only within the domain of “high art.” Going back to the Greek root of aesthetics (i.e. aisthetikos that is translated as 
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Dewan powerfully claimed that painted photographs were popular and objects of mass 

consumption, while Mitter maintained that “the development of the studio portrait gave the 

middle classes access to a genre that had hitherto been confined to oil portraits of the nobility.”77 

However, as my fieldwork in Kolkata suggests, studio photography and painted photographic 

prints were too expensive to become “popular.” Only the upper-middle class and the wealthy 

could afford to be photographed and then have those photographs painted. Dewan, Mitter, and 

others see photography as an inherently democratic medium because they see mechanical 

reproduction as liberation from the “aura” of uniqueness. However, not all processes of 

mechanical reproduction can make a medium democratic.  It is important to make a distinction 

between different mechanical processes involved in photography like contact printing, 

enlargements, and halftone printing. Furthermore, not all mechanical processes are so cheap and 

affordable as to become objects of mass consumption. I contend that photography did not attain 

mass popularity before halftone printing in newspapers. As I have mentioned before, though 

vernacular periodicals surely expanded photography viewership, they were not really mass-

circulated publications.  

Freitag’s understanding of “visual turn” and the ways in which it has enabled a move 

beyond the “middle class concerns” and elite dominance is an important intervention in the 

analysis of popular visuals, including prints, posters, photograph-based posters, and their 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
sense of perception), Benjamin characterized aesthetics as theory of perception. See Walter Benjamin et al., The 
Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility, and Other Writings on Media (Cambridge, MA: 
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2008), 41. 
77 Mitter and Mehta, The Artful Pose, 15. Although Mitter argued for middle classes’ access to photography, the two 
examples he cited in the following sentence were a painted and the other an unpainted photograph of members of 
Bhopal’s princely family.  
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publics.78 However, without reversing the “visual turn,” I propose a return to the “middle-class 

concerns” as I analyze press-circulated documentary photographs from twentieth-century India. I 

return to the “middle-class concerns” not because I disregard magazines’ and especially 

newspapers’ potential consumer base among “lower class urban dwellers as well as rural 

consumers.”79 I focus on the middle class – the deeply variegated middle class in colonial and 

postcolonial India – because photography remained a middle-class practice and a middle-class 

profession in the Indian press throughout the twentieth century. At the same time the channels 

through which press photographs circulated were fundamentally different from photographs 

reprinted on posters. Finally, photographs reproduced in newspapers and magazines embodied 

the practitioners’ imagination of an ideal audience that belonged to their own social class.80   

The photographs I will discuss in the following chapters belonged to a realm that, 

following Mitchell, can be called “nonartistic and nonaesthetic” and following Pinney can be 

called the domain of “corpothetics” as opposed of “aesthetics.”81 As I will discuss in chapter 3, it 

was only in the last two decades of the twentieth century that some of these photographs, such as 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
78 Freitag, “South Asian Ways of Seeing, Muslim Ways of Knowing,” 299. 
79 Ibid.  
80 Following Stuart Hall, Rajagopal argued that “pictures and stories cannot be chosen arbitrarily and must conform 
to reporter’s judgment of news values” and that media professional assume that their worldview is shared by their 
audiences. See Rajagopal, The Indian Public Sphere, 21. Also see Stuart Hall, “The Determination of News 
Photographs,” in S. Cohen and J. Young eds. The Manufacture of News: A Reader (Communication and society), 
revised edition, (London: Constable and Company Ltd: 1981), 226-243. In Michael Warner’s analysis this is “poetic 
world-making.” See Warner, “Publics and Counterpublics,” 2002, 82.  
81 Mitchell argued that visual culture “starts out in an area beneath the notice of disciples” like art history, aesthetics, 
and media studies – in “the realm of nonartistic, nonaesthetic, and unmediated or ‘immediate’ visual images and 
experiences.” Mitchell designated this realm as “vernacular visuality” or “everyday seeing.” See Mitchell, What Do 
Pictures Want? 
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Sunil Janah’s photographs of human suffering from the 1940s, were perceived by critics, 

curators, and scholars as “art.” However, the rest of the photographs that I discuss are generally 

considered by the specialist to be “nonartistic.” These photographs are seen to occupy an 

intermediary zone between “high art” and “popular aesthetics” and were manifestations of what 

Mitchell called “vernacular visuality” or “everyday seeing.” Most of these photographs did not 

depict “historically significant” events so as to be remembered by commentators as historical 

documents. Furthermore, as I will discuss, the preoccupations and self-understanding of 

photographers working within the documentary genre were different from artists who worked 

with other kinds of media like painting. The ways in which these photographs circulated among 

their public – through the press or in one case through community exhibitions – were 

fundamentally different from the viewing patterns in the art galleries where art works were 

frequently displayed. The public perception of these photographs too was different from art 

works. Thus the many analytical frameworks developed by art historians to understand works of 

art from twentieth-century India may not be useful for understanding mass-circulated 

documentary photographs.  

These photographs were seen uncritically as a “window into the world”; they were seen 

as “true” depictions of their referents. However, it is important to bear in mind that photographs 

circulated through the press did not reach their audience as stand-alone images, but as images 

embedded within verbal texts and other non-photographic images. Even when not appearing in 

the press, documentary photographs are accompanied by extended captions that often contribute 

to the perception of their truth-value. Unlike paintings or sculptures with titles, photographs with 
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definitive captions often limit the possibility of subjective interpretation.82 The indexical quality 

of photographs also contributes to the ways in which they are seen differently than paintings. 

Thus in terms of their aesthetic status, their modes of circulation, and their patterns of reception 

the photographs I discuss – photographs often coming out of everyday seeing but certainly not 

unmediated – had their own aesthetic autonomy; they embody an “an aesthetic that calls for its 

own criteria of evaluation and terms of analysis.”83  

In the backdrop of the existing scholarship on South Asian visual culture and more 

specifically the literature oriented around photography, my analysis of mass photographs from 

twentieth-century India begins with Pierre Bourdieu’s well-known proposition that popular 

photographic aesthetics in the twentieth century were dependent on middle-class societal ethos. I 

propose to extend his analysis of family photography as a middle-class art to the photographic 

genres that exist in the twentieth-century public domain.84 However, unlike Bourdieu, I do not 

reduce photographs to simple projections of societal ideologies, but consider them as material 

traces of an indubitable reality that embody and yet can potentially exceed their ideological 

message. To conceptualize this visual excess, Roland Barthes’ differentiation – as espoused by 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
82 I draw on Walter Benjamin’s differentiation between titles and captions. Benjamin argued that captions for 
photographs in illustrated magazines came as “directives,” while to him titles suggested “free-floating 
contemplation.” See the second version of Benjamin’s art work essay in Walter Benjamin et al., The Work of Art in 
the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility, and Other Writings on Media (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of 
Harvard University Press, 2008), 27.   
83 Tapati Guha Thakurta, In the Name of the Goddess: The Durga Pujas of Contemporary Kolkata, 1 edition (New 
Delhi: Primus Books, 2015), 21.    
84 Pierre Bourdieu, Photography, a Middle-Brow Art (Stanford, CA.: Stanford University Press, 1990), 5 and 
passim. Bourdieu’s original French title was Un art moyen; essai sur les usages sociaux de la photographie ([Paris]: 
Éditions de Minuit, 1965), which explicitly emphasizes photography's social uses more than its aesthetic value. 
Because the English “middle-brow” introduces a clear aesthetic value judgment not present in the French “moyen,” I 
prefer using “middle-class” instead. 
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Christopher Pinney – the “pro-filmic”/“corps” of the photographic event and the “corpus” of 

extra-photographic context is illuminating.85 Like Bourdieu, Pinney too claimed that the 

meaning of a photograph is contingent upon the socio-cultural matrix where a photograph is 

produced and consumed. But unlike Bourdieu, he added that meaning is not rooted in 

photographs’ physical indexicality.86   

To me, disconnect between “pro-filmic” or exposing the emulsion in light and “corpus” 

or codes of connotation opens up the space for photographs to become potentially irreducible to 

any ideology or social ethos. As W.J.T. Mitchell puts it: “conventional meanings don’t add up to 

a linguistic or semiotic decoding of pictures…there [is] some nonverbalizable surplus in 

images.”87 These intertwined characteristics – photographs’ reference to an indubitable external 

reality, the context-dependence of any attempt to assign meaning to photographs, and 

photographs’ refusal to be reduced to any semiotic code – are at the root of my understanding of 

photographic practices in twentieth-century India. Though close reading of images and 

discourses, I argue that photographs derive their efficacy and public authority from the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
85 See Barthes, Camera Lucida; Pinney, “Seven Theses on Photography,” 143-148.  
86 Following Roland Barthes, Stuart Hall proposed a similar structure for analyzing photographs. For Hall the two 
components that make photographs are “codes of denotation” and  “codes of connotation.” Hall interpreted 
photographic referents and their meanings as conjoined in a semiotic relationship where “the codes of denotation are 
precise, literal, unambiguous,” while “connotations are more open-ended,” because according to him “expressive 
codes” are “forms of social knowledge.” “Codes of connotation” and Pinney’s “corpus” are parallel. But there is a 
subtle difference between “codes of denotation” and “corps.” Hall, like Barthes, emphasized the referent, while 
Pinney, following Rosalind Krauss, emphasized the optical technology that make light tracing of referents possible. 
See Stuart Hall, “The Determination of News Photographs” in Stanley Cohen and Jock Young, The Manufacture of 
News; a Reader. (Beverly Hills, Calif.: Sage Publications, 1973), 226. Also see my earlier discussion on Pinney and 
his use of Krauss.  
87 Mitchell, What Do Pictures Want?, 344. Mitchell too drew on Barthes and especially on the latter’s famous 
description of photography as a “message without a code.” See Barthes, Camera Lucida, 4. 
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photographic “corps,” the contextual “corpus,” the aesthetic surplus, and from photographs’ 

historically specific and contingent encounters with mass publics. 

Thus Photography in the Age of Mass Publics not only analyzes each photograph’s 

“interwoven strand of biography, history, and politics,” but also performs close readings of each 

photograph’s formal elements.88 Photographs acquire meaning partially from their historically 

specific contexts – ideology, artistic trends, sites of production, channels of circulation, and 

modes of display – while also adding fresh perspective to those contexts. Close formal readings 

of photographs often give access to meanings and histories that may not be available through 

analyzing photographic “corpus” – sites of production, channels of circulation, and modes of 

display.89 Thus, in methodology I echo Christopher Pinney’s proposition of writing history 

through images. I emphasize formal analyses because in contemporary culture visuals are often 

even more fluid than verbal texts, and their meanings are often even less determinate.90 This 

potential to generate multiple meanings is demonstrated by the widespread practice among 

artists, photographers, and newspaper editors of using titles and captions to direct beholders to 

the specific meaning or meanings they want to convey. At the same time, most photographs are 

not simply blank slates onto which any meaning can be projected. Simultaneous contextual-
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
88 Rebecca Brown, “A Distant Contemporary: Indian Twentieth-Century Art in the Festival of India,” Art Bulletin, 
September 2014, 351.  Brown used this methodology for understanding the Festival of India (1985). Her phrase, 
though not unique, is important for understanding a methodological approach that has been productive for 
understanding images not as freestanding objects but as part of a visual culture.  
89 See Pinney, “Photos of the Gods,” 8 and passim.  
90 For a detailed theoretical discussion on the ways in which the relationship between images and words have been 
perceived to interact in different periods in time and the ways in which ideology (not in the sense of “false 
consciousness”) plays a major role in determining the perceptions on the relationship between these two forms of 
representation see W.J.T Mitchell, Iconology: Image, Text, Ideology (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 
1986). 
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formal analyses informed by technical specificity illuminate the ways in which documentary 

photographs generated their meanings and exerted visual efficacy over their mass publics in 

twentieth-century India.  

The many visual conventions that I will discuss not only varied at different points in time 

but also were never fixed at any single point.  Photographs embody multiple, and often 

contradictory, aesthetic visions. Public and mass photographs from twentieth-century India were 

conflations of many perceptions about documentary truth that varied according to different 

practices of seeing. Some of these practices were in accordance with globally available 

discourses on photography, while others were grounded in cultural and historical conditions 

specific to India. Analyzing these twentieth-century photographs on their own terms will 

elucidate their formal structure and historically specific encounter with their publics, while also 

illuminating the present understanding of documentary photography’s “crisis of credibility” that 

persists till today.   
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Public Images: Photomechanical Reproduction and the Bengali Press 1900 – 1940* 

 

 
On July 2, 1897, Amrita Bazaar Patrika – one of the widely circulated English-language 

dailies in British India – published an advertisement entitled “HALF-TONE BLOCKS” for the 

Calcutta-based printing firm U. Ray, Artist. Buried among other advertisements of myriad 

services, the ad announced to the Bengali public that proprietor Upendrakishore Raychowdhury 1 

had developed a new method of “halftone engraving.” Ray claimed that 

…he is prepared to give results such as very few persons in the world have 

hitherto produced. He can now undertake to make half-tone blocks of the 

following degrees of fineness of grain: – 75, 85, 120, 133, 170, 240, 266 lines to 

the inch. The patterns he can produce are simply innumerable.2 

 
Surprisingly, the District Court in Calcutta summoned Raychowdhury to answer the accusation 

that he provided inadequate and misleading information in this advertisement. In the summons, 

the presiding judge asserted that the advertisement did not have an “elaborate description” of the 

technology and demanded Raychowdhury appear before the court to explain. As a consequence 

of this legal encounter, Raychowdhury realized that widespread ignorance about the new printing 
                                                
*Unless mentioned, all translations from Bangla are by the author.  
1Upendrakishore used Raychowdhury as his last name for all of his Bangla writings, including his articles on 
photography, printing, and his popular children’s literature. He truncated this last name and used only Ray for his 
studio and printing firm. He also used Ray for all of his English writings on photography and printing that were 
published in England. Upendrakishore’s son Sukumar used only Ray as last name for both his Bangla and English 
writings. I will use Raychowdhury for Upendrakishore and Ray for Sukumar.  Similarly, when publishing in 
English, Upendrakishore spelled his given name “Upendrakisor.” But as for other Bangla words, I will use the 
phonetic transliteration “Upendrakishore.”  
2Amrita Bazaar Patrika, July 2, 1897, 1. Also cited in Siddhartha Ghosh, Karigori Kalpana O Bangalee Udyog 
(Calcutta: Dey’s Publishers, 1988).  
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technology created confusion. The judge’s skepticism provoked him to write popular articles in 

Bangla on halftone printing. By disseminating knowledge of process block broadly, his aim was 

to popularize the new technology.3 As it happened, his articles on process block and photography 

popularized not only process printing but also the practice of photography among his Bangla 

reading public.  

Halftone printing, also known as process block or process printing, was a turning point in 

the history of reproduction and circulation of photographs. Before the development of halftone 

printing, photographs and other images were converted manually to wood blocks, engravings, 

etchings, or lithographs in order to be printed on a non-photographic paper using a letterpress. 

Such methods were suitable for images that contained flat color and patterns of lines, but could 

not recreate the tonal variations of paintings or photographs. Photographically produced and 

chemically-etched halftone blocks for the first time eliminated these technological shortcomings 

by transferring photographically any image into a printable block. This made possible the direct 

printing of photographs on regular paper and newsprint using letterpress. 

As an elite pursuit during the nineteenth century, the prime channels of dissemination of 

photographs were exhibitions, cartes-de-visite, picture post cards, commercially produced 

picture albums, family albums, and anthropological documents. However, by the early twentieth 

century there was a large reading public in Bengal and a thriving press culture with numerous 

journals and newspapers, both in English and in Bangla. Subscribers to periodicals and 

                                                
3See Upendrakishore Raychowdhury, “Halftone Chhobi” (Halftone Picture), Pradeep, Bhadra, 1305 B.S. 
(September, 1898 C.E.). As far as I know, the court did not penalize him for the advertisement. 
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newspapers far outnumbered exhibition-goers and studio clientele.4 Therefore, with the 

emergence of process block, for the first time in the history of photography, images could move 

beyond the small clientele of studios, private albums, art salons, and colonial officials to reach a 

larger audience. As Raychowdhury gradually made halftone images popular in Bengal, a flood of 

images crowded into print in numerous periodicals and newspapers and brought photography 

before a mass audience. 

After its introduction, halftone printing was readily adopted by the Bangla periodical 

press. By 1900, halftone printing made its way into a wide range of famous Bangla literary 

magazines from Prabashi, Pradeep, and Bhandar to Sakhaa O Saathee, Mukul, Bharati, and 

Bharatbarsha, and expanded the reach of photo images.5 Over the next twenty years, halftone 

                                                
4 See Anindita Ghosh, Power in Print: Popular Publishing and the Politics of Language and Culture in a Colonial 
Society, 1778-1905 (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2006) and other works on Bangla print culture. That more 
people subscribed to some form of print media is evident from a comparison between monthly circulation of 
periodicals and newspapers and the number of patrons who visited studios and exhibitions. 
5Published from 1901 through 1964, Prabashi was an immensely popular literary magazine. Among other things it 
was famous for its illustrations and art plates. It was also the first Bangla periodical to publish a halftone 
reproduction on its cover. According to National Encyclopedia of Bangladesh, "Prabashi's fame remains almost 
unsurpassed by any other Bangla periodical." See Banglapedia: National Encyclopaedia of Bangladesh, 
http://www.banglapedia.org/HT/P_0246.HTM, accessed on February 18, 2013. 

Pradip was a well-circulated periodical of art and literature, famous for reproducing lithographic prints of modern 
Indian and European artworks. It was published from 1897 through 1906.  

Edited by Rabindranath Tagore, the monthly Bhandar covered cultural and social issues and was published from 
1905.  

Founded in 1893 by Ramananda Chatterjee and Jagadish Chandra Bose and edited by Shibnath Shastri, Mukul was a 
pioneer in children’s literature.  

Bharati was an important and popular literary monthly. It was published from the Tagore family of Jorasanko from 
1877 through 1926.  

Bharatbarsa was established by Dwijendralal Ray, allegedly to counter the influence of Rabindranath Tagore in the 
field of Bangla literature. But D.L. Ray died after two months of the first publication and Jaladhar Sen took up the 
responsibility of editing the journal. During its publication years from 1913 through 1953 Bharatbarsha was one of 
the most important literary and cultural magazines in Bengal.  
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printing was taken up by the daily press.6 Periodicals and newspapers ensured that printed 

photographs would be seen more widely than had been possible in the pre-halftone era. With his 

extremely high quality of prints, Raychowdhury’s firm was the dominant halftone block maker 

and printer to these journals. He was not only the best in his time, but also trained the finest 

halftone artists of the following generation.  His students – K.V Seyne, Lalit Mohan Gupta, and 

Asrumoy Dasgupta – became prominent by the second decade of the twentieth century.7 Thus 

the establishment of the printing firm U. Ray, Artist in 1895-96 was a watershed in the history of 

reproduction and circulation of photographs in the Bangla press.8 

 

Upendrakishore Raychowdhury and the Bangla Language Press 

Born in 1863 in Mashua, Maimansingha (now in Bangladesh), Raychowdhury came to 

Calcutta to attend Presidency College, and continued his education at the Metropolitan 

Institution.9 He began to engage seriously with photography after his arrival in Calcutta. After 

                                                
6 Books were an important part of the Bangla press but they were not the prime channels of circulation of mass-
produced photographs. There were quite a large number of instruction manuals in Bangla on photography. But those 
books in the early twentieth century had very few halftone reproductions. Images in general were less common in 
books than they were in the periodicals and dailies for intertwined social and aesthetic reasons. Images were 
considered more a way of attracting readers and were considered somewhat insufficiently serious to be included in 
highbrow books. However, from relatively early on the popular books published in Bat-tala did contain images. See 
Sripantha, Battala (Kolkata: Ananda Publishers, 1974); Sukumar Sen, Battala-r Chhapa O Chhobi (Kolkata: 
Ananda Publishers, 1984); Gautam Bhadra, Nyara Battolaye Jaye Kawbar? (Kolkata: Chhatim Books, 2011) 
7 See Siddhartha Ghosh, Chhobi Tolaa: Bangaleer Photography Charcha (Calcutta: Ananda Publishers, 1984).  
8 See Kamal Sarkar, “Banglaa Boier Chhobi: 1816-1916” in Dui Dashaker Bangla Mudran O Prakashan, ed. 
Chittaranjan Bandyopadhyay (Calcutta: Ananda Publishers, 1981).  
9 Established in 1817 as Hindu College and rechristened in 1855, the elite Presidency College offered the most 
prestigious English education in colonial Bengal. The Metropolitan Institution was established in 1872 by eminent 
social reformer and educationist Iswar Chandra Vidyasagar.  His aim was to provide Indian education that would 
combine both English and vernacular knowledge.  
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graduating from college in 1884, like many of his western-educated peers, he formally joined the 

reformist religion Brahmo Samaj. It was probably in the same year that he took up photography 

as a profession. During the initial years he operated as a photographer and printer, while 

becoming one of the foremost writers of Bangla children’s literature and an acclaimed 

musician.10 Raychowdhury imported the halftone, or process block, printing technology from 

England to India sometime in 1895 or 1896 – roughly a year before his encounter with the 

colonial judiciary – and was soon recognized for his innovations and experimentations with new 

methods of printing halftone images. 

Raychowdhury’s experiments with the process camera were aimed at improving the 

quality of the halftone negative so to enhance the quality of printed images. With this aim in 

mind he invented unconventional screens and diaphragms for printing a wide range of tonal 

variations. One of his major inventions was a cross-line screen with three sets of lines making a 

60º angle with each other. This produced finer details and finer tones with less exposure time 

than the conventional cross screens, which had two sets of lines at 90º.11 He also introduced the 

inverted triangular diaphragm to produce fine-grained images as compared to the conventional 

                                                
10 See Siddhartha Ghosh, Karigori Kalpana O Bangalee Udyog.  
11In the 1904-05 edition of the Process Year Book: Penrose’s Pictorial Annual, the editor wrote, “[a]nother 
interesting feature of Mr Ray’s work is that he is able to prove that he anticipated by some years the 60º screen, 
patented by Schulze and described in the Process Year Book for 1903-4.” The 60º cross screen was clearly 
Raychowdhury’s idea, because he was the first person to have ordered such a screen from the expert American 
screen-maker Max Levy. Raychowdhury began one of his articles in Penrose by mentioning Arthur Schulze had 
patented the 60º cross-lined screen, stealing his ideas. Rowchowdhury gave two concrete proofs to support his 
allegation. Firstly, he referred to one of his own articles from 1897 that discussed the 60º cross-lined screen years 
before Schulze had published his article on the same topic in Process Year Book in 1903-04. Secondly, 
Raychowdhury discussed at length the shortcomings and methodological inconsistencies of Schulze’s article, 
suggesting that Schulze did not fully understand the theory behind the invention. See Upendrakisor Ray, “The 60º 
Cross-Line Screen,” Penrose’s Pictorial Annual: An Illustrated Review of the Graphic Arts, Vol. XI, London: 1906. 
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round shaped diaphragms. Another of his major contributions was the invention of the Screen 

Adjustment Indicator, which became an essential part of the process camera made and marketed 

by A. W. Penrose & Co.12 

As a pioneer of halftone technology, Raychowdhury was not only acclaimed in the 

colony but was also recognised in the metropole. His fame among British photographers and 

printers was such that the British Journal of Photography devoted half of his son Sukumar’s 

obituary to Raychowdhury and his innovations.13 Raychowdhury was the first Indian to become 

a fellow of the Royal Photographic Society. He had nine publications in Process Year Book: 

Penrose’s Pictorial Annual,14 considered to be one of the most prestigious journals on printing 

and process technology during its lifetime from 1895 through 1982.15 That his writings in 

Penrose were well received in the metropole is evident from the subsequent discussions and 

comments they generated. The editor of the journal expressed on different occasions his awe and 

admiration for Raychowdhury’s researches and inventions.16 The editor in one of the issues of 

Penrose wrote,  

                                                
12 In early halftone printing, practitioners would vary, by trial and error, the distance between the cross-lined screen 
and the film to produce desired effects in halftone blocks. Raychowdhury was the first person to theoretically 
calculate the distances from the film at which the cross-line screen should be placed to produce different effects in 
blocks. He invented the Screen Adjustment Indicator, which was a unique instrument for measuring the screen 
distance. 
13See News and Notes: Death of Mr. Sukumar Ray, British Journal of Photography, October 5, 1923, 619.  
14 This was also referred as Penrose’s Pictorial Annual: An Illustrated Review of the Graphic Arts. But the most 
famous name for this publication was Penrose.   
15See Siddhartha Ghosh, Karigori Kalpana O Bangalee Udyog.  
16See Siddhartha Ghosh, Karigori Kalpana O Bangalee Udyog.  
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My readers will miss this year an article from the classical pen of Mr. U. Ray, 

B.A., on the principles of the half-tone process, which he has so deeply 

investigated…. Mr. Ray is evidently possessed of a mathematical quality of mind 

and he has reasoned out for himself the problems of half-tone work in a 

remarkably successful manner.17  

 
 Raychowdhury wrote both for a specialized audience and for people who knew little 

about this new technology. While his highly specialized and technical articles in Penrose were 

aimed at people engaged in the printing industry, he was provoked by his judicial encounter to 

attend to a larger audience. After the courtroom contretemps he wrote, “I had promised myself 

that, some way or the other, I must educate general people.”18 His writings in Bangla periodicals 

were designed to be extremely lucid and easily graspable for a non-specialist public. As his 

imagined readers changed, his mode of addressing became more didactic. He fashioned himself 

as someone with the burden of educating the masses; this instructive style of witting was not 

uncommon among other writer-photographers who followed Raychowdhury. 

Raychowdhury’s first Bangla article Halftone Chhobi (Halftone Picture) was the first 

Bangla article on photography and printing to have appeared in popular periodicals. He 

commented that his discussion on “photography and photo printing may appear redundant to an 

informed audience but for a general reader who wished to know about the world from 

                                                
17 Editorial: Mr U.Ray’s Halftone Research, Penrose’s Pictorial Annual: An Illustrated Review of the Graphic Arts 
(London: 1905). Also mentioned in Ghosh, Karigori Kalpana O Bangalee Udyog.  
18Upendrakishore Raychowdhury, “Halftone Chhobi” (Halftone Picture), Pradeep, Bhadra, 1305 B.S. [September, 
1898 C.E.). 
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periodicals, this article would be worth reading.”19 In this article, Raychowdhury described the 

process through which halftone images were made and compared halftone with other modes of 

printing like photo engraving and wood engraving. He wrote  

Imagine, you gave a photograph or a pencil drawing or a painting for engraving to 

a wood engraver. It is impossible to reproduce the lights and shadows of that 

picture on a wood block. In your picture you have numerous shades ranging from 

the white of the paper to the darkest black....while using a painting brush one can 

produce innumerable shades of black by simply adding water to the hue. Can an 

engraver do that?20 

 
Having established the limitations of traditional image-printing methods, Raychowdhury gave a 

very general overview of the technicalities in half-tone or process printing. His description of the 

method was in simple language that could be comprehended by his non-specialist Bangla reading 

public. After describing the process, he listed the pros and cons of this printing method and 

through a comparison between halftone printing and manual engraving he established the utility 

and desirability of the former. 

Raychowdhury was also the first person to write on photographic aesthetic in Bangla 

with an explicit aim of popularizing the practice.21 A close study of his articles on photography 

                                                
19 Upendrakishore Raychowdhury, “Halftone Chhobi.” 
20 Upendrakishore Raychowdhury, “Halftone Chhobi.”  
21 There are at least two others, who wrote about photography in popular Bangla periodical in pre-halftone days. 
Both these authors, Sarat Chandra Deb and Ramendrasundar Tribedi were concerned primarily about scientific 
aspects of photography and technical training of the photographers. They were less concerned about the 
popularizing the aesthetic potential of the medium. In the absence of the halftone technology none of the author 
could include any photograph in their discussion. For details of Deb’s and Tribedi’s articles See Sarat Chandra Deb, 
“Suryo-rashmi Sahokare Padarther Anurup Chitra Grahon Prokaran,” Shilpa-pushpanjali, 1293 B.S. (1886 C.E.); 
Ramendrasundar Tribedi, “Phatographee,” Janmabhumee,1300 B.S. (1893 C.E.). Siddhartha Ghosh mentioned both 
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reveals his deep concern about three attributes that he believed were essential for a successful 

photograph:  purposefulness, aesthetic appeal, “true seeing.” According to Raychowdhury 

“photography without a definite purpose has no value.” For him the purpose needs to be 

“educational, commercial or related to important events.”22 He was confident that when practiced 

with a “definite purpose,” photography would be able to generate knowledge about the world 

around us and thus would become beneficial both to the photographer and the society at large. 

Thus he emphasized the utility of photography in visual documentation. Yet with all his 

emphasis on practical purpose, Raychowdhury believed that photography also had a higher ideal. 

For him the highest purpose of photography was its potential as a form of art. He wrote that 

photography  

....has artistic potential similar to painting where artists can impart poetic quality 

and beauty. But this aspect of photography is rather difficult and one can achieve 

this goal only in part after much care and hard work.23 

 
Lastly, by pointing out the difference between the human vision and the photographic vision 

Rochowdhury emphasised the importance of “true seeing” in photography. “True seeing” for 

him was the ability of a photographer to see the “inner beauty” by disregarding “any ugliness” 

                                                                                                                                                       
the articles while discussing the training of 19th century Bengali photographers. See Siddhartha Ghosh, Chhobi 
Tolaa: Bangaleer Photography Charcha, 73.  
22 Upendrakishore Raychowdhury, “Photography Charcha” [Practicing Photography], Prabashi, Bhadra, 1312 B.S. 
(September, 1905 C.E.)  Raychowdhury never fully appreciated the view that photographic art might be absolutely 
non-functional.  In contrast, most aesthetic theories focused on Western high art emphasize disinterestedness and 
non-functionality as an essential attributes of works of art. For a detailed discussion on the issue of the non-
functionality of art, see Paul Crowther, “Defining Art, Defining the Canon, Contesting Culture,” British Journal of 
Aesthetics 44 [2004).   
23Upendrakishore Raychowdhury, “Photography Charcha”  
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and by recognizing “only the beautiful aspect.” A person with such a “real eye of observation” 

could use a camera to achieve “true seeing.” Thus “true seeing” for him was a human capacity to 

be brought to bear through the camera – much as a painter might bring it to bear through paints 

and canvas. But at the same time “true seeing” in photography was specifically enabled by the 

mediation of the camera.  

While Raychowdhury stressed the importance of “art photography,” he also 

acknowledged that producing artistic photographs was “difficult”: 

…(t)ime is yet to come when we will be able to create flawless/perfect images as 

per the parameters of fine art. Even very few people from other countries that are 

advanced in this practice are able to achieve the goal.24 

 
However, he was quite optimistic regarding the future and success of “art photography” in 

Bengal and encouraged his readers to send their photographic art works for publication in 

Prabashi.  

In Photography Charcha (Practicing Photography), Raychowdhury referred to two 

halftone photographs Prabashi printed – one in the same issue and the other in the previous issue 

– to illustrate both his beliefs and halftone printing’s potential. These two images are the earliest 

available instances of photo-mechanical reproduction in any Bangla periodical. The cover image 

of the earlier issue, Prabasheer Chhobi (Portrait of an Expatriate) by Raychowdhury’s son 

Sukumar Ray, portrayed a little girl prepared for a journey (Fig: 1.2).25 Harsha O Bisaad 

                                                
24Upendrakishore Raychowdhury, “Photography Charcha.” 
25 Sukumar Ray, Prabasheer Chhobi, cover photograph, Prabashi, Sravan, 1312 B.S. (August, 1905 C.E.). 
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(Delight and Dismay) by Prof. Shyamadas Bandyopadhyay, depicted two young siblings with 

contrasting facial expressions, as the title suggests (Fig: 1.1).26  It was published in the same 

issue as Raychowdhury’s article.  

Raychowdhury considered these photographs examples of the potential of artistic 

photography. A close reading of these two images reveals the photographers’ preoccupation with 

rules of composition derived largely from the compositional grammar of post-Renaissance 

European painting.27  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
26 Shyamadas Bandyopadhyay, Harsha O Bisaad, plate, Prabashi, Bhadra, 1312 B.S. (September, 1905 C.E.). 
27 Scholars like Judith Mara-Gutman have argued that Indian photography in the nineteenth and the twentieth 
century followed the compositional aesthetics of traditional Indian paintings like miniature. Though I agree with this 
view on particular images, I am skeptical about the breadth of this claim. See Judith Mara-Gutman, Through Indian 
Eyes: Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Century Photographs from India (New York: Oxford University Press/ 
International Center of Photography, 1982). Christopher Pinney argued against Gutman and refuted any specific 
“Indian-ness” in the practice of photography in India. For Pinney “photography as such has no identity. Its status as 
technology varies with the power relations which invest it.” For details, see Christopher Pinney, Camera Indica: 
Social Life of Indian Photographs (London: Reaktion Books, 1997).  

For a detailed discussion on Gutman, Pinney, and others on the issue of “Indian-ness,” see Introduction.  
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Figure 1.1 Shyamadas Bandyopsdhyay, Harsha O Bishaad, 1905. 
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Figure 1.2 Sukumar Ray, Prabasheer Chhobi, 1905. 
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When compared with one of Ray’s articles, which was published some years later, a fair 

idea can be obtained about his beliefs about photographic composition. He wrote,  

I must say, the objective of art is failed if un-necessary elements overwhelm the 

actual point of the artist. Thus we should be careful to emphasize important 

subjects in photographs. We have to consider the angle of view as an important 

element in properly composed images i.e. elements should not fragment the image  

through their mutual contrast; rather they should help in bringing compositional 

harmony in the image.28 

The central positioning of the subjects in both the photographs by Ray and Bandyopadhyay 

echoes their genealogy in mainstream European paintings exhibited in academies and salons.29 

The overarching presence of subjects in both these images subdues other elements within the 

frame, and keeps them from cluttering the photographs. The photographers also exhibit 

familiarity with the compositional principles of the Academy. In each of the images the 

photographers followed the diagonal rule in composition, drawing the viewer’s eye to the 

principal subject. In Harsha O Bishad, an off-center diagonal runs from top left through bottom 

right in the frame. The children’s heads and the edge of the girl’s dress lie along that line (Fig: 

1.1). In Prabashi-r Chhobi, the stick that the subject is holding falls along a diagonal running 

from bottom left to top right in the photograph (Fig: 1.2). 

Yet as much they were echoing European painting, Raychowdhury, Ray, and 

Bandyopadhyay nevertheless were trying to develop an independent photographic aesthetic. 

Their proposed aesthetics was often independent from western painting but not quite independent 
                                                
28 Sukumar Ray, “Photographi,” Prabashi, Jaishtha, 1318 B.S. (May, 1911 C.E).  
29 Later in this chapter I have discussed in detail Ray’s exposure to photographic practices in Britain.  
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of the photographic theories current in Europe.30 Their innovation is most apparent in their 

choice of subject, their attention to the “truth claim” of photography, and their emphasis on the 

elements of light and shadow.  

With these photographs of children, the photographers claimed artistic status for images 

with human subjects. This was unprecedented in the history of Indian photography. During the 

nineteenth century the status of art was conferred only on images that were obviously pictorial 

like Samuel Bourne’s images of the Himalayas (Fig: 1.9).31 In contrast, Bourne’s photographs of 

human subjects, like those of the women of Kashmir, were considered less artistic and more 

anthropological.32 Likewise photographs of Delhi Durbars were viewed more as documentation 

and less as works of art.33 Clearly the choice of subject was an important element while 

determining the status of photography as art in the early twentieth century India. Further, the 

                                                
30 Although he was writing at a time when, in Europe, modernism in painting had incorporated as an ideal what to a 
classical eye would look like “ugliness” or “mistakes,” Raychowdhury, like many of the pictorial photographers 
worldwide, remained faithful to the “classical” or “Academic” way of seeing. For example, Raychowdhury’s articles 
echo the writings of Alfred Stieglitz, who was leading the “pictorialist” movement in the early twentieth century 
New York. Stieglitz wrote that artistic photographers “bring the feeling and inspiration of artists, to which is added 
afterward the purely technical knowledge.” See Alfred Stieglitz, “Pictorial Photography,” Scribner’s Magazine 
(New York, Nov 1899) reprinted in Alan Trachyenberg, ed., Classical Essays in Photography (New Haven: Leete’s 
Island Books, 1980), 115-123.  
31 Samuel Bourne (1834-1912) was a British photographer who came to India in 1863 and together with Charles 
Shepherd set up the studio Bourne & Shepherd first in Shimla (1863) and later in Calcutta (1864). He was one of the 
finest landscape photographers in British Empire and traveled extensively across the Empire. Some of his finest 
works were produced during his several expeditions in the Himalayas from 1864 to 1870. See James R. Ryan, 
Picturing Empire: Photography and the Visualization of the British Empire (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1997). 
32 See James R. Ryan, Picturing Empire; Christopher Pinney, The Coming of Photography in India (London: The 
British Library, 2008). Zahid R. Chaudhary, Afterimage of Empire: Photography in Nineteenth-Century India 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2012). For a discussion specifically on anthropological portraiture in 
colonial India see Christopher Pinney, Camera Indica.   
33 See Julie Codell, ed., Power and Resistance: Delhi Coronation Durbars 1877, 1903, 1911 (New Delhi: The 
Alkazi Collection of Photography in association with Mapin Publishing, 2012) 
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formal arrangement of human subjects, their facial expression in front of the camera lens, and the 

attire in which they appeared would determine the categorization of a photographic image in the 

nineteenth century. In Bourne’s celebrated image, “Nautch Girls of Casmere,” a group of 

Kashmiri women are portrayed in their “traditional” attire, placed within characteristically 

Kashmiri architecture. All of the ladies have still, flat, frozen facial expressions, which bear 

similarities with those in colonial mug shots. Contrary to such stereotypical photographic 

depiction, Ray and Bandyopadhyay preferred a more casual setting; the children were portrayed 

in contemporary clothing, placed against a non-stereotypical background, and exhibited distinct 

facial expressions signifying their states of mind. 

The Bengali photographers’ choice of subject is moreover indicative of their 

understanding of the relationship between indexicality and art.34 Both Raychowdhury and Ray 

considered the objective eye of the camera to be an indispensable aspect in photography. But 

they believed that outward similarity between the image and the referent was not an obstacle in 

expressing inner beauty and inner feeling. They accepted the physical indexicality in 

photographic images but at the same time believed that images were not confined only to their 

indexical quality. 

                                                
34 “Indexicality” is one of the sign relations defined by the American semiotician C. S. Peirce. According to him an 
index is a sign that is linked to its object by an actual connection or organic relation. See A. Atkin, “Peirce On The 
Index and Indexical Reference,” Transactions of The Charles S. Peirce Society 41 (1), 2005, 161–188; Tom 
Gunning, “What's the Point of an Index? Or Faking Photographs,” NORDICOM Review, vol. 5, no.1/2, September, 
2004, 41. 

While most theories of photography consider indexicality as an essential attribute of the photographic image, there 
are some who argue against there being anything distinctive about indexicality of photographs, see John Tagg, The 
Burden of Representation: Essays on Photographies and Histories (Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts 
Press, 1988) 
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 Darkroom “manipulations” was the point of contention as the writer-photographers 

addressed the ontology of the photographic image.35 Though Raychowdhury wrote about the 

importance of indexicality, he never explicitly rejected darkroom techniques to enhance the 

artistic quality of photographs. Ray was silent on the issues of truthfulness and darkroom 

techniques; he referred to retouching only tangentially but without being judgemental.36 This 

silence and non-judgemental attitude suggest that although Ray believed in the “truth claim” of 

photography, he was not overburdened by the need to be absolutely faithful to reality. It is 

possible that Raychowdhury and Ray might approve of the retouching of landscape photographs 

to enhance their aesthetic quality, even knowing retouching can affect physical indexicality. But 

it seems likely that they believed that images of human subjects, even when retouched, must 

retain physical similitude to their subject. They had to be “true” representation of the “real” 

subject.  Ray’s and Bandyopadhyay’s novel choice of human subjects for artistic photography 

therefore was consistent with their belief that indexicality was desired for photographs’ status as 

a works of art.37  

For photographers like Ray and Bandyopadhyay, it was not only the photographic subject 

but also a particular photographic aesthetics that made photographs works of art. As is evident 
                                                
35 Although the practice of applying paint on the photographic print was prevalent in India during the early twentieth 
century, the writer-photographers did not discuss the practice. For a detailed discussion of the painted photographs 
in nineteenth and early twentieth century see my introduction. Also see India see Judith Mara Gutman, Through 
Indian Eyes; Christopher Pinney, Camera Indica. Pinney argued that physical indexicality distinguishes 
photography from other forms of representation like painting but does not guarantee the truth-value of photographs. 
Likewise he argued that application of paint on photographic images does not necessarily dissolve physical 
indexicality and the truth claim of photographs.  
36 Sukumar Ray, “Photographi.” 
37 Bandyopadhyay did not write any article. But his work was cited by Raychowdhury as an illustration to his 
Bangla article on photography. This citation suggests Bandyopadhyay’s agreement with Raychowdhury’s ideas.  
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from the writings of Raychowdhury and the two photographs by Ray and Bandyopadhyay, light 

and shadow were important elements in their emerging new photographic aesthetics. In both the 

images, Ray and Bandhopadhyay paid meticulous attention to effects of light and shadow. They 

crafted the images consciously to illuminate selected parts of photographs and darken others. A 

careful look into the photographs reveals that in both the images facial expressions of the 

subjects is the central motif. Especially in Harsha O Bishaad, Bandyopadhyay depicted both 

delight and dismay through the facial expressions of the subjects portrayed (Fig: 1.1). In 

Prabasheer Chhabi the little girl is looking away from the lens and towards the horizon before 

her onward journey (Fig: 1.2). A mixed sense of nostalgia and joy is expressed in her facial 

expression and body language. Both Ray and Bandyopadhyay used light and shadow to bring out 

and enhance the facial expressions of their subjects. Bandyopadhyay used natural sunlight at a 

particular time of the day when light would fall on the subjects at a sixty degree angle and 

illuminate the subjects from the left. He positioned the delighted boy on the left so the light fell 

on him first and produced a shadow on his right where Bandyopadhyay placed the little girl who 

personified dismay. The boy wears white clothing so as the light falls across him, his entire 

appearance is brighter than the girl in dark dress. To further enhance the visual appearance of the 

boy, Bandyopadhyay placed him against a dark background. Conversely, he placed the darkly 

clad girl against a brighter background to subdue her position. Similarly Ray juxtaposed darker 

shades of clothing and skin color against an even darker background for his subject to appear 

prominent and to convey the mood of the photograph. In both the images available light is 

diffused yet bright and oblique enough to define the facial contours and emphasize the subjects’ 
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expression through different shades of gray. That effects of light were important elements in 

perceiving photography as a work of art is also evident from writings of other photographers 

who published in the Bangla periodicals in the early twentieth century. 

 

Discourses on Photography in Bangla Periodicals 

As photographs appeared in the periodicals, photography also became a subject of 

popular interest. Consequently publishing only photographs were no longer sufficient and the 

editors of these periodicals turned their critical attention to this new subject. Once 

Raychowdhury published his articles in Bangla, periodicals soon added photography to the long 

list of subjects they had articles on.38 As a result most of the major periodicals of the day like 

Prabashi, Pradipa, Bharati, Bharatbarsha, and Bhandar started publishing articles on 

photography and printing. Raychowdhury was the first author-photographer39 to establish an 

intertextual relationship between written articles and images. Other author-photographers 

followed this practice and had their discussions on photography illustrated with photographs or 

evoked particular photographic images to establish their arguments. These articles shed light on 

the ways in which photography and photo printing were perceived in early twentieth century 

Bengal, while also indicating Bengali photographers’ awareness of emerging technical 

developments around the globe. In addition to Raychowdhury, other practising photographers 

                                                
38Although photography became an important subject, periodicals were always dominated by poetry, fiction, 
political non-fiction, essays, and travelogues. 
39 I use the terms “author-photographer” and “writer-photographer” to describe the people like Upendrakishore 
Raychowdhury, Sukumar Ray, and others who were photographers and at the same time were also writing on 
photography.  
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and nonfiction writers wrote critical pieces on photography in these periodicals. Thus Bangla 

periodicals brought before a wider audience the kind of writings that had earlier appeared 

exclusively in photographic journals like British Journal of Photography and Journal of 

Photographic Society of India and in vernacular instruction manuals like Photography Shiksha 

(Training in Photography).40 

Despite their general audience, technical developments within photography were a major 

theme in these articles. It is not surprising that these Bengali photographers were aware of global 

trends in photography.41 Based in Calcutta – the viceregal second city of the British Empire – 

these photographers had access to all the major publications that came out of Europe. They 

continuously exchanged ideas with photographic artists from Europe and especially from 

England. That Bengali writer-photographers in the early twentieth century took an active interest 

in technical aspects of photography is evident from the writings of Charu Chandra 

Bandyopadhyay. Bandyopadhyay’s article Telegraph a Chhobi Tola (Imaging through 

Telegraphy) is a detailed account of telediagraphy, the electrical transmission of photographs 

                                                
40 For examples of such earlier journal articles, see the report on the paper by H.H. the Bara Thakur Bahadur of 
Tippera on the Pizzighelli Platinotype Process delivered at the Photographic Society of India on January 7, 1892 and 
Adiswar Ghatak, Photography Shiksha, Kolkata, 1301 B.S. (1894 C.E.). Both are reprinted in Siddhartha Ghosh, 
Chhobi Tolaa: Bangaleer Photography Charcha, Calcutta: Ananda Publishers, 1984. Also see Sukumar Ray, “The 
Theory of Pinhole,” British Journal of Photography, 1911.  

For details of a later edition of Ghatak’s instruction manual, see Chapter 2.  
41 There is a rich area of scholarship on the cross-cultural exchanges between the colony and the metropole during 
the British colonial rule in India. For colonial encounters in the worlds of art, see for example, Partha Mitter, Much 
Maligned Monsters: A History of European Reactions to Indian Art, With a new introduction. (New Delhi: Oxford 
University Press, 2013), Tapati Guha-Thakurta, Monuments, Objects, Histories: Institutions of art in Colonial and 
Postcolonial India (New York: Columbia University Press, 2004) and The Making of a New “Indian” Art: Artsists, 
Aesthetics and Nationalism in Bengal c.1850-1920, (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1992).  
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through telegraph lines which had been invented by the American Ernest A. Hummel.42 The 

piece included both information on the gradual development of the technology through 

experimentation and a general description of the process. Bandyopadhayay also informed his 

readers about the myriad uses of the telediagraph in the newspaper industry and in police 

departments in the USA and in England. In another article, Tele-photographi (i.e. telescopic 

photography), Bandypadhyay gave details on the invention of telephoto lens by T. R. Dallmeyer, 

the assistant secretary of the Royal Photographic Society.43 Since Dallmeyer did not disclose the 

arrangement of glass elements in his newly invented lens, Bandypadhyay regretted his inability 

to give his readers information about the structure of the device. However he did describe the 

famous image of Mont Blanc shot by Dallmeyer from a distance of 50 miles, and commented on 

the excellent image clarity that can only be achieved with a telephoto lens while shooting distant 

objects.44 He further commented on the ways in which this new device had revolutionized 

photography, and especially war photography, by allowing the photographer to shoot battles 

even from a distance. This article reflected on the ways in which the aesthetic impulse of 

photography and technical developments influenced each other.  

                                                
42 Charu Chandra Bandyopadhyay, “Telegraph a Chhobi Tola” [Imaging through Telegraphy], Pradeepa, Chaitra, 
1308 B.S. (March, 1902 C.E.).  
43 Charu Chandra Bandyopadhyay, “Tele-photography,” Pradeep, Baishakh, 1309 B.S. (April, 1902 C.E.).  

Telephotography is different from photography through a telescope. A telephoto lens is an assembly of lenses, called 
a telephoto group, with focal length greater than the diagonal of the shutter gate of the camera that will mount the 
lens. These lenses are physically much smaller than the maximum effective focal length and are therefore compact 
and easy to carry around. The length of a telescope is proportional to its focal length and as a result telescopes are 
rather longer and bulkier than a telephoto lens. To use a telescope as a camera lens requires specific adapters to 
match the mount of the telescope with that of the camera. Consequently, except for extremely specialized purposes 
like astronomical photography, telescopes are generally not used in photographing distant objects.    
44 Situated in France, Mont Blanc is the highest peak of the Alps. 
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Alongside their technical descriptions, Bengali writer-photographers took up what was a 

longstanding discussion about the artistic status of photography.  One of the common concerns 

that tie Bengali writers together – and one that connects their writing with the international 

discussion about photography – is their focus on how photography as an imaging practice should 

be perceived. 

Even half a century after its invention, debates over the status of photography, its 

aesthetic value, and its utility were yet to be settled. In the early twentieth century, many in the 

art world argued against photography’s artistic potential. Photography was not considered an art 

form because it was seen as a utilitarian craft and because it was believed that the camera only 

recorded reality. Photographs were indexical – they were considered only to refer to the reality 

that had been in front of the lens. Mediated by a machine, photographs were not a product of the 

unique creativity and imagination of artists. Following this logic, photographers were camera 

operators – technicians and not artists.45 This argument about photography as non-art is reflected 

in the late entry of photographs in the major art galleries and museums and in the late 

development of an art-market in photography. For example, New York's Museum of Modern Art 

                                                
45 Of course, for cultural critics like Walter Benjamin, “politicization of art” was the true historical potential of 
photography. The technological mediation, he thought, was the reason for photography’s ability to add something 
more to our habitual perception. See Walter Benjamin, “Little History of Photography,” in Walter Benjamin et al., 
The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility, and Other Writings on Media (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2008). 
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(MOMA) did not mount an exhibition of photography until 1937; Sotheby’s pioneered the 

regular auction of photographs only in 1971.46  

However, in these New York examples, purpose and indexicality were not the prime 

characteristics that determined the artistic status of photographs.  Unlike international opinion, 

which denied photography the status of art because of its indexicality, the Bengalis believed 

indexicality did not limit photography’s artistic potential but was rather an essential attribute of 

art photography. Moreover, like Raychowdhury, the writer-photographers believed art had to 

have concrete and focused purpose. They understood the purpose of photography to be a 

contribution to knowledge about the world around us.47   

A detailed study of the articles from Bangla periodicals in the early twentieth century 

reveals a consensus among the writer-photographers about attributing to photography the status 

of art and attributing to photographers the status of artist. But they often differed on the 

                                                
46 See MOMA’s web page on photography, http://www.moma.org/explore/collection/photography, accessed 
February 22, 2013, and Sotheby’s website, http://www.sothebys.com/en/departments/photographs/overview.html, 
accessed February 22, 2013.  
47 This argument about indexicality as a foundation for photographic art was unique to Bengal in the early twentieth 
century. This unique reimagining of photographic art may appear similar to the discourses on artistic articulations by 
the painters of the Bengal School of Art. However, I think what Bengal School of Painters could do, in terms of 
inventing a new “Indian art” that was both Indian and nationalist, was more difficult for the photographers. There 
had been several painting traditions in India that were not only distinct from each other but also different from 
“Western” traditions of painting. The Bengal School painters while constructing their nationalist idiom of art, 
employed indigenous themes and painting techniques. In contrast, photography from its inception was a global form 
and was more homogenous as a practice than painting. It was difficult for the writer-photographers to have claimed 
a distinct “Indian” way of seeing that would inform “Indian” photography, which then could be pitted against the 
“West” or the British colonial hegemony to carve out a sovereign domain of photographic culture in India or Bengal. 
Bengali writer-photographers disassociated themselves from prior traditions of painted photographs and by the early 
twentieth century application of paint on the photographic print had become a nonissue. Indeed, Raychowdhury and 
Ray opposed the Bengal School’s iconographies based on sentimentality in favor of realism. For the pioneering and 
ground breaking study on the Bengal School of Art see Tapati Guha-Thakurta, The Making of a New "Indian" Art: 
Artists, Aesthetics, and Nationalism in Bengal, c. 1850-1920. 
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processes through which successful art can be made out of photographs.  Although the zenith of 

photographic art lay in achieving “truth” and “beauty,” from their writings it is not very clear 

what they perceived “truth” and “beauty” to be.  It appears to the reader that their ideas about 

“truth” and “beauty” were hazier than clearly defined. Although “truth” and “beauty” remained 

unclear, many Bengali photographer-writers addressed more directly the issues of mechanical 

mediation in photographs. They argued that it was not the “objective eye” of the camera but 

rather the artistic intention of the photographer that makes a successful artistic photograph.48 It is 

difficult to reconcile this artistic intentionality with their belief that only the indexicality 

produced by the “objective eye” of the camera allows photography to make its distinctive art.  

Like his father Upendrakishore Raychowdhury, Sukumar Ray too was a prominent figure 

in the field of printing. His work was widely acknowledged in India and abroad. He went to 

England to study printing technology formally.  While in England, he became the second Indian 

to be named a Fellow of the Royal Photographic Society, and contributed regularly to the British 

Journal of Photography and to the Penrose Annual. Like his father, Ray was committed to the 

popularization of photography and printing, publishing his photographs and his articles in 

Bangla. Ray was not only devoted to the popularization of knowledge but also wanted 

photography as practice to reach the public. Ray wanted his fellow Bengalis to take up 

photography seriously, writing “these days a lot of people in our country are practicing 

                                                
48 For discussions on the relationship between art and artistic intention see Michael Baxandall, Patterns of Intention: 
on the Historical Explanation of Pictures (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1985).   
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photography. I hope the numbers of those people are not scarce who do not consider this 

wonderful science-art only a matter of curiosity.”49  

Ray began his reflective popular Bangla article, Photographi, with reference to the 

prevailing debate on the status of photography as a form of art. Ray believed in photography’s 

artistic potential because he believed the medium was capable of reflecting the photographer’s 

higher artistic ideals. On the question of the artistic status of photography Ray wrote, “[i]n 

England for quite some time now, a debate is going on in the photographic circuit over [the] 

question: Can photography at all be considered as “art?” He reported that English photographers 

could not resolve the issue: “[p]articipants in the debate could not come to a resolution and it is 

not possible as well.”50 He described this debate as “wastage of energy” because he believed that 

photography was obviously an art form that did not require a debate to establish its status as art.51 

He accepted that “photography has a limited scope as ‘art’” because, as most of the art world 

argued, photography was heavily dependent on technology. But according to Ray, this 

dependence on technology did not prevent photographs from reflecting an “artist’s personal 

touch,” because not the camera, but the photographer, chooses what to capture and when to 

capture it. For Ray this exercise of choice in selecting and rejecting subject matter and choosing 

the photograph’s frame, composition, and timing had the potential to make photographers artists, 

and photographs works of art.  The photographer can choose the framing of a shot, for example, 

                                                
49 Sukumar Ray, “Photographi.”  
50 Sukumar Ray, “Photographi.” 
51 For Benjamin, two decades later, the question was not whether photography was an art, but how photography 
transformed the potential of what art can be and do. 
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in such a way that it expresses his feelings. This choice of expression, he believed, created art. 

“Art does not reside in painting brushes-colors-paper or in photographic camera....‘art’ is 

produced from the artist’s internal sense of beauty and feelings.” He declared “...painting brush, 

pencil or photographic equipment are only means for expressing feeling.”52  

Artists’ “inner feeling” was an essential quality of art photography for Ray as much it 

was for his fellow writer-photographer Arya Kumar Chowdhury – one of the most celebrated 

photographers of the period. He wrote, “I try to express my inner feeling in the photographs 

more than documenting.”53 Like Ray, Chowdhury too saw the camera as a means for achieving 

his aim of expressing feeling. To emphasize the difference between the mechanical operation of 

the camera and the human expression which can be achieved through the artistic operation of 

that camera, he stated that “...if you leave the equipment to its free will it express only the 

grotesque things it can capture easily and will not care about finer feeling.”54 If a photographer 

does not consciously select the scene to convey his feelings, he will capture only what lies in 

front of the lens. 

As an avid supporter of photography as art, photographer Satish Chandra Bandyopadhyay 

thought artistic value could only be achieved through expression of internal feelings and through 

photographs that were more symbolic than denotative. While Bandyopadhyay resembles Ray and 

Chowdhury in his concern about the expression of artists’ inner feeling, he differs drastically 

                                                
52 Sukumar Ray, “Photographi.” 
53Arya Kumar Chowdhury, “Photographir Sahajye Saoundryo Abiskar” [Discovering Beauty with Aid of 
Photography], Bharati, Bhadra 1320 B.S. (September, 1913 C.E.). 
54Arya Kumar Chowdhury, “Photographir Sahajye Saoundryo Abiskar.” 
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from the latter by also emphasising the spectators’ feelings. He explained that photographs could 

become works of art by producing varied emotions in spectator’s mind. He called these 

photographs “pictures” and wrote that only when photographs become “pictures, can they be 

elevated to the status of art.”55  

For Bengali writer-photographers the other important attribute of art photography besides 

“feeling” was “beauty”. None of the writer-photographs explained their understanding of beauty 

but they certainly knew what they wanted to avoid in photographs. Ray advocated for beauty in 

photographs, but at the same time he also warned his readers to understand that “[s]hooting a 

‘beautiful’ object or scene does not result in a ‘beautiful’ photograph” because to produce art, it 

is not enough to capture the “visible” object. Like Ray, Chowdhury too thought that not every 

kind of beauty was capable of producing art photographs. He believed that beauty that is in 

harmony with the inner ideal of the artist could contribute to the art of photography. Although 

Chowdhury professed a resonance between the forms of the world and forms of human aesthetic 

sensibility, he did not proclaim any ideology or any universal standard of aesthetics. In fact it 

appears that Chowdhury was more interested in the relationship between an artist’s inner ideal 

and its worldly manifestation more than the nature of any particular artistic ideal.56 As a 

practicing pictorial photographer, Mahim Chandra Deb Barma – an eminent literary personality 

                                                
55Satish Chandra Bandyopadhyay, “Chaitrik Photographi” [Pictorial Photography], Prabashi, Chiatra, 1312 B.S. 
(March, 1906 C.E.) 
56 For a discussion of aesthetics as “hegemony, ruling and informing our sensuous life from within while allowing it 
to thrive in all its relative autonomy” see Terry Eagleton, The Ideology of the Aesthetics (Cambridge, MA: Basil 
Blackwell, 1990).  
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from Tippera royal family57 – was convinced that photography’s highest realization was in art. 

He too thought that the objective of photography as an art form was to capture the beauty of 

nature. Likewise the landscape photographer Mahim Chandra Thakur – a nobleman associated 

with the Tippera court – believed that photographers must have an appreciation of “beauty” to 

transform geographic landscapes into landscape photography.58 

Apart from “inner feeling” and “beauty”, a third element required for art photography 

was discipline. Chowdhury believed that with patience, self-control and commitment to an ideal, 

a photographer could make a photograph a work of art. By patience, he meant not only the 

“ability to wait for the right time” but also the artistic insight “to identify the right time when it 

arrives.”59  The commitment to art must be accompanied by self-control. A photographer must be 

able to “reject even the most beautiful scene that does not match with his ideals.”60  

While Chowdhury wrote about the self-control of the photographer, Ray emphasized 

compositional discipline and balance in photographs. He proposed that photographer has to 

select an appropriate subject keeping in mind the difference between human vision and camera 

vision. He continued, “we should…know exactly how the subject will appear in the photographic 

eye.”61 To eliminate the differences between “ways of seeing”62 through the human and the 

                                                
57 Tippera was a princely state in British India whose rulers pioneered photography in India from the 1870s.  
Following the independence of India in 1947, Tripura became a Union Territory in 1949 bordering East Pakistan 
and became in 1972 an Indian state bordering Bangladesh.  
58 Mahim Chandra Thakur, “Photographi,” Prabashi, Sravan, 1318 B.S. (July, 1911 C.E.) 
59 Arya Kumar Chowdhury, “Photography r Sahajye Saoundryo Abiskar.”  
60 Arya Kumar Chowdhury, “Photography r Sahajye Saoundryo Abiskar.” 
61 Arya Kumar Chowdhury, “Photography r Sahajye Saoundryo Abiskar.” 
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camera eye and to achieve the aesthetic ideal of harmonious composition and balance, Ray 

mentioned the retouching of photographs. He wrote,  

…in the light of the current technological developments it is no longer impossible 

for us to eliminate …. flaws in photographs and people have discovered ways of 

depicting brightness of colors accurately on the emulsion.63 

 
For Mahim Chandra Thakur composition and location were the two most important 

considerations in making landscape photographs works of art. Yet he believed landscape 

photography was not simple recording of landscape in a particular geographic region. Like Ray 

and Chowdhury, he too emphasized the difference between the human eye and the camera eye: 

While shooting landscapes it is important to see if the scene is beautiful and how 

that will look when shot in black and white. The work of the photographer is 

similar to the job of press compositor who recognizes the fonts from its reverse 

structure. To make a beautiful image the photographer has to visualize the inverse 

photograph on the glass plate negative.64 

 
Thakur emphasized the difference between the human eye and the camera eye to underscore the 

chemical processes involved in black and white photography and the working principle of 

recording surfaces in cameras. When the shutter release button is pressed in a camera, the shutter 

curtain situated between the lens and the negative surface lifts. Once the shutter curtain is up, the 

reflected light beams from the scene to be photographed pass through the lens to the 

                                                                                                                                                       
62 I have borrowed the expression “ways of seeing” from the theorist John Berger. See John Berger, Ways of Seeing, 
based on the BBC television series with John Berger (London: BBC and Penguin Books, 1986, c1972). 
63Sukumar Ray, “Photographi.”  
64Mahim Chandra Thakur, “Photographi.” 
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photosensitive emulsion on the recording surface.  On the photosensitive monochrome emulsion, 

the multicolored rays of light are recorded only as shades of gray.  The images are formed 

inversely; for example, the brighter portions in the scene will appear dark on the emulsion, and 

darker portions will appear brighter. Printing from this inverted black and white negative inverts 

the image again, to produce light portions on the final print where the original object was bright. 

Thus when Thakur emphasized the visualization by photographers he was referring to the ways 

in which the camera creates on film a reversed black and white image of the colorful objects in 

front of the human eye.  

To achieve their desired compositional discipline, these Bengalis relied on various 

artistic styles of which pictorialism was the most important. For example, Bandyopadhyay 

considered pictorialism to be of the highest virtue and according to him choice of subjects and 

composition were the two most important aspects in pictorial photography. Though 

Bandyopadhyay referred to pictorialism, he most likely didn’t refer to the worldwide movement 

in photography that demanded an artistic status for photography.65 Although he wrote about 

photography’s artistic potential, he was not involved in Pictorialism as a movement. For him 

pictoralism was more the production of artistic pictures than a self-conscious agenda of arguing 

for photography as an art form, less a particular style of representation and more an emphasis on 

the artistic quality in a photograph that would attract viewers. While commenting on pictorial 

                                                
65Pictorialism was a worldwide movement to establish photography as a visual art form. Pictorialist photographs 
were self-consciously arty and drew their subject and compositional modes from existing pictorial arts. Pictorialists 
particularly emphasized on hazy effects in photography and were drawn to atmospheric conditions that veiled the 
subject. See Thomas Padon, ed., Truth Beauty, Pictorialism and the Photograph as Art, 1845-1945 (Vancouver, BC: 
Vancouver Art Gallery, 2008). 
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photography he wrote at length on the difference between “photographs” vis-a-vis “pictures”. 

For Bandyopadhyay, “photographs” were historical or scientific image-documents produced by 

the camera, whereas “pictures” were those images that produced varied emotions in the 

spectator’s mind. Photographs could become pictures, and thereby be elevated to the status of 

art, if they could evoke a range of emotions. Though he did not suggest any particular set of 

artistic strategies for a “successful” image, Bandyopadhyay thought that provoking a range of 

emotions would encourage viewers to view the image repeatedly, asserting that “successful are 

those ‘pictures’ that compel viewers to come back to it over and over again.”66  

Unlike Bandyopadhyay, Thakur emphasized particular styles and ways of making 

photographs. His techniques of making art photographs suggest that he was not only aware of but 

also embraced the ideals of Pictorialism.67 He described how he made images: 

 
I got out with my camera in the morning after the previous night’s rain and that is 

the most favorable time for introducing pictorial effect in the photographs….on 

the very day the sunlight was not harsh and sky was cloudy causing the frame to 

have a nice and soft effect because the light and dark contrast was not high. This 

kind of light condition is important otherwise under exposure takes away the 

details in the frames and over exposure make the image flat.68 

 
The emphasis on a uniform soft effect, diffused lighting, and the avoidance of high contrast was 

in keeping with the principles of Pictorialism. Thakur’s method was successful in producing 
                                                
66Satis Chandra Bandyopadhyay, “Chaitrik Photographi” [Pictorial Photography], Prabashi, Chiatra, 1312 B.S. 
(March, 1906 C.E.) 
67 Padon, Truth Beauty, Pictorialism and the Photograph as Art, 1845-1945.  
68 Mahim Chandra Thakur, “Photographi.” 
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works of art, he claimed, for one of his photographs, which “received first prize in the first 

Industrial Exhibition in Calcutta.”69 

 It is not unlikely that Thakur was acquainted with the practices of photography in 

England and had access to the British Journal of Photography (BJP). During the late nineteenth 

and the early twentieth century English photographers discussed and practiced Pictorialism and 

the BJP had published numerous articles on the subject. Although by technique Thakur was a 

Pictorialist, his emphasis on the greeneries of Bengal as an ideal subject for capturing beauty put 

him in close connection with the Romantics.70 His choice of subjects echoes the works of the 

Hudson River School.71 Thakur wrote that the greenery of Bengal was the best subject to portray 

beauty photographically and consequently the best subject for making pictorial photographs 

successful works of art. He contrasted his experience with greenery of Bengal with his 

experience in photographing the famous Mughal architectures of north India. He commented that 

photographs of those monuments never became as aesthetically appealing as the photographs he 

made in Bengal landscapes. 

                                                
69 Mahim Chandra Thakur, “Photographi.” 
70Originating in Europe, Romanticism was a literary and artistic movement that began as a response to 
Industrialization.  Romantics chose sublimity and picturesque quality of nature as the subject of their literary and 
artistic pursuit. Thakur was working at a time when anti-colonial nationalism was gaining momentum in India and 
especially in Bengal. But my primary sources are yet to indicate that Thakur’s Romantic vision in photography 
manifested in some kind of Romantic Nationalism.  
71As a landscape art movement in the nineteenth century America, Hudson River School was aesthetically 
influenced by Romanticism. See John K Howat, American Paradise: The World of the Hudson River School (New 
York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, Harry N. Abrams, Inc, 1987). Although the aesthetic sensibilities of Thakur and 
that of the landscape painters of Hudson River School are very similar, in an absence of further details I cannot 
establish a direct connection between the two. 
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 Along with “inner feeling,” “beauty,” and “discipline,” Chowdhury added a fourth 

element – “truthfulness” – necessary for photographs to become works of art. He was 

vehemently opposed to the idea of retouching because he believed that would compromise the 

artistic aspect of photographs. In order to become art, photo images had to be true to reality. 

Representing beauty at the cost of truthfulness could not elevate photographs to the status of a 

work of art. As he wrote,  

I do not recommend the retouching of glass plate negatives produced in the 

natural process even if that results in over exposure or under exposure or lack of 

perfection ... it is beyond doubt that retouching will lessen the beauty in images 

and also will diminish the pride of truth.72 

 
Thus Chowdhury thought a photograph could become a work of art by representing truthfully the 

beauty of nature. For him art photography was defined by three different, yet related, concerns: 

“purpose,” “beauty,” and “truth.” As works of art, photographs were supposed to be “true” 

representations of the subjects photographed; as a form of art, photography was to portray the 

“beauty” of nature and the world around them. Chowdhury emphasized over and over again the 

“pride of truth” in photography and claimed that photography’s identity as a separate art form 

depended on verisimilitude. It can be argued that Chowdhury was one of the first photographers 

in India who emphasized the importance of medium specificity and medium purity in 

photographic art. His injunction against retouching can be seen as example of this emphasis. 

                                                
72Arya Kumar Chowdhury, “Photographir Sahajye Saoundryo Abiskar.”  
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While comparing contemporary developments in darkroom retouching with the nineteenth-

century practices he wrote,  

I favor more, the ways in which photographs were made in earlier days because 

that used to be a faithful expression of truth. In the earlier days making 

photographs were not based on partial photography and partial flawed painting. 

Whatever be its genealogy photography was able to preserve its separate 

identity.73 

 
But other writer-photographers were not as preoccupied as Chowdhury with preserving 

truthfulness in photographic images. For example, Bandyopadhyay was open to darkroom 

techniques like montage, dodging and retouching for sake of art. As mentioned earlier, Ray too 

was not explicitly opposed to retouching photographs while also keeping faith in indexicality. 

Thus the photographer-authors’ agreed on the status of photography as art while substantial 

disagreement existed in their reflection on the ways in which art can be realized in photography.  

Although the production of art works was the primary motivation for these Bengalis to 

practice photography, they also valued the documentary potential of photographs. Like 

Raychowdhury, Deb Barma also highlighted the importance of photography as a documentary 

practice as much he advocated for its status as art. According to him, “Photography is a brilliant 

media in collecting/documenting important information of the country.”74 Yet for Deb Barma, 

documentation was the “minimum potential” that photography had. Satish Chandra 

Bandyopadhyay, alone among these photographers, understood the value of photography’s 

                                                
73 Arya Kumar Chowdhury, “Photographir Sahajye Saoundryo Abiskar.” 
74 Mahim Chandra Deb Barma, “Amateur Photographi,” Bhandar, Baishakh 1312 B.S. (April, 1905 C.E.)  
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documentary function arose from both a process of knowledge production but also from the 

creation of memorabilia.75 

Raychowdhury established an intertextual relationship between written articles and 

images. His writing explicitly referred to photographs that were published in the same or recent 

issue of the magazine.  Reading the articles after seeing the photographs made his photographic 

principles clearer. Other author-photographers followed this practice. Their discussions on 

photography were illustrated with photographs, and evoked particular photographic images to 

establish their arguments. Sukumar Ray’s reflective piece, Photographi was accompanied by the 

photograph Probhaater Aalo (Morning Light) by Mahim Chandra Thakur of Tripura (Fig 1.3).76 

Two months later Thakur himself published another Bangla article entitled Photographi together 

with his photograph Jala-Pathe (Water-Way) (Fig 1.4).77 Around the same time he also 

published Soukhin Photography (Aesthetic Photography) with multiple illustrations in the 

journal edited by Rabindranath Tagore.78 

As a landscape photographer and as a committed pictorialist, Thakur’s photographs 

aimed to portray the natural beauty through the landscape of Bengal. His choice of subject points 

to his love for the greenery of Bengal as he himself once had written. In Prabhater Aalo he 

depicted a sunlit pathway through a banyan tree, a scene not uncommon in the Gangetic plains of 

Bengal (Fig 1.3). Similarly in the second photograph we see a boatman rowing through a riverine 

                                                
75 Satish Chandra Bandyopadhyay, “Chaitrik Photographi.”  
76 Sukumar Ray, “Photographi.” 
77 Mahim Chandra Thakur, “Photographi.” 
78 See Mahim Chandra Thakur, “Soukhin Photographi.” 
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green landscape, which once again is a typical Bengal scene (Fig 1.4). To impart pictorial effect, 

Thakur used light and shade in the first photograph and used water as a reflective surface in the 

second. In both the photographs, compositional balance together with prominent vanishing 

points play an important role not only in enhancing their pictorial quality but also guiding the 

viewers’ gaze on the photographic plane. Thakur used depth of field creatively in both the 

images to create an illusion of dramatic painting-like perspective, a three dimensionality in the 

two-dimensional photographic surface.   

The light and shadow of the foreground in Prabhater Aalo, is in symmetry with the 

formation of the leaves in the top part of the frame (Fig 1.3). The foreground occupies 

horizontally one third of the frame and connects the rest of the two thirds at the two vertical 

edges through multiple shades of grey. The main light source is in the center of the photograph; 

the strong light gradually diffuses and darkens as the viewers’ gaze move from the center 

towards the edges. This gradual increase and decrease in shades of grey and lights and shadow 

impart in the photograph a painting-like diffused texture. An overall soft focus in the photograph 

helps in attaining this picturesque quality.  

In Jala-Pathe, Thakur’s techniques of Pictorial photography are demonstrated in his use 

of the greenery and its reflection on the water surface to create symmetry in the image (Fig 1.4). 

Following the rules of space division, the water body, the greenery, and the sky each occupy 

roughly one third of the frame. Multiple shades of grey and light diffused throughout the image 

create a pictorial character in the photograph. Thakur placed the boat slightly off the golden third 

at the bottom left in the frame; the presence of the boat is balanced by the tiny bit of land 
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incorporated at the lower right corner of the frame. Like Prabhater Aalo, here too is a bright 

central light source that roughly coincides with the vanishing point.  The light dims as it moves 

away from the center and towards the edges. 

Arya Kumar Chowdhury’s articles Photography r Saahaajje Saundarjo Aabiskaar 

(Discovery of Beauty through Photography)79 and Camera r Dwara Bibidha Monobhaber 

Prakash (Expression of Different Feelings through the Camera)80 were illustrated with several 

halftone blocks of his own photographs. Two of the most prominent examples of his works, 

Sandhya pradeep (Evening Light) (Fig 1.4) and Kheter Pathe (Way to the Field) (Fig 1.5) were 

printed as independent art plates. 

                                                
79 Arya Kumar Chowdhury, Photography r Saahaajje Saundarjo Aabiskaar [Discovery of Beauty through 
Photography], Bharati, Bhadra, 1320 B.S. (August, 1913) 
80 Arya Kumar Chowdhury, Camera r Dwara Bibidha Monobhaber Prakash [Expression of Different Feelings 
through the Camera], Bharati , Jaistha, 1321 B.S. (May, 1914) 
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Figure 1.3 Mahim Chandra Thakur, Prabhater Aalo, 1905. 
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Figure 1.4 Mahim Chandra Thakur, Jala-Pathe, 1905. 
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Figure 1.5 Arya Kumar Chowdhury, Kheter Pathe, 1913. 

                   The article on the facing page is about the Brahman Mahasabha. 
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 Figure 1.6 Arya Kumar Chowdhury, Sandhya Pradeep, 1914. 

                       The text below the photograph reads: 
The day dissolves in a pale face  
The veiled evening creeps in  
Greeted by the sad conch strains 
And the wife lights and brings the lamp. 

    Lila 
                       From a photograph by Mr. Arya Kumar Chowdhury. 
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In both these photographs Chowdhury choose subjects and scenes that evoked in his 

mind the particular ideas, in this case “way to the field” and “evening light”. It looks like in both 

the photographs Chowdhury was trying to capture the “beauty of nature” by portraying in one 

image a scene set within nature and, in the other, feminine beauty. Both these photographs 

illustrate Chowdhury’s commitment to “choice of scene” and “expression of higher feeling”.  

Kheter Pathe depicts a farmer and team standing at the edge of a field during the monsoon, with 

the trees and bushes overgrown and dark green (Fig 1.5). The image illustrates early evening or 

midmorning, with the sun’s oblique light illuminating the clouds and showing their texture. The 

rain on the ground serves as a reflective surface.  Strong central sunlight diffuses, dimming 

toward the edges of the frame to produce a vignette effect.  Although Chowdhury wrote of 

preserving photography’s identity, the photograph itself has an impressionistic pictorial quality. 

The rural life it depicts is predominately peaceful. 

 Sandhya Pradeep is equally peaceful (Fig 1.6). At the time this photograph was taken, it 

was common for the lady of the household to light a lamp after sunset before the household basil 

tree. This lamp she would carry around the home, lighting the lights. In this photograph, a 

middle-aged married woman enters the house, lit lamp in hand.  Her headscarf clearly indicates 

that she is married; her blouse and the style in which she has wrapped and pleated her sari 

suggests that she is a modern woman. Her bare feet suggest that she is still within a domestic 

space; perhaps she is entering the house from an interior courtyard. The drainage trench at the 

base of the house suggests an urban setting.  This photograph embodies modern urban 

domesticity. 
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 These photographs also exemplify the ways in which Chowdhury conformed to the 

compositional grammar of paintings. In Kheter Pathe, The placement of the team of cows and 

the tall date palm reflect the rule of thirds and balance each other (Fig 1.5).81  They are aligned 

along a diagonal from bottom left to top right. Two S-shaped formations82 balance each other. 

Compositionally he placed both his subjects following the rule of thirds in their respective 

frames. 

 

Photographs from Early Twentieth Century Bangla Periodicals 

When it came to choosing themes for photographic art plates, female iconography and, 

especially, female figures and faces in various moods, were most favored. The female figures in 

such mood conversations were often similar in style to the female iconography in the paintings 

of the celebrated nineteenth century realist painter Raja Ravi Varma.83 Varma’s style of 

composition, placement of the subject within the frame and usage of props were some of the 

formal elements that echoed in the photographic art plates that were published in the periodicals 

(Fig 1.7 and Fig 1.8). Notably Ravi Varma’s iconography borrowed heavily from the nineteenth-

century photographic-studio portraiture where columns were used to provide extra-support to 
                                                
81 Rule of thirds is a dominant convention in visual composition, in which the frame is imagined to be divided into 
nine equal rectangles.  The subject is placed at one of the corners of the central rectangle. For a detailed discussion 
on conventions of visual composition see Rudolf Arnheim, The Power of the Center: A Study of Composition in the 
Visual Arts, New version (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988). 
82 One S-figure in the lower left hand (the reflection on the water, the team of cows, the medium-sized tree) and one 
in the upper right hand (the branches of the date palm).  
83Raja Ravi Varma (1848-1906) was an Indian artist from the princely state of Travancore (presently in Kerala). He 
was the first Indian painter to have painted in oil and using post-Renaissance European academic style depicted 
scenes from Indian mythologies.   



Chapter I  

 87 

subjects so they can remain still during the long exposure necessary for low-light sensitive 

recording surfaces. Furthermore, the background in Varma’s painting appears artificial like the 

studio sets from studios like Bengal Photographers or Bourne and Sheppard.84 Arya Kumar 

Chowdhury made the feminine his subjects and retained part of the posture from Varma, while 

also reworking on the background and the body language. Unlike Varma’s static subject, the 

body of Chowdhury’s subject is defined by dynamic and fluid lines.  

Aside from representations of feminine beauty, periodicals also published landscape 

compositions.  These serene landscape scenes often evoke the works of Samuel Bourne (Fig 1.9). 

Like the majority of Bourne’s landscape works, these landscapes appeared with all their stillness 

like objects frozen in time. However unlike Bourne’s photographs, which used human figures to 

depict scale, the landscapes in the periodicals had a more vibrant human presence. Moreover 

Bourne explored and documented Indian landscape, whereas the periodicals’ writer-

photographers’ landscapes emphasized their artistic composition and de-emphasized their 

documentary potential. Bourne conveyed his spirit of exploration by carefully noting the details 

of locations he shot. The writer-photographers, in contrast, did not record the exact location or 

the geographical context of a photograph, attributing universal value and artistic abstraction from 

particulars. Titles like “Ekti Drisya” (A View) for most landscape photos are symptomatic of this 

trend (Fig 1.10). Lack of specificity and abstraction of a representation from the referent 

                                                
84 For a discussion on backgrounds from nineteenth century studios see Andrew E. Hershberger, Photographic 
Theory: An Historical Anthology (Chichester, UK: Wiley-Blackwell, 2014). 
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facilitated the beholders’ subjective interpretation, which is more acceptable in fine art 

appreciation.85   

After the introduction of the process block technology, not only was it possible to 

reproduce “art photographs” but also to reproduce photo prints of paintings and sculptures (Fig 

1.11). The three dimensions of sculpture and the subtle colors of paintings were difficult to 

reproduce in print with earlier technology of woodcarving and lithography. Halftone photographs 

enabled more accurate representation of the three-dimensional proportions of a sculpted object 

and of the variation in painted hues. Halftone blocks were instrumental in capturing accurately 

the subtle colors, hazy effects, and wash tones of the paintings belonging to the Bengal School of 

Indian Art (Fig 1.12).86 Thus at a time when photography was on the margins of art, it was also 

popularizing traditional art forms. Besides the Bengal School paintings, photographs of 

sculptures and paintings by other native and foreign artists, particularly European and Japanese, 

were frequent subjects both as independent art plates and also as illustrations of the articles on 

the visual arts. 

Apart from these art plates, photographs produced as part of colonial visual anthropology 

were also widely used for illustrative purposes, as was photographic documentation on various 

subjects ranging from ornithology, archaeology, and travelogues to the daily lives of foreign 

nationals (Fig: 1.13, Fig: 1.14, and Fig: 1.15).  

                                                
85 Benjamin’s characterization of titles as “free floating contemplation” is instructive here. For more details on 
Benjamin’ characterizations of titles and captions, see Introduction.   
86 See Tapati Guha-Thakurta, The Making of a “New” Indian Art: Artists, Aesthetics and Nationalism in Bengal, c. 
1850–1920, 137. Prabashi patronized art generally and more specifically it promoted the nationalistic art works 
from the Bengal School.  
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 Figure 1.7 Reproduction of a Ravi Varma painting, “Hamsa Damayanti” in Prabashi 
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Figure 1.8 Photograph by Arya Kumar Chowdhury annotated with couplets from the 
writings of Rabindranath Tagore. Published in Bharati 
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Figure 1.9 Samuel Bourne View on the Dal Canal, Srinagar, Kashmir, 1866. 
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Figure 1.10 Gopinath Krishnarao Deware, Ekti Drisya, Prabashi, Falgun, 1312 (1905) 
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Figure 1.11 Photograph of a sculpture printed in Prabashi, Kartik 1312 (1905) 
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Figure 1.12 Nandalal Bose, Sati,  wash on paper, 1907. 
Reproduced by U. Ray & Sons in Prabashi 1908. 
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Figure 1.13 A collage of photographs depicting hair styles of Nair women 



Chapter I  

 96 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 1.14 Photographs of Bhutanese tribesmen with an article on Bhutan 
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 Figure 1.15 Photographs of Japanese women appeared with an article on the daily 
lives of Japanese people. 



Chapter I  

 98 

However there was a hierarchy of images in these periodicals. This hierarchy can be 

exemplified by the ways in which different photographs received different treatment in terms of 

printing. Generally the landscape photographs and other pictorial photographs, which were 

valued for their artistic potential were printed as individual plates on glossy art paper with details 

of photographer and engraver. But photographs that were valued more for their documentary 

aspects were printed on general paper stock and were surrounded by texts for which the images 

stood as visual verification. These images often did not have the name either of the engraver or 

the photographer.  

Cabinet cards produced by the photographic studios were also reproduced in the 

periodicals time and again (Fig 1.16).87 These photographs were often arranged as collages; often 

they were published within a printed frame, imitating a framed photograph, and were inserted 

within the written text (Fig 1.17). They also appeared on covers, in frontispieces and as special 

plates within the volumes.  

 With the publication of a disparate array of topical photographs, the general readers of 

periodicals were able to see things they could not experience personally. Now they could see 

images of places they perhaps never visited, works of art that they could not have seen otherwise, 

and other lifestyles they could have never imagined. Thus halftone printing leveled the visual 

experience of different segments of the public by offering the same images to every reader 

                                                
87 Cabinet card was introduced in the 1860s as a form of framing studio portraiture. Usually an albumen print of a 
studio portrait was mounted on a thick card board measuring 6 ½ x 4 ½ inches (16.5 x 11.4 cm). It was primarily 
used during the late nineteenth and the early twentieth century for displaying portraits of family, relatives, and 
friends in the bourgeois living room. Often these cards were exchanged among family and friends. Cabinet cards 
were valued for their functions as souvenirs and as memorabilia.  
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irrespective of his or her affiliation with a particular segment in society. However this leveling 

was contingent on literacy that enabled access to this democratic space where visual information 

was available to all. The factor of literacy is important in the context of periodicals because, as I 

will discuss in the next section, different reading patterns for periodicals and newspapers 

determined their reception and readership. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter I  

 100 

 Figure 1.16 Photographic portrait of R.C.Dutt, Photographer not mentioned 
                     Reproduced in Prabashi, Aashad 1312 (1905) 
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Figure 1.17 Framed photograph of Jagadish Chandra Bose in the frontispiece of 
Prabashi, Aasad, 1313 (1906) 
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Popularization and Establishment of Photography as a Form of Art   

The Bangla periodical press gradually bridged the gap between a niche audience of the 

salons and general Bangla reading public by publishing works of photographers who were 

regular exhibitors in salons. The prose style in these periodicals also testifies to this transition 

towards popularization. One photographer who was equally prominent in both the Salons and in 

periodicals was Arya Kumar Chowdhury. He was a member of the Photographic Society of India 

from 1913. His “pictorial” photographs were highly appreciated within the British-dominated 

Photographic Society of India. He was the first Bengali photographer to win prizes in the 

Society’s annual photo salons. Chowdhury was not an exception; rather most of these 

photographers-turned-writers were well known in the salon circuit and, more generally, among 

photographic practitioners. Mahim Chandra Thakur, while describing the processes that make 

photography a work of art, wrote about his own photograph that “received first prize in the first 

Industrial Exhibition in Calcutta.”88 

This history of images and photographers associated with the Bangla periodicals points to 

the ways in which photography was perceived mostly as an artistic medium. It also focuses on 

the ways in which periodicals often published photographs and paintings with similar 

enthusiasm. This should further remind us of Fox Talbot’s comment that he invented the camera 

for those who lacked the artistic skill of painting.89 Not only were Bengali photographers, 

writers, and proprietors of print media thinking along the lines of Talbot, their perception of 

                                                
88 Mahim Chandra Thakur, “Photographi.” 
89See H. Fox Talbot, The Pencil of Nature (London: Longman, Brown, Green and Longmans: 1844).  
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photography was also in harmony with nineteenth century colonial impulse of production and 

systematization of knowledge to understand the colony and its people.90 This nineteenth century 

connection is exemplified in the convergence between these Bangla articles with the writings of 

Samuel Bourne in the British Journal of Photography, where even art photos were supposed to 

contribute to the knowledge about the natural world. But unlike nineteenth century British 

photographers, these early twentieth century Bengalis more commonly asserted that photography 

was an art form. They also valued indexicality because they thought it contributed to artistic 

representations of the “real.” Written articles in Bangla periodical on photography and halftone 

reproductions were motivated by photographers wanting to be recognized as “artists.”91  

With the newspapers, the artistic potential of indexicality or more generally discussions 

on the character of the photographic medium became less important in India over photographs’ 

purpose as visual verification of facts. Notable as these early writer-photographers were slipping 

into oblivion their arguments found resonance with Euro-American theorists. By the mid-

twentieth century, people like Clement Greenberg and Andre Bazin explicitly referred to 

photography as an art form that was founded on “transparency.” Both Greenberg and Bazin 

emphasized on photography’s medium specificity and indexicality as key for it to become an 

                                                
90For example the discipline of anthropology started as a colonial project to gain detailed knowledge on the 
colonized populace. Similarly the discipline of botany began as a study of exotic flora and fauna. See Bernard S. 
Cohn, Colonialism, and its Forms of Knowledge: The British in India (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 
1996). 
91 This aspiration to become “artists” was also reflected in the self-perception of the later documentary 
photographers and photojournalists. This aspiration was linked both to these photographers’ as middle class 
affiliation and to the socio-cultural capital that could be proclaimed by becoming “artists.” For discussion of “social 
capital” and “cultural capital” see Pierre Bourdieu,  “Forms of Capital” in J. Richardson, ed., Handbook of Theory 
and Research for the Sociology of Education (New York: Greenwood Press, 1986), 241-258. 
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autonomous plastic art. Bazin focused on the ways in which photography and cinema have 

catered to “our obsession with realism” and how the “nineteenth century saw the real beginnings 

of the crisis of realism” in painting. Indeed, according to him, “[s]imulteniously a liberation and 

an accomplishment, [photography] has freed Western painting, once and for all, from its 

obsession with realism and allowed it to recover its aesthetic autonomy.”92 

 

Halftone Printing in Newspapers and its Consequences   

The popularization of visual experience that started with periodicals picked up pace in the 

early 1920s. As newspapers took up halftone printing, an even greater number of people could 

see photographs. Newspapers were, of course, cheaper than periodicals, which certainly affected 

the respective consumption patterns.93 Moreover, the viewership of halftone photographs 

expanded because in the act of reading a newspaper late nineteenth and the early twentieth 

century Bengal was fundamentally different from the act of reading periodicals.94 Whereas 

reading journals was mostly a private experience,95 reading newspapers often had a public 

dimension. Not only were dailies read collectively in Bengali bhadralok addas, but they were 

                                                
92 See Andre Bazin, “The Ontology of the Photographic Image” in André Bazin and Hugh Gray, What Is Cinema? 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1967). 
93 The quality of the paper used was lower and that negatively affected the quality of the printed images. A copy of a 
newspaper might last only a few days, while a copy of a periodical might last longer. As a result, the photographs 
printed in newspapers were more ephemeral than the photographs in periodicals.  
94 This particular reading pattern was no way exclusive to Bengal.  
95 For a discussion of the ways in which periodicals in the early twentieth century came to be associated with 
solitary reading see, Samarpita Mitra, “Periodical Readership in Early Twentieth Century Bengal: Ramananda 
Chattopadhyay’s Prabashi,” Modern Asian Studies 47:1 (2013): 205.  
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also read aloud in gatherings where majority of the people were not literate.96 Papers were shared 

so that individuals could see the photographs that accompanied the news. Access to photographs 

in newspapers was therefore not contingent upon the reader’s ability to read.97  

Newspapers in the early twentieth century India focused primarily on news of regional 

and national politics. The dailies in Bengal were preoccupied with the political developments as 

the anti-colonial national movement gained momentum in the early twentieth century. The 

second most important section was sports news, followed by obituaries of public personalities 

and news of accidents and natural disaster. The editorial column was extremely important for 

editors who wanted express the ideologies of particular newspapers. Besides news and editorials 

another major section was advertisements.  

In terms of size and layout, most of the newspapers during the period under discussion 

were broadsheets with the first two pages devoted to advertisements. Though some 

advertisements did appear wrapped by news, most of the advertisements appeared in the initial 

two pages. The last two pages were usually reserved for sports news. The rest of the pages were 

devoted to hard news. This format of dailies largely continued even after photographs were 

published. However by the late 1930s and the early 1940s some newspapers devoted the entire 

last page to photographs.    

                                                
96 For a discussion of adda see Dipesh Chakrbarty, “Adda: A History of Sociality” in Provincializing Europe: 
Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000).   
97 The experience of reading newspapers and that of seeing the newspaper reproduction of photographs often 
occupied a space between “secondary orality” and literacy. Walter Ong defined “secondary orality” as a form of oral 
culture that “depends on writing and print for existence”. See Walter J Ong, “Print, Space, and Closure” in Orality 
and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word (London; New York: Methuen, 1982), 135-138.  
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Mass circulation of photographs and information on photographic technology proliferated 

with halftone printing in newspapers. In terms of photo printing, newspapers can be considered a 

protégée of periodicals. Newspapers adopted the visual genres prevalent in the periodicalss, 

while they did not embrace the latter’s long critical writings on photography. The reflective, 

essayistic articles on photography published in periodicals were not newsworthy reports of a 

particular incident, and hence did not become a part of early-twentieth-century Bangla dailies.98 

Consequently the editorials in newspapers never turned their attention to such cultural 

developments as the practice of photography. Although by the mid-1930s newspapers often had 

columns on art and music, and later on cinema, there were no columns dedicated to the art of 

photography. Only occasionally did dailies include news of photographic exhibitions and 

advertisements for forthcoming exhibitions. More common were advertisements of photographic 

firms offering discounts and services. Newspapers’ lack of focus on photographic aesthetics 

suggests that the “artistic” status of photography in the wider Bengali public remained shaky. As 

we shall see, newspapers were interested in photography more because photo images served the 

purpose of visual authentication and less for their status as works of art. Generally the 

newspapers used photographs for three purposes: news, advertisements, and fillers. During the 

early days, news photographs were either portraits of public personalities or scenes of accidents 

and disasters.    

                                                
98 The content of newspapers varied widely across time and space. In early nineteenth century Bengal, the content of 
the newspaper was substantially different from the newspapers in the 1920s onwards.  Nineteenth century 
newspapers published long introspective essays; the issue of “news worthiness” was not as pressing a concern as it 
became later.  
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Later as photographic reproductions spilled over from periodicals to newspapers, these 

styles of studio photography and anthropological documentation were readily adopted and were 

directly used as part of news reporting. While single images were used to supplement news 

reports, more narrative journalistic photographs or photo essays were not featured in the Bangla 

newspapers. Visual journalism as strategy for communicating with the reader was yet to develop 

in newspapers.99 

The genres of photography that newspapers inherited from periodicals did not yield 

newsworthy photographs, which could stand on their own as news. Hence they had to be heavily 

annotated to establish the relationship between photographs and written news.100 In the early 

1920s Bangla dailies published photographs only of public figures; the ordinary people in their 

capacity as masses appeared from the 1930s.101 Studio portraits of public personalities did not 

                                                
99 While coining the term, Frank L. Mott defined photojournalism as “the visual reporting of for publication in 
newspapers and magazines.” Photojournalism is distinguished from other close branches of photography (such as 
documentary photography, street photography, or celebrity photography) by the qualities of timeliness (the images 
have meaning in the context of a published chronological record of events), objectivity (the situation implied by the 
images is a fair and accurate representation of the events they depict), and narrative (the images combine with other 
news elements, to inform and give insight to the viewer or reader). Often the terms journalistic photo, news photo 
and press photo are used interchangeably to convey the sense to visual journalism.  

A photo-essay is series of photographs that are arranged to tell a story. But often photographs are interjected with 
texts in forms of captions and annotations. Photo essays are not always based on “news” and in most cases they 
focus on social processes.  
100 According to photography theorist John Berger, photographs offer “irrefutable evidence” that the photographic 
subjects existed. “Yet it tells us nothing of the significance of their existence.” He further elaborated that captions 
are used for inventing meaning/s in photographs. In other words captions and annotations are used to fix a particular 
meaning in any photograph, which potentially contains more than one meaning. The meaning of photographs change 
immensely depending on the time lapse between the making of any photographs and the time it is seen. Berger 
claimed, “what (the) photograph show goes with any story one chooses to invent.” See John Berger and Jean Mohr, 
Another Way of Telling (New York: Pantheon, 1982), 86-87.  
101 In the beginning Bangla newspapers published photographs only of public personalities. Compared to Britain 
crowds appeared in the Bangla newspapers much later. See Gerry Beegan, The Mass Image: A Social History of 
Photomechanical reproduction in Victorian London (Basingstoke; New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 3.  
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narrate a news story but visually authenticated the existence of the public personalities who were 

mentioned in the written news. Images in the early days of photo printing in dailies were meant 

more as a supplement than as standalone news photos. Photo-stories102 were published only 

rarely in the early days of photographic reproductions in Bangla dailies. From the 1920s through 

1930s, newspapers used photo-reproductions in numerous ways. They were used as fillers, as 

illustrations of written reports, as photo reportage, and also as aids to increase visual appeal of 

the dailies and thereby attract greater number of readers. Although the first photo-reproduction in 

a Bangla daily appeared in 1922, it was not until the late 1920s that photographs became an 

essential aspect of newspaper publishing. By the 1930s, photographic visuals on almost every 

subject ranging from hard news to popular entertainment flooded newspapers.  

Although the photographic genres that spread from periodicals to newspapers were not 

newsworthy in their own right, newspapers continued to use them to accompany news 

throughout the 1920s.  While the trend of printing photo-portraits and documentary shots of 

tribes and criminal groups continued, the daily press also incorporated the genre of photo 

reportage. In reportage, greater emphasis was laid on the immediacy and news value of images 

than on their anthropological, archival, or aesthetic values.  

                                                                                                                                                       
For a discussion on implications of press photographs depicting the masses, see Chapter 2.  
102 Photo-stories or picture stories are usually news stories narrated through a series of still photographs.   
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Halftone printing in newspapers helped people to visualize not only news reports but also 

consumer products.103 Periodicals in the early twentieth century rarely published advertisements 

with visuals and hence newspapers marked a departure for advertisements with halftone 

photographs. Advertisements gave newspapers an advantage over periodicals in the public 

circulation of information regarding the practice of photography. Even though non-illustrated 

advertisements for photographic equipment and practice were published sporadically in 

newspapers and gazettes since the advent of photography in India in 1840, it was only in the 

early twentieth century that these kinds of advertisements became common. By the 1930s, 

advertisements for photography and other services and products also used halftone images. For 

example the second halftone image that Ananda Bazar published was a painted photograph of 

the founder of Baidyanath Ayurveda in their advertisement. Just as photos that accompanied a 

news item did not refer directly to that news item, this advertising portrait was not used to 

elaborate the utility of the particular ayurvedic product. Certainly there was no visual relation 

between the utility of the product and the portrait of the proprietor. Instead, the photograph of the 

proprietor was used to establish a relationship between an actual consumer and the product. 

Moreover, the proprietor here stood as a “real” person who would guarantee the quality of the 

product. 

  

 

                                                
103 For details of impact of advertisements with particular reference to tea see Gautam Bhadra, From an Imperial 
Product to a National Drink: The Culture of Tea Consumption in Modern India (Kolkata: Tea Board India, Dept. of 
Commerce, 2005).  
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Figure 1.18 Soap advertisement featuring Rabindranath Tagore 
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For example, in one lesser-known advertisement, an image of the Nobel laureate poet 

Rabindranath Tagore was used along with written text that elaborated on Tagore’s satisfaction 

after using that soap (Fig: 1.18).104  We will never know if Tagore actually ever used that 

particular soap but his image in the advertisement guaranteed the quality of the product. 

Advertisements for life insurance policies mostly used halftone images of the company’s office 

building as a signifier of stability and the real existence of the concerned company.   

Photographs of public personalities were one of the genres that continued almost 

unaltered from periodicals to newspapers. In fact, Bangla periodicals began the cult of the 

celebrity, which was then picked up by the newspapers. The daily press made the faces of 

important public figures familiar to a large and anonymous reading public. As these public 

personalities became visually known to their followers and admirers, the demand for their 

photographs increased. The advertisements published for studios in the dailies evidence the 

popularity of images of public figures. Amrita Bazaar Patrika in its classified advertisement 

section had a separate section allotted to “photography” where most photographic firms 

emphasized their competence in producing and supplying photographs of notable personalities. 

Two personalities most favored by the press were Rabindranath Tagore and M. K. Gandhi. 

Photographs that the Bangla press published of these two celebrities often became iconic; others 

were quickly forgotten or remained obscure. As visual communication through photojournalism 

                                                
104 “Says Dr. Rabindra Nath Tagore: ‘I know of no foreign soaps better than Godrej’s and I well make a point of 
using Godrej’s Soap.’” Tagore appeared in numerous product endorsements ranging from harmonium to 
photography and beauty cream.  In contrast M.K. Gandhi was opposed to the idea of featuring in advertisements, 
though he was frequently mentioned in advertisements.   
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grew in the 1940s, the funerals of Gandhi and Tagore were to become centers of two major 

photographic events.105 Portraits of public figures – lesser known perhaps than Gandhi and 

Tagore – were variously used in biographical accounts, obituaries, advertisements or simply to 

mark their presence at public events.  

Apart from adopting the existing trends of periodical photography, newspapers 

introduced mass circulation of visual information about popular entertainments like cinema. 

Production stills and portraits of actors were prime choices for photographic reproduction. 

Through photographs of theatre productions were available in huge quantity, but for unknown 

reasons they seldom appeared in the dailies.106 Contemporary Hollywood stars were favourite 

subjects for dailies. Major productions and actors from the Bengali film industry also filled up 

much of the space in the entertainment section. Not only the stars’ public appearances but also 

photographs of their personal lives including wedding were reproduced in the dailies.  

But the genre of portrait photography dominated no matter what the subjects of news 

were.  In the early days most of the halftone photographs published in newspapers were either 

portraits or group portraits of people considered worthy of attention. The first photograph to be 

published in a Bangla newspaper was a studio portrait of Motilal Nehru, which appeared 

alongside the news of his release from jail.107  It seems likely that the editor of Anadabazar 

                                                
105 For a discussion on Henri Cartier-Bresson’s photographs of Gandhi’s funeral, see R. Srivatsan, Conditions of 
Visibility: Writings on Photography in Contemporary India (Calcutta: Stree, 2000). 
106 Old studios in Calcutta like D. Ratan still have a huge collection of glass plate negatives of theatre productions 
and theatre stars.  
107Anandabazar Patrika, June 9, 1922.  It was only two months after Anandabazar Patrika had started publishing. 
As new newspapers in a city that already had a large number of dailies, it was important for the paper to add extra 
incentive to attract readers. It is possible that they choose photographs as a method of building their reader base. 
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Patrika hoped through the simultaneous publication of image and words to attract readers 

through a visual perception of the person in news.108 With the publication of photos in 

newspapers, important public personalities who previously were mere names to people came to 

acquire “real” faces. Obviously these portrait photographs, taken in a studio long before the 

events narrated, were never meant to help the audience visualize the events being reported in the 

news. For instance, in the aforementioned case, the actual release of Nehru from jail was not 

portrayed. Rather, the photograph represented the person in the news. Thus in the initial days of 

halftone printing in newspapers there was a disparity between written news and accompanying 

visual. But it was the “reality effect” of photo images that mattered.109 

The images of the celebrities appeared generally in two positions relative to the texts. 

Generally in single-column newspapers, a portrait appeared first, followed by the news report on 

the person in the image. Sometimes when the written report ran through two columns, the 

photograph appeared on the top left of the column space and was wrapped by written text. As the 

supply of images became more regular, newspapers published more and more images. 

Newspapers like Amrita Bazaar Patrika and Jugantar had an entire page devoted to news 

photos. Other newspapers published a substantial number of photographs in their regular issues 

                                                                                                                                                       
Given that halftone printing at that time was time-consuming and expensive, Anandabazar Patrika would not have 
used it had halftone photographs not been of some business value.    
108 Photographs in these situations have a rhetorical charge; they appear to “prove” the reality of what the text 
conveys, even as the text lends the image a specificity of meaning that it would not have had on its own. See Berger 
and Mohr, Another Way of Telling. 
109 See Roland Barthes, “The Reality Effect” in The Rustle of Language, Trans. Richard Howard (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1986), 141-148. Barthes argues, the “very absence of signified to the advantage of the referent 
alone…becomes the very signifier of realism” producing thereby a “reality effect.”  
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and occasionally had separate supplements entirely devoted to photographs. However, until 

Hitler attacked Poland in 1938, all the Calcutta newspapers, both Bengali and British, did not 

have front-page photographs. The front pages of newspapers were devoted entirely to 

advertisements mostly without images, and photographs only appeared in inside pages, 

beginning with page three. Dailies that had full pages for photographs usually had them in the 

final pages of an issue. This last page of photographs continued through the 1950s. Beginning in 

the early 1940s, the front-page photograph became a compulsory format for all the dailies. This 

shift in newspaper layout demonstrates that major events like the Second World War were 

catalysts in increasing the demand for event photographs, thereby making them more important 

than ever before. The indexicality of photographs made the audiences crave images of world-

shaking events.110 The credibility and the power of photographs was founded on their truth claim 

and supposed neutrality, which “was in turn reinforced by the ostensible objectivity of 

photomechanical reproduction.”111 

One of the main reasons for using studio-style portraits was the lack in supply of images 

of events or of action photographs. In the early twentieth century – not only in India but also 

elsewhere – practicing event photography was rather difficult due to unavailability of appropriate 

equipment. Photographic lenses were not fast enough, the camera body was not sophisticated 

enough, and cameras were too bulky to support shooting of fast-moving objects, to permit the 

                                                
110 See Robin Jeffrey, India’s Newspaper Revolution: Capitalism Politics and the Indian-language Press 1977-99 
(Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2000)   
111 Gerry Beegan, The Mass Image: A Social History of Photomechanical reproduction in Victorian London 
(Basingstoke; New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008) 
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portability needed to cover events, or to shoot at various light levels. If we look back to some of 

the most celebrated images by the nineteenth century photographers like Felice Beato or Samuel 

Bourne or Lala Deen Dayal, the images give us a sense of still life even when they were shot 

during ongoing events.112 For example, Bourne & Sheppard images of procession scenes during 

Delhi Durbars look more like still-lifes or history paintings than action photographs. These 

Durbar images lacked any sense of movement within the frame even though often they were 

photographs of elaborate processions. As photographic equipment became more advanced and 

more compact, it could support the requirements of action photography. The pattern of press 

photography changed as a consequence.  

The few images of events that dailies did occasionally manage to publish were 

photographs of accidents or natural disasters. Once again we should keep in mind that these 

images were more like the nineteenth century event photographs than the action photographs that 

newspapers would begin to publish in the late 1930s and the early 1940s. The first ever 

photograph of an event published in Bengal was image of a train accident half a mile west of 

Jayanti Bridge published on April 11, 1922 simultaneously in Ananda Bazar Patrika and Amrita 

Bazar Patrika (Fig: 1.19). This image is important in the history of press photography in Bengal 

because this can be considered as the first example of photo reportage. Two photographs – a 

close up shot and a long shot – were published sequentially depicting the derailment of the 

                                                
112 For the photographs of Mutiny of 1857 by Felice Beato, Beato’s Delhi 1857, 1957 (New Delhi: Ravi Dayal 
Publisher, 2000) with photographs by Beato and Jim Masselos and text by Narayani Gupta; and Anne Lacoste, 
Felice Beato: A Photographer on the Eastern Road (Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum, 2010). For photographs of 
Delhi Durbars made by Samuel Bourne, Lala Deen Dayal, and Bourne & Sheppard see Julie Coddell ed., 
Photography and the Delhi Coronation Durbars, 1877-1911 (New York: Alkazi Collection of Photography, 2012).  
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Punjab Mail.113 Even though there was no written report accompanying the images, but the ways 

in which the two photographs were printed resembled the structure of contemporary written 

reports. For any incident, written reports stated the time and place first followed by the details 

that included information on casualties and rescue operations. Similarly the two photographs of 

the Jayanti Pool incident were placed horizontally from left to right in Ananda Bazar Patrika and 

top to bottom in Amrita Bazar Patrika.114 In both the cases the images were printed in a sequence 

to give the reader the overview of the incident first and then the details. The first photograph 

presented was a long shot of the accident scene and the second photograph was a close-up shot 

of the train. The details of the event were hand-written on the photographic print itself and a 

caption under the images repeated some of the words inscribed on the photograph. The 

handwriting on the photographic print had the potential to disrupt the reality effect of the 

photograph as simple “window onto what happened.” But the handwriting could not destroy the 

truth claim inherent in these photographs. These two images of the Jayanti Bridge can be termed 

the first set of photo-reportage in Bangla newspapers. Beginning with photo reportage now the 

readers could visually experience incidents that they could not witness in person (Fig: 1.19).  

 

 

                                                
113 Punjab Mail is a train that used to run from Howrah (Bengal) to Amritsar (Punjab), carrying both mail and 
passengers. 
114 Figure 1.19 shows the vertical placement used in Amrita Bazar Patrika. An image of the photographs as printed 
in Ananda Bazar Patrika was not available.  
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Figure 1.19 Punjab Mail derailed half a mile from Jayanti Bridge. Photographed 
by Sur & Brothers, Asansole. Published simultaneously in Ananda Bazaar Patrika 
and in Amrita Bazaar Patrika, April 11, 1922, 5. 
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Figure 1.20 Amrita Bazaar Patrika, April 11, 1922, 5. 
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Photographs and their Publics  

The careers and writings of such pioneering Bengali photographers as Upendrakishore 

Raychowdhury, Mahim Chandra Dev Barma, Mahim Chandra Thakur, Satish Chandra 

Bandyopadhyay, Arya Kumar Chowdhury, and Sukumar Ray spanned a profound change in the 

circulation of photographic images in Bengal. In the decades after 1895, photographic images 

moved beyond the small clientele of studios, private albums, art salons and anthropological 

documents and crowded into print in numerous periodicals and newspapers. This flood of printed 

images, especially in the newspapers, brought photography before a mass audience. As a 

consequence, the aesthetics and the uses of photographs changed. But photography in this 

changed matrix was not disassociated from its nineteenth century lineage and the values 

associated with it. Rather the new perception was often informed by the nineteenth century 

photographic ethos prevalent across the British Empire. Thus a focus on the early twentieth 

century history of photography in India entails looking back to nineteenth century developments. 

The history of photographs and their circulation in the early twentieth century is a story of the 

ways in which photography, while still rooted in the old nineteenth century values and practices, 

developed new techniques and practices, reached new horizons, and opened up new possibilities 

in the early twentieth century.115 

                                                
115 Established histories of photography in India commonly treat the late 19th and early 20th centuries together, but I 
argue there were notable discontinuities and developments.  See for example, Judith Mara Gutman, Through Indian 
Eyes, Malavika Karlekar, Re-visioning the Past: Early Photography in Bengal 1875-1915 (New Delhi; Oxford; New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2005), and Christopher Pinney, Camera Indica and The Coming of Photography in 
India.  
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The new technology of halftone printing technology made possible the mass transmission 

of photo images through the print media. This new technology and the new mode of circulation 

changed the perception of photography as an aesthetic pursuit and as a functional tool. These 

changes in perception occurred alongside a newfound concern for the taste of the audience and 

the kinds of images the latter was likely to consume. Writer-photographers presumed a particular 

public as their interlocutors. As Michael Warner puts it, that public came “into being only in 

relation to texts and their circulation.”116 In editorials and articles, for the first time in the Bangla 

press, publics became as important as the theme of truth and beauty and the theme of 

photographer as artist-technician-writer. By inviting their readers to comment on printed 

photographs and submit their own, Raychowdhury and other writer-photographers in the 

periodical press opened up an interactive space where images and their viewers would 

communicate in a dialectical process.117 Thus circulated images and the writings on photography 

together created an arena where authors and audiences could interact. The steady, anonymous 

community of readers of a particular publication encountered photo reproductions in their shared 

experience of reading. Their collective responses shaped the production of particular sorts of 

images. These photographs, in turn, helped in the formation of the community of readers far 

removed from each other.118 However this imagined community was forged not just in relation to 

                                                
116 Michael Warner, Publics and Counterpublics (New York: Zone Books, 2002), 66. Also see Michael Warner, 
“Publics and Counterpublics”, Public Culture 14(1), 2002.  
117 See Samarpita Mitra, “Periodical Readership in Early Twentieth Century Bengal: Ramananda Chattopadhyay’s 
Prabashi.” 
118 See Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London: 
Verso, 1983) 
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a circulating discourse but also, possibly, in relation to the potentiality of visual images.  A 

progressive increase in number of images, their composition, and choice of subject suggests that 

circulation of photographs in the press generated greater demand for images of everyday events 

and the exceptional alike. 

In this chapter, I have tried shed light on the prime importance of photographs in the 

creation of a visually aware public sphere in Bengal; a public sphere that was potentially more 

democratic than its nineteenth century predecessors. One of the main concerns of this visual 

public sphere was the status of photography as a representational form: is photography art? Or is 

it pure documentation? Or is it something betwixt and between? Thus one of the central focuses 

of this chapter is tension between the aesthetic and the documentary aspects of photography as it 

manifested in Bengal in the first half of the twentieth century.  

Through a close reading popular Bengali discourses on photography and the photographs 

printed in popular Bangla periodicals and newspapers, I have argued the expansion in viewership 

opened up a popular space where theoretically anyone could see any photograph circulated 

through the press and take part in critical discussions on photography. Circulation of photographs 

through the press not only made the medium more inclusive but also created a class of auteur 

image-makers and writer-photographers who imagined themselves the vanguard of the 

photographic aesthetic. However as printed images travelled from periodicals to newspapers, the 

preoccupation with artistic status of photography was replaced by the function of photography as 

a tool for visual verification of written news. Debate over photography’s status as art vis-à-vis 

documentation was not resolved, but at the same time public discourses over the issue no longer 
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remained relevant. Thus I read the public discussion on photography in the early twentieth 

century Bangla periodicals as a moment when the identity of the auteur photographers depended 

on the pictorial verisimilitude in photographic images – an identity that was lost in the flood of 

mass circulated press photographs. Aided by halftone printing and newly available affordable 

cameras, the daily press not only changed the parameters for judging photographs but also 

pioneered a new practice of press photography that in turn opened up salaried jobs for aspiring 

middle-class photographers. Till the 1930s, professional photography meant being engaged or 

appointed as photographer or photo-technicians in studios or in the colonial administration. As 

newspapers started employing photographers, photography became a middle class profession. 

Next chapter will discuss in details the rise and growth of photographer as a middling bhadralok 

profession in Bengal. 
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Press Photographer: A Middling Bhadralok Profession in Late-Colonial Calcutta 

 

At 2 PM on Jan 15, 1934, a devastating earthquake struck vast areas of northern Bihar 

and eastern Nepal, claiming more than 10,000 lives.1 On January 24, 1934, as M.K. Gandhi was 

raising money in Tinnevelly (Tirunelveli, Tamil Nadu) for the Viceroy’s Bihar Earthquake 

Relief Fund, he (in)famously described “the Bihar calamity” as a punishment for “the sin of 

untouchability”2 – a comment criticized by Rabindranath Tagore as an “unscientific view.”3 For 

Gandhi and Tagore, the Bihar-Nepal Earthquake became an opportunity to debate urgent 

nationalist concerns about untouchability and superstition. Yet the earthquake also catalyzed 

systematic changes in the Bangla newspaper industry.  

Birendranath Singha, a 24-year-old college-educated middling bhadralok, had 

photographed the devastation in northern Bihar extensively. The media house Ananda Bazar 

Patrika – to which he was introduced by Brahmachari Ganen Maharaj of Ramakrishna Mission – 

had sponsored Singha’s trip to Bihar.4 On his return to Calcutta, Ananda Bazaar Patrika 

%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%
1 An initial survey by British Indian Government reported less than 10000 casualties, but subsequent study of the 
incident revealed more casualties than the official estimation. See W. B. Brett, A Report on the Bihar Earthquake 
and on the Measures Taken in Consequence thereof up to the 31st December 1934 (Patna: Government Printing 
Press: 1935), 8; http://cires1.colorado.edu/~bilham/HimalayanEarthquakes/1934BiharNepal/1934earthquake.html 
accessed April 8, 2015.  
2 M.K. Gandhi, “Superstition vs. Faith,” Harijan (Feb 16, 1934), 4.  
3 Rabindranath Tagore quoted by Gandhi. See Gandhi, “Superstition vs. Faith,” 4.  
4 Through family connections Singha knew Brahmachari Ganen Maharaj, who was a trainee monk based in Balaram 
Mandir in Bagbazar, where Swami Vivekanada had founded the Ramakrishna Mission Association. The office of 
Ananda Bazar Patrika was located nearby at 2, Ananda Chatterjee Lane in the Bagbazar area.   

Ganen Maharaj was an amateur photographer himself and had close ties with the Bengal School artists and Sister 
Nivedita. He had accompanied Nandalal Bose to the Buddhist rock-cut caves at Ajanta to document the famous 
Ajanta frescos.  
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appointed Singha as a staff photographer, thereby making him the first salaried professional 

photographer in the history of Bangla press.5 Singha later wrote that the Bihar earthquake 

marked the beginning of regular publication of news-photos in Ananda Bazar.6  

As Upendrakishore Raychowdhury’s introduction of halftone printing eventually led to 

the mass viewership of photographs, Singha’s appointment was the first step towards opening 

professional photography to generations of individuals with middling bhadralok background. 

While the previous chapter discussed the ways in which halftone printing in the Bangla 

periodical and daily press had expanded the audience base of mass-circulated photographs during 

the first two decades of the twentieth century, this chapter will focus on press photographers as 

they coalesced into a new salaried professional group during the 1930s.   

It is important to note here that professionalization of press photography/news 

photography was not coterminous with development of photojournalism. Even though 

differences between the two categories “press photography” and “photojournalism” are not 

always sharp and even though the two words are often used interchangeably in everyday 

parlance and in the industry, the differences are substantial. Since its professionalization, there is 

an industry consensus that “news photographs” or “press photographs” indicate specifically 

those photographs that report news. As opposed to this industry consensus on press photography, 

the definition of photojournalism is less stable and varies with context and with photographers. 

As a visual genre, photojournalism may be called a subset of news or press photography, which 
%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%
5 Debi Prashad Singha (Ex-chief photographer of ABP and son of Birendranath Singha), interview with the author, 
May 2012. Also see Arabinda Guha, Itihāse Ānandabājāra: Ānandabājāra patrikāra arthaśatābdīra itihāsa, 1. 
saṃskaraṇa. (Kalikātā: Ānanda Pābaliśārsa, 1975), 96-97. 
6 Birendranath Singha, Ananda Bazar Patrika, June 19, 1955. Also quoted in Ibid. 
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highlights that news photographs require something more to become photojournalism. Usually 

the term photojournalism is used when one or a series of photographs stand on their own to 

report a news story. Generally photojournalism is marked by its rigid ethical frameworks and 

commitment to present un-manipulated images to their publics – an ethical guideline to which 

many press photographers were not committed.7  While scholars like Winslow describe 

photojournalism as “art in real life,” others like Michael Griffin contend that the term 

“photojournalism was superimposed on the history of photography in hindsight.”8 

At the level of naming, the difference between press photography and photojournalism is 

obscured in Bangla. Though the Bangla word sangbadikata is a literal translation of photo and 

journalism, it stands for both press photography and photojournalism. Yet by-lines of 

photographs in Bangla daily press print the English phrase “staff photographer” in Bangla script. 

In the early days of press photography in Bangla the word chitra sangbadikata was not used to 

refer to the genre and this Bangla word only came to use sometime in the mid-1940s.9  

Lack of documentation clouds the histories of early press photographers like Singha. The 

vernacular media houses in the late colonial Bengal were not so meticulous as to keep detailed 

records of their employees, and the latter-day owners of these businesses have not preserved 

whatever little documentation they had. Few photographic negatives from those early days have 
%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%
7 The term “photojournalism” or “visual reportage” was coined in 1924 by Frank Luther Mott of Missouri School of 
Journalism to emphasize the ways in which photographers could visually communicate with the spectators. See 
Leslie & Zakia Stroebel, The Focal Encyclopaedia of Photography, New York: Focal Press, 1993, p. 1072.  
8 Also quoted in Quoted in Bonnie Brennen, “Photojournalism: Historical Dimension to Contemporary Debates,” in 
Stuart Allan, The Routledge Companion to News and Journalism, Routledge Companions (New York, NY: 
Routledge, 2010). 
9 The exact date of the first use of chitra sangbadikata is not known. It is also difficult to pin down the point from 
which it was frequently used to refer to press photography or photojournalism.  
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been preserved. But most importantly these photographers were legally denied the ownership of 

their own works. Copyright regulation constantly effaced the photographers by not recognizing 

their authorship. With professionalization of press photography, the professionals became 

nameless “staff photographers” in by-lines. It was rare for these professionals to be identified by 

name. In an absence of a by-line for staff photographers, most of the pioneering press 

photographers remain unknown.  

In most cases, even the families of these press photographers have not been interested in 

preserving their legacies. The names that feature in the following pages have been recovered 

through extensive interviews with surviving family members of the first generation of press 

photographers.  Even then, information about them remains scanty. All that remains to bring 

these pioneers back from obscurity are a handful of written pieces on their working conditions, a 

few references in the writings of journalists, some fragmented reminiscences from younger 

colleagues, and the memories of their photographer-sons who remember their fathers’ working 

conditions.  

Related source materials – including copyright regulations, vernacular photographic 

manuals, and printed photographs credited to “staff photographers” – help put together a 

narrative about press photographers’ subordinate professional status vis-à-vis journalists, the 

changing role of photographs in newspapers, and visual conventions of press photography in the 

1930s. I will focus on the ineffable but very real concept of respectability to analyze how notions 

of respectability were crucial in conditioning the emergence of press photographer as an 

acceptable, if nor respectable, professional class. None of the press photographers I mention 
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below became famous and the majority of today’s press photographers and photojournalists have 

never heard of them. Yet, as I will discuss, these non-elite photographers remain pioneers in 

professionalization of press photography and in their contribution to the development of a 

separate photographic genre.  

 

Photographers and their Visual Conventions before News Photography  

As early as the first census of India (1871) “photographer” was a separate occupational 

category.10 When middling bhadralok photographers took up press photography as an 

occupation, the colonial administration could fit them comfortably into an existing census 

category of professionals. Yet these Bengali press photographers were novel in the 1930s: the 

social strata of middling bhadralok had not previously supplied professional photographers, and 

the profession of press photographer thrived on an aesthetic premised on photographs’ ability to 

tell the truth about newsworthy events.    

The class composition of the photographers and myriad photographic conventions prior 

to the 1930s illustrates the subtle yet significant change in photographers’ social background and 

their visual style that occurred as press photography became a salaried profession. In order to 

understand these changes, a brief discussion on nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century 

photographers and their aesthetics will be illuminating.   

Photography during the nineteenth and the early twentieth century was a privilege of the 

government and Indian elites – both colonial and indigenous. Only the financial and cultural 

%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%
10 “Photographer” featured as an independent occupation till 1951, when the census categories changed. 
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elites had the time, money, and “social capital” necessary to practice photography, either as 

professionals or as amateurs. Photographers belonged to a small and exclusive group and 

primarily patronized four distinct but overlapping visual genres: elite studio portraiture, colonial 

visual ethnography, archaeological photography, and amateur salon-oriented picturesque and 

pictorial photography.  

“Professional photographers” prior to the 1930s were those employed as photographers 

or photo-technicians in the studios established soon after photography’s introduction in India, or 

as photographers in the colonial administration. Both British and Indian owner-photographers of 

the early studios made up the first generation of professional photographers, a category that 

would later feature famous studio owner-photographers like Samuel Bourne and Raja Deen 

Dayal.11 The government was the other source of employment for early professionals. Various 

departments and government bodies, including the Survey of India, the Archaeological Survey of 

India, and the Public Works Department regularly employed photographers to document the 

penal system, to augment ethnographic record-keeping, to document ruins of archaeological 

significance, and to preserve images of the events of the Raj, like the Durbars. The colonial 

official photographers included professionals like William Johnson from Bombay, who complied 

one of the earliest ethnographic albums, the two-volume The Oriental Races and Tribes, 

Residents and Visitors of Bombay.12 The other famous administrator-photographer was James 

%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%
11 For details on Deen Dayal see Deepali Dewan and Deborah. Hutton, Raja Deen Dayal: Artist-Photographer in 
19th-Century India (Ahmedabad: Alkazi Collection of Photography in association with Mapin, 2013). 
12 See William Johnson, The Oriental Races and Tribes, Residents and Visitors of Bombay%:a Series of Photographs 
with Letter-Press Descriptions, 2 vols. (London: W. J. Johnson and Bolton and Barnitt, 1863-1866). For the 
publishing history of a similar visual ethnography project, People of India, see John Falconer, “‘A pure labor of 
love’: A publishing history of The People of India,” in Eleanor M. Hight and Gary D. Sampson, Colonialist 
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Waterhouse, who headed the Photographic Department of the Survey of India and also pioneered 

photozincography, popularly known as zinc-plate, in India.13  

The amateur photographers came from largely three social groups. Some native princes, 

like Ram Singh of Jaipur, Bir Chandra Manikya (1862-1896) and Mahim Chandra Deb Barman 

of Tippera and their associates like Mahim Chandra Thakur, son of a colonel of Tippera, were 

enthusiastic photographers and active members of the Photographic Society of India. Some of 

them regularly experimented with the photographic media and published their findings in the 

Society’s journal.14 Deb Barman and Thakur wrote regularly on photography in Bangla 

periodicals. A second section of the amateur community featured upper-class, upper-caste, 

English-educated, bilingual cultural elites like Rajendralal Mitra (1823/24-1891) in the mid-

nineteenth century and Upendrakishore Raychowdhury, Arya Kumar Chouwdhury, and others in 

the late-ninetieth and the early-twentieth century.15 Like their princely counterparts, these 

cultural elites also experimented with the photographic medium, created pictorial photographs, 

and published regularly in English as well as Bangla. A third section included British civilians 

like John Murray (1809-1898) from Agra. A doctor by profession, Murray went on photographic 

%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%
Photography: Imag(in)ing Race and Place (London: Routledge, 2002). For discussions on colonial anthropological 
photography see Christopher Pinney, Camera Indica: The Social Life of Indian Photographs (London: Reaktion 
Books, 1997); Christopher Pinney, The Coming of Photography in India (London: The British Library, 2008). 
13 See John Falconer and J. Waterhouse, The Waterhouse Albums: Central Indian Provinces (Ahmedabad: Mapin 
Publishing in association with the Alkazi Collection of Photography, 2009). 
14 For more details on photographic practices in Tippera see Siddhārtha Ghosha, Chabi Tola: Bāṅālira Phoṭogrāphi 
Carcā, 1. saṃskaraṇa (Kolkata: Ānanda Pābaliśārsa, 1988). Also see Introduction f.n. 40. For details of Mahim 
Chandra Thakur and Mahim Chandra Deb Burman, see chapter 1, 26 and passim. For more on Ram Singh, see 
Pinney, Camera Indica.; Zahid R. Chaudhary, Afterimage of Empire: Photography in Nineteenth-Century India 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2012). 
15 For detailed discussion on photographic practices of these cultural elites see chapter 1.  
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trips on his own, while he also collaborated in his photographic endeavor with Ram Singh II of 

Jaipur (1835-1880). These amateur photographers were often affiliated with British-dominated 

camera clubs, and they took part in debates and discussions on photography.16          

These amateur photographers across cultural divides formed a unified community 

through their love for technical innovations and their aesthetic concerns.17 The bilingual Bengali 

elite bhadralok writer-photographers were instrumental in disseminating their practice through 

the vernacular press. While these bhadralok writer-photographers emphasized the importance of 

photography as a tool for enhancing knowledge about the world, their primary aim was to 

practice photography as an art form.18 Focused on creating art, they often undervalued utilitarian 

knowledge production through photography and the use of the camera as a mere recording 

machine.19 It is important to note that difference between the amateurs and professionals was 

never based on their technical skills. Both amateurs and professionals were equally skilled when 

it came to using the camera to obtain a desired photograph.  

Photography within the elite bhadralok amateur ethos was highly encouraged, but only as 

a hobby and not as a profession: in general, amateurs did not make money from their 

photography. However, more important was their aesthetic priorities regarding photography. 

%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%
16 Proceedings of these nineteenth-century camera clubs were regularly published in their journals circulating among 
the members. 
17 See chapter 1 for more discussions on art photography. For Maharaja of Tippera’s innovation in the film 
development process, see Journal of the Photographic Society of India quoted in Ghosha, Chabi Tola.  
18 See chapter 1 for a detailed discussion on the importance of photography as a hobby. For the different usages of 
photography during this period, see Pinney, Camera Indica. Pinney, The Coming of Photography in India. 
19 For details of the ways in which Bengali writer-photographers wrote about utilitarian value of photographic 
documentation but emphasized that the real value of the technology lay in creation of photographs that could be 
considered works of art, see Chapter 1. They did not see any artistic potential in utilitarian photo-documentation.  
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While the professionals explored the commercial and administrative potential of the 

photographic medium, the primary objective of the amateurs was to pursue photography’s 

creative, artistic potential as a hobby.  The commercial studios, both British- and Indian-owned, 

prioritized their portraiture-based trade and government contracts.   

Yet the professional photographers also worked in other genres. For example, 

photographer and studio owner Samuel Bourne (1834-1912) worked as a commercial studio 

owner and landscape photographer and his photographs of India include “picturesque” 

landscapes, ethnographic documentation, and studio portraiture. His firm Bourne & Sheppard, 

made highly stylized single and group portraits of elite clients and photographed official events 

of the Raj at the behest of the government. Alongside these commissioned works, Bourne 

himself made landscape photographs and images of people in traditional Indian attire that 

visually recorded and domesticated exotic oriental landscapes and subjects. Bourne was certainly 

one of the most famous and most written-about photographers who worked across multiple 

genres. Yet, in this regard, he and later his studio was not exceptional.  There are numerous 

examples of photographers working across different genres: the studio of Johnston and Hoffman 

were known both for its portraits and photographs of archaeological sites.  

Besides working across genres, many studio owners were active members of camera 

clubs and participated in amateur photographic salons despite the contrast between studio 

portraits and the salon aesthetic. For their commercial assignments, the studio owners would 

make stylized, typically sharp-focus formal portraits of British and Indian elites, which were 

painted or unpainted depending on the preference of customers. In contrast, salons tended to 
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emphasize photography’s status as a form of art. A salon aesthetic was more generally pictorial –

 often soft focus – and salon genres might include portrait, landscape, and still life. Prominent 

commercial photographers like T.D. Reinecke, W.A. Sheppard (no relation to the Sheppard of 

Bourne & Sheppard), and F. Schwarzchild were members of the Photographic Society of Bengal 

from its early days and regularly participated in their exhibitions and salons.20  While Bourne 

himself was not a regular in the amateur salon circuits that promoted the photography’s potential 

as a form of art, he was influenced by the amateur salon aesthetics: his landscapes were 

simultaneously also picturesque views in their own right. He also regularly wrote for the British 

Journal of Photography and held lantern slide shows in Royal Photographic Society – 

associations dedicated to photography’s status as art.21  

Even though commercial studio owners often participated in the amateur salons, there 

was clear understanding of what it means to be a “professional photographer” and the middling 

bhadralok were not part of that professional group. The government usually employed 

Europeans or European commercial studios for official photo-documentations. There was scant 

possibility of breaking their monopoly and very few Indian photographers worked directly with 

%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%
20 Photographic Society of Bengal was established in 1856 and was rechristened as Photographic Society of India in 
1888. For the details on the Photographic Society of Bengal and the Photographic Society of India, see Siddhārtha 
Ghosha, Chabi Tola: Bāṅālira Phoṭogrāphi Carcā, 1. saṃskaraṇa (Kolkata: Ānanda Pābaliśārsa, 1988), 31 and 
passim.  For the membership lists of Photographic Society of Bengal and the Photographic Society of India, see Ibid. 
21 For details of Samuel Bourne’s works, created over seven years from 1864-1870, see James R. Ryan, Picturing 
Empire: Photography and the Visualization of the British Empire (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997). 
Samuel Bourne and Ulrich Pohlmann, Samuel Bourne: Sieben Jahre Indien Photographien Und Reiseberichte 1863-
1870 (Schirmer/Mosel Verlag GmbH, 2001). Sophie Gordon and Samuel Bourne, The Imperial Gaze: The 
Photographs of Samuel Bourne, 1863-1870, First Edition edition (Sepia International Inc. / The Alkazi Collection of 
Photography, 2000). Susan I. Williams, Samuel Bourne: In Search of the Picturesque (Sterling and Francine Clark 
Art Institute, 1981). Arthur Ollman, Samuel Bourne: Images of India, First edition (Carmel, Calif: Friends of 
Photography Bookstore, 1983).  
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the government. In both the Indian and British-owned studios, the owners were themselves the 

photographers and generally did not employ others as photographers.22  

Though most studios employed non-elite Indians for darkroom work, the latter were 

considered technicians and not photographers. In most cases, these darkroom technicians came 

from economically underprivileged backgrounds where learning to develop negatives was no 

different from learning any other menial work to earn a living. Even when Indian studios 

appointed Indian photographers, they were perceived not as creative individuals but only as 

technicians engaged in a commercial activity. The owners believed that such technical staff did 

not have the “cultural capital” to appreciate photography as a distinct form of “art” or its 

desirability as a hobby. Earning a living was thought to be most important for them and they 

cared little about the art of photography. Uttam Biswas, the current proprietor of Metropolitan 

Photographic Store in the Esplanade area in Kolkata, emphasized in a 2012 interview that 

darkroom workers’ job profile was not respectable enough for a Bengali bhadralok to imagine 

that as a potential profession even through the 1960s.23   

 

 

 

%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%
22 Occasionally English-owned studios hired British apprentice photographers. Apparently such an apprentice 
photographer had photographed Sri Ramakrishna, a famous Bengali mystic, at the Kali Temple of Dakshinewswar. 
Jayant Gandhi (current proprietor of Bourne & Sheppard Studio, Kolkata), interview with the author, August 2012.   
23 Uttam Biswas, interview with the author, June 2012. Established in 1966, the studio is a part of a larger family-
run business in gunpowder and photographic chemicals that began in the late nineteenth century. The Biswas family 
owns several commercial studios in Kolkata that date back to late nineteenth and early twentieth century. Rajkumar 
Dey, photographer and proprietor of D. Ratan & Co, also talked at length about socially inferior status of the 
darkroom workers employed by him and others. Mr. Dey, interview with the author, June 2012.  
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 News Photography before Press Photographers  

From the 1900s onwards, halftone-printing technology aided public and subsequently 

mass circulation of photographs through the press and thereby generated a demand for 

photographs of events.24 However, vernacular newspapers began publishing photographs more 

than a decade before they employed staff photographers. The newspapers relied mostly on studio 

to get photographs. A detailed discussion of the news networks during this period will illuminate 

the differences created by the emergence of professional press photographers. 

In the early days of photo printing in newspapers, the main sources of news photographs 

were commercial studios, news agencies, and local or international dailies. Though rare, amateur 

photographers also contributed to newspapers. Media houses either commissioned photo studios 

to supply news photos, or studios made the photographs first and then sold those images to 

newspapers. For domestic news the Bangla daily press relied on local studios. For international 

events, photographs were supplied by the international news and photo agencies, Reuters or 

Associated Press, and the foreign daily press.25   

Thus in the early twentieth century, commercial studios had an active role in making 

news photos and they supplied photographs of accidents and natural calamities. For example, 

Ananda Bazar Patrika got the photographs of the Jayanti Bridge accident from Sur Brothers & 

Co. of Asansol. As discussed in the previous chapter, these images were the first outdoor 

%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%
24 See chapter 1.  
25 For a detailed discussion on the ways in which British news agencies operated in India, see Chandrika Kaul, 
Reporting the Raj: The British Press and India, c. 1880-1922 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2003), 
Chandrika Kaul, Media and the British Empire (Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), G. N. S. 
Raghavan, PTI Story: Origin and Growth of the Indian Press and the News Agency (Bombay: Press Trust of India, 
1987). 
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photographs published by Ananda Bazar. Studios were also the only source of celebrity portraits. 

As late as the mid-twentieth century, Bangla dailies were replete with celebrity portraits by 

studios like Bourne & Sheppard and the Calcutta Art Studio.  

Besides studios, newspapers also depended on international news agencies, especially for 

foreign news and photographs. They used the services of the British agency Reuters and its 

subsidiary agency Associated Press of India and the American agency Associated Press.26 

Bengali newspaper editors also got photographs from other newspapers – both foreign and 

Indian. These peer newspapers either got the photographs from the news agencies or in the case 

of British-owned dailies had their own staff photographer.  

The Bangla periodical press often functioned as an intermediary between news agencies, 

studios, and the daily press. Several photographs, beginning with images of Greek vandalism in 

Smyrna (Turkey), were credited to Basanti and published in Ananda Bazar Patrika on Nov 1, 

1922. Especially during the Second World War, newspapers in fact attributed photographs to 

periodicals rather than the photo agencies that originally supplied the image.   

Bangla dailies published from Calcutta primarily depended on the Daily Mail for images 

from Britain, while Indian newspapers from other provinces supplied information and 

photographs related to domestic news. During the Khilafat Movement, Bangla newspapers from 

Calcutta drew heavily on photographs credited to the Khilafat Bulletin, and for Gandhi’s visit in 

Noakhali in 1923 they similarly relied on the local daily Noakhali Hitaishi. Similarly 

photographs of police atrocities in Allahabad in October 1922 were credited to Allahabad’s 

%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%
26 Raghavan, PTI Story. 
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prominent daily Independent. Bangla newspapers in Calcutta often bought photos from British-

owned dailies like The Statesman that had photographers on staff before Bangla dailies recruited 

their own staff photographers.  

In their coverage of major new events, different and competing newspapers often 

published identical photographs. Often periodicals and newspapers used same images that they 

separately procured from commercial studios. For example, during the 1922 flood in North 

Bengal, Modern Review, Amrita Bazar, and Ananda Bazar published exactly same photographs 

made by the photographer and studio owner Charu Guha.  Often, different Bangla dailies 

published exactly same photographs on a particular day. On other occasions there were gaps of 

few days between publications of same photographs. For example, the photograph of the Jayanti 

Bridge accident discussed in the previous chapter was simultaneously published in Anada Bazar 

Patrika and Amrita Bazar Patrika. But for the 1922 North Bengal flood, Anada Bazar published 

Charu Guha’s photographs a few days before Amrita Bazar.27   

Such photographic networks in the press, involving studios and other press houses, 

changed dramatically after professionalization of press photography. For example, re-use of 

images in different dailies suggests that the idea of the “exclusive photo” was yet to develop in 

the 1920s and the early 1930s. But the importance of photographs grew beginning in the late 

1930s.  Singha wrote about the exclusive character of Ananda Bazar’s photo reportage on the 

1934 earthquake and the ways in which photographs played a major role in earthquake reporting. 

This increased importance of news photographs is reflected in the development of the category 

%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%
27 See Amrita Bazar Patrika, October 29, 1922, 9; Modern Review, vol. 35 (1922)  
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of “exclusive photographs.” Birendranath Singha’s photojournalist-son Debi Prashad Singha still 

recounts with much pride Singha’s many exclusive photos, including the much publicized last 

photograph of the nationalist leader Subhash Chandra Bose before Bose’s escape in 1941 from 

house incarceration.28 Similarly, the first story that Tarak Das’s photojournalist-son Tapan Das 

tells about his father is of an exclusive photograph of Rabindranath Tagore and M.K. Gandhi at 

Tagore’s university Visva-Bharati.29   

 

Bhadralok Professions in Colonial Bengal 

The emergence of the press photographer needs to be situated within the larger history of 

bhadralok self-fashioning in colonial Bengal and the ways in which respectability shaped the 

choice of professions among bhadraloks.  Social status lies at the root of being bhadralok: the 

Bangla word bhadra can have many different translations in English, but is usually translated as 

“genteel.”30 However, J. H. Broomfield translated bhadralok as “respectable people.”31 

Following him, more recently, Parama Roy also translated “bhadra,” as “respectable,” 
%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%
28 In his professional career, Singha covered several important events across India – Gandhi’s arrival in Calcutta, his 
visit to Noakhaali, different meetings of the Indian National Congress, Japanese bombing during the World War II, 
and many others. For Singha’s photographs, see Sisir Kumar Bose and Birendra Nath Sinha, Netaji: A Pictorial 
Biography, 1st ed. (Calcutta: Ananda, 1979). This volume also has photographs by other of press photographer 
including Sambhudas Chatterjee, Kanchan Mukherjee, Sunil Janah, and commercial studios including A. Basu & 
Co, D. Ratan & Co, T. P. Sen, C. Guha, and Bourne & Sheppard.  
29 For this photograph of Tagore and Gandhi, Das had replaced Tagore’s official photographer Sambhu Shaha, who 
was away during Gandhi’s visit. Shambhu Shaha was also the mentor of Sunil Janah whose works I discuss in the 
next chapter. See chapter 3.  
30 The Bangla word lok is translated as “people” or “men,” depending on context. Dipesh Chakrabarty translated 
bhadralok as “genteel people.” See Dipesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and 
Historical Difference (2000; repr., Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007).  
31 J. H. Broomfield, “The Regional Elites: A Theory of Modern Indian History” in Thomas R. Metcalf, Modern 
India: An Interpretive Anthology (New Delhi: Sterling Publishers, 1990), 141. Also seeJ. H. Broomfield, Elite 
Conflict in a Plural Society: Twentieth-Century Bengal (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1968). 
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describing “law, teaching, medicine, journalism” as bhadralok professions.32 I follow 

Broomfield’s emphasis on respectability as one of the core values of being bhadralok – a value 

that mattered most when bhadralok as a social group was exploring the photography’s potential 

as a profession.   Bhadralok, wrote Broomfield, “was almost synonymous with high caste – 

Brahmin, Baidya, Kayastha – but not quite, for this was an open not a closed status group.”33 

The word bhadralok has often been used interchangeably with “middle class,” especially 

in the context of second half of the nineteenth century and early twentieth century. However, as 

many scholars have argued, describing bhadralok or more generally the “Indian middle class” in 

terms of an income group often misses the importance of the value system that defined this social 

group. Sanjay Joshi powerfully argued how the middle class in colonial India was shaped by 

“cultural entrepreneurship.”34 “The middle class in colonial India,” he wrote, 

was not a social group that could be classified as occupying a median position in 

terms of standard of sociological indicators of income, consumption, or status.35  

By emphasizing the role of “the teachers, the journalists, the novelists, the politicians,” he 

defined the middle class as   

a group of people sharing a social and economic background who became the 

producers and products of a new cultural politics in a transformed historical 

context…it was the initiation of new cultural politics which allowed them to 

%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%
32 Parama Roy, “Bhadralok/Bhadramahila,” in “Keywords In South Asian Studies | SOAS, University of London,” 
accessed October 15, 2015, https://www.soas.ac.uk/south-asia-institute/keywords/. 
33 Broomfield, “The Regional Elites,” 141.  
34 Sanjay Joshi, The Middle Class in Colonial India, Oxford in India Readings, Themes in Indian History (New 
Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2010). 
35 Ibid. xvii.  
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articulate a new set of beliefs, values, and modes of politics, thus distinguishing 

them from other social groups both below and above.36    

By using their “social capital” and “cultural capital,”37 the middle class emerged as a 

unique social group through a “self-conscious interposition between people of rank and the 

common people.”38 One of the ways in which the middle class achieved their distinction from the 

other two classes was by restructuring the notion of respectability, which often came to place 

“less emphasis on birth, noble lineage, and inherited qualities and more on behavior and 

achievement.”39 However, in the Bengali context this restructuring did not mean that class-caste-

family affiliations as parameters for respectability became any less important. Rather, individual 

achievements and education became a channel alongside class, caste, and family though which 

respect could be earned in society.  

The introduction of English education in Bengal had reconfigured the meaning of 

bhadralok. Apart from caste and class, one of the ways in which individuals could become 

respectable was through acquiring English education. Broomfield quoted one of the reports of 

Government of Bengal from 1910s to emphasize the importance of education in the bhadralok 

life world: “[t]he school is the one gate to the society of bhadralok.”40 After the Anglicists won 

the debate with Orientalists over the language medium and content of education to be imparted 

%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%
36 Ibid.  
37 Pierre Bourdieu, “The Forms of Capital” in John G. Richardson, Handbook of Theory and Research for the 
Sociology of Education (New York: Greenwood Press, 1986). 241-258.  
38 Raymond Williams, Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society (New York: Oxford University Press, 1976), 
63, quoted in Joshi, The Middle Class in Colonial India, xix.   
39 See Margrit Pernau, “Middle Class and Secularization,” in Joshi, The Middle Class in Colonial India. 
40 Broomfield, “The Regional Elites,” 141.  
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to Indians, expanding Anglicist education helped to create groups of bhadraloks who thrived on 

their Western-secular-rational knowledge.41 English education was a key for the Bengali elite 

bhadraloks to become a part of the colonial ethos, and was the only way for the non-elite 

bhadraloks to get employment in British mercantile firms. Knowledge, genteelness, and white-

collar jobs in colonial administration were markers of social respect. .  

However, as Sumit Sarkar suggested, this category of western-educated bhadralok was 

not a uniform homogenous category. According to Sarkar, 

[a] certain differentiation within bhadralok social space…needs to be taken into 

account. English education brought reasonable success in professions and services 

for some... For many more, it came to connote only humble clerical jobs (chakri) 

in government or mercantile offices...42   

It is important to take unto consideration this layered structure of the bhadralok to understand the 

social backgrounds of middling bhadralok photographers from the 1930s. For the purposes of 

this dissertation, I want to emphasize the difference between culturally and financially elite 

bhadralok and the middling bhadralok who had similar understanding of respectability and 

education but who had fewer economic and cultural resources.   

Scholars have reflected on the impact of formalized English education on the Bengali 

society and on the ways in which a thriving press culture had emerged in colonial Bengal.43 

%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%
41 For details of early nineteenth-century debate between the Anglicist and the Orientalists, see Lynn Zastoupil and 
Martin Moir, The Great Indian Education Debate: Documents Relating to the Orientalist-Anglicist Controversy, 
1781-1843 (Richmond: Curzon, 1999). 
42 Sumit Sarkar, Writing Social History (Delhi: New York, 1997)., 285.  
43 For example, see Tithi Bhattacharya, The Sentinels of Culture: Class, Education, and the Colonial Intellectual in 
Bengal (1848-85) (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2005). 
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Education and literary achievements, which were valuable assets even in the pre-colonial era, 

became ever more valuable in colonial Bengal. Journals and newspapers became the prime 

channel though which the Bengali elite literati aspired to access the colonial public sphere and 

also exercised their cultural hegemony in Bengali society. For the middling bhadralok, the press 

was a channel through which to stay informed about British colonial rule.44 This nineteenth 

century dynamic became more pronounced in the heyday of the anticolonial national movement 

in the early twentieth century when the press became instrumental in forging “imagined 

communities” and helped nationalism acquire its mass character.45   

Culturally elite bhadraloks like Upendrakishore Raychowdhury and other writer-

photographers encouraged their Bangla reading public to take up photography as a hobby.46 

However there was scant possibility for this hobby to become a profession for most bhadraloks, 

either elite or middling. Two factors had discouraged bhadraloks from becoming professional 

photographers: concern over respectability and high cost of photographic equipment and 

chemicals.  

Bhadraloks in general were severely opposed to the idea of their children taking up 

photography as a profession even if they became studio owners, because in the early twentieth 

century these white-collar professionals looked down upon commercial ventures like studio 
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44 There is a debate about the nature of the colonial public sphere in nineteenth century Bengal and if Indians were 
part of that public sphere. See Partha Chatterjee, The Nation and Its Fragments: Colonial and Postcolonial Histories 
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1993), 131-161.   
45 For a discussion of the ways in which photography and film played a major role during the movement against the 
Partition of Bengal in 1905, See Mahadevan, A Very Old Machine. 
46 Raychowdhury and others encouraged their readers to practice photography as a “hobby,” and not as a profession. 
See Mahim Chandra Deb Barma, “Amateur Photographi,” Bhandar, Baishakh 1312 B.S. (April, 1905 C.E.) and 
Mahim Chandra Thakur, “Soukhin Photographi,” and [Hobby Photography] and, more generally, chapter 1. 
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ownership. The middling bhadralok would not practice photography in the pre-1930s if that 

entailed either becoming an apprentice or a darkroom technician in a studio. As discussed above, 

menial work in the darkrooms and the position of an apprentice photographer were well below 

the standards of bhadralok respectability.  

Due to relatively high prices of the technology, the middling bhadralok could not take up 

photography as a hobby either. Even though prices of photographic equipment and darkroom 

chemicals had gone down significantly by the early twentieth century, the camera was yet to 

become an object of mass consumption. Advertisements of photographic equipment in myriad 

newspapers suggest that the prices of cameras and chemicals were too high for middling 

bhadralok. Sudhir Mahadevan cited Kodak’s prices for photographic equipment and their import 

record to argue that Kodak’s box brownies were not as easily available in the 1910s and 1920s 

India as in the USA, and that they did not reach the majority of the population.47 Siddhartha 

Ghosh noted the ways in which camera was still a novelty in the early twentieth century even in 

affluent homes.48  

By the late 1920s, there was shift in the composition of bhadralok photographers after the 

daily press offered salaried employment. For example, while Upendrakishore Raychowdhury and 

most of the other writer-photographers came from affluent backgrounds, people like the first 

press photographer Birendranath Singha came from a more humble family. Yet both of these 
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47 Sudhir Mahadevan, A Very Old Machine: The Many Origins of the Cinema in India (Albany: State Univ of New 
York Pr, 2015). 
48 Ghosha, Chabi Tola. 
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people belonged to the Bengali bhadralok because both groups adhered to the similar sets of 

social values including education and respectability.   

 

Press Photographer as a Middling Bhadralok Profession  

Five factors steered the rise of photographers as a middling bhadralok profession – the 

promise of respectability, the employment crunch between the two World Wars, the lack of 

emphasis that studio photographers placed on news photography, the consequent need for 

photographers to meet the print media’s increasing demand of photographs, and the introduction 

of relatively cheaper cameras. From April 1922 onwards Amrita Bazar Patrika had carried 

employment advertisements seeking “well educated” Bengali photographers.49 The media houses 

wanted “well educated” individuals so they could collaborate with the journalists, who were 

considered the bona fide men of letters.        

With its hundred-year history, the Indian press by the 1930s had both cultural authority 

and respectability among the Bengali bhadraloks. Through their association with the press, 

photographers gained some social prestige that employment in the studios could never provide. 

As newspapers began employing photographers, the bhadralok opinion on photographer as a 

profession changed.50 Association with newspapers in theory promised this new group of 
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49 See Amrita Bazar Patrika, April 1, 1922, 1 
50 Senior press photographers in Kolkata, including Debi Prashad Singha, Tapan Das, and Subrata Patranabish, 
recounted their experiences when they were given more respect compared to commercial studio photographers. Debi 
Prashad Singha, interview with the author, May 2012; Tapan Das, interview with the author, May 2012; Subrata 
Patranabish, interview with the author, may 2012.  
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photographers the status of intellectuals – a social status that was likely to have appealed to the 

bhadralok psyche.  

The appointment of staff photographers was also related to the visual idioms of press 

photographs. The existing groups of photographers – both amateurs and professionals – were not 

particularly inclined towards photographing events. As mentioned previously, the early 

twentieth-century professional and amateur photographers were more interested in genres like 

pictorial photography, anthropological documentation, or studio portraiture and less committed 

to news photographs, either historical or everyday.  

As the demand for photos in newspapers increased and existing photographers were 

insufficient to meet the specific demand, the editors and proprietors felt a need for a steady 

supply of images.51 Unable to depend on studios for domestic news, the newspapers wanted to 

have designated employees who could guarantee this steady flow of photographs, and therefore 

needed a new group of photographers to meet increasing demand for news photographs. 

Consequently by the early 1930s, newspapers houses began to employ staff photographers, 

thereby making press photography a viable career option for Bengali photographers.  

By the 1930s, the general employment scenario for educated middle class men in Bengal 

was rather bleak, and news photography was a segment that could absorb aspiring white-collar 

job seekers.52 Newspaper job openings in a time of scarce employment, coupled with a promise 

of respectability, encouraged middling bhadralok men to consider photography as an acceptable, 
%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%
51 See Chapter 1. Also see Mahadevan, A Very Old Machine. 
52 For details of unemployment for educated middle-class Bengalis in the first half of the twentieth century see 
Iftikhar-Ul-Awwal, “The Problem of Middle Class Educated Unemployment in Bengal, 1912-1942,” Indian 
Economic & Social History Review 19, no. 1 (January 1, 1982): 27–45.  
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if not a respectable, profession. Though pay was low, many young men from middling bhadralok 

background took up photography as a profession.   

This shift in the class composition of photographers was also made possible by the 

increased availability of mass-produced and relatively inexpensive portable cameras. Many of 

the first generation press photographers, like Birendranath Singha of Ananda Bazar Patrika and 

his colleagues like Tarak Das of Amrita Bazar Patrika used small lightweight cameras for their 

assignments. Often the newspaper houses provided cameras, films, and darkroom facilities or 

gave extra allowances to photographers to process their films in commercial studios. That these 

media houses provided financial and technological support to their photographers in an era when 

print media was not a lucrative business points to both the demand for news photographs and the 

availability of affordable technology.   

 

Early Press Photographers  

Following Ananda Bazar Patrika’s appointment of Birendranath Singha, other 

newspapers including Amrita Bazar Patrika, Jugantar, Dainik Basumati, and Jugantar also 

started employing staff photographers. While some of these photographers had higher education 

and came from upper-middle-class families, most of these photographers had college education 

or high school education and came from middling bhadralok families.  

Singha came from a middling bhadralok family and was a graduate from Manindra 

Chandra College in north Calcutta. While his family could not afford a camera, he received a 

camera as a gift from an uncle. His ability to take photographs proved to be useful when he 
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failed get to an office job commensurate with his education and his social background. He used 

his gift-camera to photograph post-earthquake Bihar in 1934, which, as described in the opening 

of this chapter, promptly earned him permanent employment.  

The first generation of staff photographers also included Tarak Das of Amrita Bazar 

Patrika. Like Singha, Das came from an educated yet economically weak bhadralok family. A 

graduate of Government College of Art, Das specialized in commercial art and began his 

professional career as an artist with Amrita Bazar Patrika in 1926. Das used to design the head 

and tailpieces in their daily editions. Even though he was interested in photography and worked 

with the medium during his college days, his weak financial background did not permit him to 

own a camera. It was only after joining Amrita Bazar as an artist that Das bought a second-hand 

camera from a roadside stall. Like Singha, the Bihar Earthquake was professionally important for 

Das as well.53 Das went to Bihar to take photographs on behalf of Amrita Bazar Patrika and on 

his return the media house felt the need to have a dedicated photographer and asked Das to fill 

that role in 1936.  

In an absence of institutionalized training facilities, the first generation of press 

photographers mentored the next generation, and that is how the training continued till the 1970s 

and beyond.54 Some of the first generation press photographers had some previous exposure to 

%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%
53 The earthquake was photography important to the print media more generally. Times of India had a special 
correspondent travel across Bihar to photographically document the devastations. These photographs were published 
in the TOI and in the Illustrated Weekly of India. 
54 Even though formal training program in journalism began in India in the 1940s, report of the Second Press 
Commission noted in 1982 that “photojournalism does not most cases form a part of journalism training. The 
established news photographers are, therefor, self-made.” See Report of the Second Press Commission. (Delhi: 
Controller of Publications, 1982), 11.      
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photographic technology, like in the case of Singha and Das. Others had to be trained from 

scratch. In absence of formal training procedures, senior experienced photographers used to train 

the new entrants in the profession. Often press photographers received training from amateur 

photographers and studio photographers. Press photographers’ training under studio 

photographers and amateurs partially explains early press photographs’ affinity with genres 

practiced by studio owners and amateur photographers.  

Besides this informal training network, a boom in instruction manuals in the vernacular 

also helped in training of news photographers. Bangla instruction manuals were not only written 

by Indians but also were translations of English manuals. A bulk of these Bangla manuals, 

especially ones written by Indians, contained detailed step-by-step lessons in camera operations 

and darkroom processes. Clearly these were meant for more serious photographers who wished 

to learn the technology rather than those content simply to click the button of a Kodak box 

camera. While Kodak had made it possible for consumers to become photographers without 

knowing anything about technological intricacies, Kodak was also a pioneer in translating their 

English manuals into Bangla. Kodak’s How to Make a Good Picture, a leading photography 

manual from 1910, was translated into Bangla as Bhalo Chhobi Kibhabe Tulte Hoi in the 

1930s.55 Even though the Kodak Bangla manuals primarily targeted amateur photographers, 

professionals also routinely used these books.56  

%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%
55 The earliest Kodak Bangla manual that I have located was published in 1933.  
56 Many Kodak manuals from author’s personal collection actually belonged to amateur photographers, who noted 
their names and addresses on the cover the books. The author owns one such manual used and signed by Shambhu 
Shaha, who was a Bengali photographer and was renowned for his photographs of Rabindranath Tagore and 
Tagore’s university Visva Bharati. For details of Sambhu Shaha, see chapter 3. A comparison between Kodak’s 
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Press Photography and the Changes in Visual Conventions    

The bhadralok news photographers of the 1930s were protégées of two early twentieth-

century trends in photography. On the one hand was sphere of the salon and on the other hand 

was the space of the studio. The influence of the studio on the early press photographers is 

reflected in the predominance of studio style portraitures during the 1930s and in the use of 

“amateur” artistic styles in occasional pictorial photographs published in newspapers.  

Even though the new group of press photographers was often inspired by visual styles of 

studios and salons, they actively distanced themselves both from commercial studios and from 

the amateur salons. As I will discuss in the next chapter, documentary photographers by the 

1940s became more committed to social commentary and used photography to “reveal” rather 

than merely to document faithfully. This is a specific example of a more general trend toward 

less cross-fertilization between different photographic communities. From 1940s onwards, the 

salons became even more exclusively platforms for amateurs invested in “art,” the studios 

focused more intensely on commercial photography, and press photographers devoted 

themselves to “documentation.”57  

%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%
English editions and Bangla editions reveal that in the Bangla edition they had removed the sections on darkroom 
technology and had retained only the minimum essential information required for the pre-darkroom part. 
57 The participation records of salons organized by various camera clubs in Bombay and Calcutta from the 1940s 
onwards have very few participants who were either commercial studio owners or press photographers. Besides the 
currents owners of existing studios from 1940s Calcutta confirmed that they or their ancestors did not take part in 
amateur salons. Further during their interviews senior press photographers from Kolkata unanimously agreed that 
neither they nor the preceding generation participated in amateur salons. While he himself never participated in 
camera club salons, Subrata Patranabis was highly respectful of amateur photographers’ technical skill and their 
aesthetic choices. Even though professional press photographers rarely took part in the salons, their aesthetics of 
documentation had influenced the aesthetic choices of camera clubs. With the rise of photojournalism as a distinct 
photographic genre, the amateur salons introduced it as a category in their competitions.  
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While the new group of press photographers followed the visual idioms of 

anthropological documentation, pictorial photography, and studio portraitures, they also began 

the genre of event photography. In the nineteenth century, the events of the Raj and such natural 

disasters as famines were extensively photographed. But these nineteenth-century photographs 

either more closely resembled history paintings or anthropological documentation than 

documentation of the event itself. Unlike in the nineteenth and the early twentieth century, events 

that had mass popular appeal became subjects of news photography after 1920. With increased 

mass participation in popular politics by the early twentieth century, photo-reportage of political 

events in many cases meant photographing a mass public in political rallies and gatherings. This 

happened alongside popular demand for greater representation of Indians in electoral politics.   

With professionalization of press photography, the relationship between the daily press 

and the commercial studios diminished, and studios moved away from the press with the 

emergence of professional press photographers. Nevertheless some studios retained a faint 

connection with the daily press.  For example, Jayant C. Patel of Bombay Photo Stores Pvt. Ltd, 

in his capacity as the official photographer of the Government House, shot Chiang-Kai-Shek’s 

visit to Calcutta, and many of his images were published with appropriate credit in popular 

newspapers like Jugantar.  

With new press photography came new parameters by which to judge a “good 

photograph.” The instruction manuals together with published photographs suggest that clear, 
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bright, sharp photographs with perfect exposure were considered a “good picture.”58 However 

what these manuals and the photographs do not say is “good” news photographs were free from 

darkroom enhancements and manipulations. Thus with professionalization of news photography 

the dilemma over darkroom retouching that had featured prominently in treatises in Bangla 

periodicals was shelved, at least for the documentary genre. This was to have long-term 

implications on the ethical positions of photojournalists and documentary photographers of India 

over the twentieth century.  

Though good press photographs were to have all the above-mentioned qualities – sharp 

focus, brightness, perfect exposure – the most desired photographs were certainly the “exclusive 

photographs.” With the appointment of the press photographers, the “exclusive photo” became a 

new feature in the newspapers. Journalist Manindra Bhattacharyya, who along with Birendranath 

Singh had covered the Bihar earthquake, has talked about the exclusive character of their story 

and how photographs of devastation had become a central topic of discussion for their readers.59 

Birendranath Singha also wrote about the ways in which Ananda Bazar Patrika was the first ever 

daily to make the photographs of the earthquake available to the public. “People were reading 

about the sudden natural disaster, when Ananda Bazar not only published verbal descriptions of 
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58 See Bhalo Chabi Kibhabe Tulte Hoi (Kodak Ltd., Calcutta: 1935), Bangla translation of How to Make Good 
Pictures%:a Book for the Amateur Photographer. (Kodak Ltd.: Kodak House, Bombay: 1933). Also see Kamalapati 
Ghatak, Sachitra Photo-Shilpa (Kalikātā: The Photographic Stores & Agency Co. Ltd: 1937). Kamalapati was the 
son of Adiswar Ghatak who had published, according to Siddhartha Ghosh, the first ever Bangla manual for 
photography. For details of Adiswar Ghatak’s writings, see Ghosh, Chabi Tola. 

Photojournalist Sunil Janah had spoken and written at length about how much he “hated” soft focus, grainy, and 
“arty” photographs. For details of Janah, see chapter 3. Also see Sunil Janah, Photographing India (New Delhi: 
Oxford University Press, 2013). 
59 Manindra Bhattacharyya’s interview with a representative of Ananda Bazar Patrika quoted in Guha, Itihāse 
Ānandabājāra. 95-96.   
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human suffering, but also arranged to have real visual depiction presented to the public,” wrote 

Singha.60  

Photographs circulating through the press made visual verifiability of facts their primary 

function. Indeed, in the aftermath of the 1934 Bihar earthquake the W. B. Brett, Relief 

Commissioner – Bihar and Orissa, wrote about the utility of photography:  

[o]ne of the difficulties of the earthquake publicity was the fact that even those 

who are familiar with the country could not appreciate the full extent of the 

calamity through verbal descriptions. Photographs were invaluable in showing 

how complete the destruction had been.61 

Brett believed that words were not sufficient to convey the tragedy to the public, who 

needed to see photographs to believe the newspaper reports. At the end of his report, 

Brett emphasized the important role newspapers played in generating positive public 

opinion towards government’s disaster management.62  

While the Bihar government and the English press in India, like Times of India, 

used photographs of devastation to claim government efficiency, the vernacular press 

used similar photographs to argue for governmental mismanagement.63 Brett claimed that 
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60 Birendranath Singha, Ananda Bazar Patrika, June 19, 1955. Also quoted in Ibid. 
61 W. B. Brett, A Report on the Bihar Earthquake and on the Measures Taken in Consequence thereof up to the 31st 
December 1934, 88. The report incorporated several photographs made by H. E. Ormerod and Captain R. A. B. 
Cooper as evidence for widespread damages in northern Bihar. 
62 W. B. Brett, A Report on the Bihar Earthquake and on the Measures Taken in Consequence thereof up to the 31st 
December 1934, 89. Brett claimed that J. L. Nehru’s negative opinion about the Bihar government’s disaster 
management did not have any enduring impact on the people of Bihar – both public figures and general people – 
who cooperated with the government in relief work and believed that the government acted efficiently.  
63 This is exactly what Christopher Pinney would point as photography’s function as a “curse” for the British 
government. At the root of this “curse” remained, according to Pinney, photographs’ indexical character as physical 
traces of reflected light from objects in front of an open lens. Yet, he argued, this indubitable nature of photographs 



Chapter II    

 152 

misinformation about earthquake relief was published in one of the Calcutta dailies.64 

Ananda Bazar Patrika, a nationalist newspaper with an agenda of highlighting British 

mismanagement, was one of these dailies that criticized the British relief efforts in Bihar.   

Event though press photographs were assumed to be true depiction of reality, the above 

mentioned incident shows the ways in which photographs embody more than one truth – 

that a photograph can generate many and often contradictory meaning while remaining 

truthful to what was in front of the lens.      

The production of visual truth was not completely devoid of printed letters and depended 

on “linguistic anchorage.”65 Captions played a major role in creating meaning out of 

photographic referents. During the early period of press photography, images supplemented the 

written news. But photographs were used also as illustration. However, as I will discuss in the 

next chapter, by the 1940s photographs, especially those of major events like famine or 

communal violence, became more important and texts became the supplement.  

The Bihar Earthquake was not only instrumental in creating press photography as 

a profession, but also expanded the potentiality of press photographs beyond their 

function as mere “eyewitness.” In the previous chapter I discussed the ways in which 

photographs of major accidents and natural calamities were used as visual verification of 

%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%
did not generate a fixed meaning for what is depicted in photographs. It is the fluidity of meaning that allowed 
similar photographs of earthquake disaster to claim different realities for sure. Here, however, my intention is to 
explore photography’s supposed revelatory function and the ways in which this specific understanding of news 
photographs shaped the self-perception of the practitioners as custodian of “truth.” For details of Pinney’s argument, 
see Pinney, The Coming of Photography in India. Also see Introduction.  
64 W. B. Brett, A Report on the Bihar Earthquake, 88. 
65 I have borrowed the term “linguistic anchorage” from Stuart Hall. See Stuart Hall, Culture, Media, Language: 
Working Papers in Cultural Studies, 1972-79 (London: Hutchinson, 1980), 169.   
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written news. Prior to the Bihar earthquake, photographs in newspapers were not used to 

promote specific political agendas. As I will discuss in the next chapter, this specific 

function of press photographs as exposing what was hidden from public view was 

employed heavily in the 1940s to mobilize public opinion. The efficacy of photographs as 

traces of reality gave them an extra edge over written words as the viewers overlooked 

the crucial role of words in fixing meaning of photographs.  

 

Newspapers and Ownership of Photographs 

Legal protection of press photographers’ rights – alongside those of studio owners –

 points to increasing professionalization. Newspapers generally followed the Indian Copyright 

Act of 1914, which had explicit provisions for photographs. Indeed the British Copyright Act of 

1911, on which the 1914 Act was based, had separate provision for press photographs. The 

previous copyright act of 1862 listed photographs under fine arts, and the Fine Arts Act of 1862 

made provision for commercial transaction of photographs. This provision remained largely the 

same in the Acts of 1911 and 1914, while new provisions were added exclusively for press 

photographers.  

Article 21 of the 1911 and the 1914 act clearly defined the jurisdiction of owners:  

The owner of the negative when the photograph is taken is the first owner of the 

copyright, except where “the negative was ordered by some other person and was 

made for valuable consideration in pursuance of that order.” …In the ordinary 
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transaction between a professional photographer and his customer the 

presumption will be as before, that the copyright vests in the customer…66 

Besides, the Act defined the “author” of photographs and stated,  

The Act sets up a fictitious author, and thereby gets rid of the difficulty of 

ascertaining in the case of photographs who it was who actually exposed the plate, 

or, as the author was defined in one case, who was the effective cause of the 

picture…67  

At the same time, the act also acknowledged that “[d]ifficult questions sometimes arise 

out of the transactions between press photographers and the proprietors of illustrated 

papers” and gave news photographers right to revoke permission anytime they wanted.   

A shift in ownership of published photographs marked the professionalization of press 

photographers. In an earlier period, Bangla periodicals did not own any of the published 

photographs. Both original photographs and their halftone blocks belonged respectively to 

photographers and block/print makers. Although anonymity of photographers and/or block 

makers was not uncommon, most images in Bangla periodicals were appropriately credited with 

names both of the photographer and the halftone block makers.   

Unlike periodicals, dailies started making halftone negatives in their own darkrooms and 

hence did not mention the block maker/printer separately. These halftone negatives were made 

from commissioned photographs or were purchased from individuals, studios, or news agencies. 

Thus newspapers were obliged to give a by-line to photographers if the original photographs 
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66 Great Britain. Laws, and Evan James MacGillivray, The Copyright Act, 1911, Annotated (London: Stevens & 
Sons, 1912), 134.  
67 Great Britain, Great Britain. Laws, and MacGillivray, The Copyright Act, 1911, Annotated. 
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were not commissioned. By-lines depended on the details of the specific, often informal, 

transactions between newspapers and photographers. Patterns of by-lines in vernacular dailies 

suggest that newspapers somewhat followed the laws according to which photographs were 

protected in India. Even though rights of press photographers were substantially protected by the 

law, infringement of copyright was extremely common in practice.     

This shift in ownership of photographs in the context of newspapers vis-à-vis copyright 

acts was reflected in the credit lines. Newspapers gave by-lines to the studios when studios were 

not formally commissioned to make the specific photograph. The newspapers usually did not 

give by-lines to studios when photographs were part of a commission. But Amrita Bazar and 

Ananda Bazar gave the two studios, T. P. Sen and Sur Brothers’ (the studio of Asansol that 

photographed the Jayanti Bridge train accident discussed in chapter one), by-lines for their 

photographers. T.P. Sen, the studio owner, was the first photographer whose name was 

mentioned when his photographs of the burnt Minerva Theatre were published in Ananda Bazaar 

Patrika on October 20, 1922. Sen was not commissioned by Ananda Bazar and so his 

photographs of the Theatre could remain his property according to the existing copyright law. 

However, another studio owner and photographer, Charu Guha was not given a by-line when his 

photographs of 1922 devastating flood in North Bengal was published in Ananda Bazar Patrika 

and few days later in Amrita Bazar Patrika.68 It is not exactly clear if Guha was commissioned. It 

is possible that both the newspapers had technically violated Guha’s copyright.  

%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%
68 Guha’s photographs were published in the Bengali owned English language periodical Modern Review. See 
Modern Review, vol. 35 (1922); Amrita Bazar Patrika, October 29, 1922, 9.   
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For in-house salaried photographers, images typically credited an anonymous “staff 

photographer” or the newspaper itself. Staff photographers made the photographs and the 

copyright was vested to the media company. However, for major assignments, often the staff 

photographers were identified by names. It is likely that well-known staff photographers were 

named because the fame of a particular photographer added more credibility and importance to 

photographs.  

Even though newspapers often had violated copyright, according to customs of the 

industry neither the media owners nor the news photographers saw that as infringement of rights. 

Legal provisions were never the ultimate terms that governed inter-personal and professional 

relationship between photographers and media owners. This left a space where photographers 

could often retain copyright even in cases of commissioned works. However, only the freelance 

photographers and studios enjoyed this privilege of retaining their rights over negatives. Salaried 

press photographers and photojournalists in most cases had to give up their copyright entitlement 

as per the law.69  

Cultural status of photographers was lower than their legal status may appear. In 

newspaper houses, staff photographers were always accorded a secondary status vis-a-vis 

reporters and columnists, and were not identified by name in newspapers. Based on this 

hierarchy, the Press Club of Calcutta only offered associate memberships, without voting rights, 

to press photographers.  Press photographers did not receive full membership till the 1980s.  One 

%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%
69 Debiprashad Singha (ex-chief photographer, ABP & son of Birendranath Singha), interview with the author, Feb 
2012. Tapan Das (ex-chief photographer & son of Tarak Das, ex-chief photographer Amrita Bazaar Patrika), 
interview with the author, Feb 2012. Subrata Patranabis (Ex-Chief Photographer, The Statesman), interview with the 
author, May 2012. Tarapada Banerjee, interview with the author, June 2012.    
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of the reasons for this difference in status was the educational background of the photographers. 

Photographers were often not as educated as the reporters, who were considered the real men of 

letters. The workflow of news departments also reinforced the hierarchy. Because photographs 

by themselves were not considered sufficient to convey news and required a “linguistic 

anchorage,” photographers were required to submit photographs with captions, but often could 

not write their own. Photographers were therefore dependent on journalists for effective captions, 

which gave the latter an opportunity to exercise their superiority. Photographers’ relative lack of 

education and their dependence on journalists for writing captions made reporters more respected 

than photographers in the daily press.70 Staff photographers were mostly considered to be 

craftsmen who only supplied images rather than artists in their own right.71  

 

Conclusion: Towards the 1940s 

Equipped with the halftone printing technology, newspapers emphasized visual 

verifiability of facts and, by the early1930s, employed photographers to meet the increased 

%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%
70 Most photographers whom I interviewed mentioned this aspect of being photographers. All of them regretted the 
ways in which they were treated as unequal to the journalists. For example, Tapan Das, former Chief Photographer 
and Debi Prasad Singha, Chief Photographer of Anandabazar Patrika remarked how journalists treated him and 
many other photographers as subordinates. They also mentioned how photographers were treated more as craftsmen 
who were only to record “reality” and were never regarded as creative individuals at per with the journalists.  See 
Tapan Das, interview with the author, May 2012; Debi Prasad Singha, interview with the author, May 2012; Subrata 
Patranabis, interview with the author, May 2012; Tarapada Banerjee, interview with the author, June 2012.   
71 Sunil Janah mentioned how outside the Communist Party of India, he was almost always treated as a lowly 
technician and was never accorded the same prestige like his journalist colleagues. See transcription of Sunil Janah’s 
interview in Ghosha, Chabi Tola; Also see Sunil Janah, interview with the author, 2011. The secondary status of 
photographers and issue of copyright were not confined to the Bangla press, and was also prevalent in the English 
daily press. The most circulated English daily during the period under consideration, The Statesman, followed 
policies in procuring and publishing photographs similar to those of any of the Bangla dailies. See Subrata 
Patranabis (Ex-Chief Photographer, The Statesman), interview with the author, May 2012. 
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demand for news photographs. This new salaried profession – press photography – came as an 

opportunity for the aspirant Bengali bhadraloks of humble origins to become photographers. The 

first generation of press photographers including Birendranath Singha and Tarak Das came from 

a humble yet bhadralok backgrounds.72 While they often lacked financial resources, their 

families valued respectability as a social capital.     

Prior to the 1930s, the upper-caste, upper-middle-class bhadraloks had occupied an 

important position in the history of photography in Bengal, but mostly in the capacity of amateur 

photographers.73 Employability in the press created for the first time the potential for 

photography to reach the middling bhadraloks and thereby contributed to the democratization of 

the medium.  

This new group of press photographers thrived on a visual idiom that prioritized events 

and ordinary people. For the first time the masses were depicted not as bystanders but as active 

participants in popular politics. Little known middling-bhadralok photographers “staff 

photographers” including Birendranath Singha, Tarak Das, and Kanchan Mukherjee played an 

important role in visualizing the historical and the everyday events involving the masses. In 

making the anonymous masses visible these photographers aided in the democratic imagination 

of “the people.”  

Although this chapter has traced the origins and development of press photography in the 

1930s, salaried staff photographers in Calcutta in the early 1930s were still uncommon. More 
%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%
72 Debiprashad Singha (ex-chief photographer, ABP & son of Birendranath Singha), interview with the author, Feb 
2012. Tapan Das (ex-chief photographer & son of Tarak Das, ex-chief photographer Amrita Bazaar Patrika), 
interview with the author, Feb 2012.   
73 Ghosha, Chabi Tola. 
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photographers emerged in the 1940s and 1950s. Following in the foot steps of Singha and Das, 

senior press photographers who emerged in the 1940s and 1950s included Ajit Mohan Shome, 

Sambhu Das Chatterjee, and Biswaranjan Rakshit of Ananda Bazar, Ganesh Singha and Shyamal 

Basu of Juganatar, Panna Sen of Amrita Bazar, and Nirod Ray of Statesman, who was also the 

first Bengali photographer in the Anglo-Indian newspaper.74 With few exceptions, these 

photographers also came from a middling-bhadralok family. While many of these photographers 

from the 1940s and 1950s, like Ajit Mohan Shome, had a postgraduate education, most 

photographers did not have any higher degrees. Indeed, as discussed above, the relative lack of 

formal education was one of the reasons photographers status was lower than their journalist 

colleagues. This secondary status prompted press photographers to organize in 1946 under the 

banner of Press Photographers’ Association of India.75  

By the 1940s press photography was an acceptable bhadralok profession and 

photographers were visually reporting news rather than simply supplying photographs to 

illustrate verbal news. National and international political events – like the anticolonial national 

movement, the Second World War, and the Bengal Famine of 1943 – were instrumental in the 

development of photojournalism in India. Popular participation in the national movement and the 

ensuing mass rallies and mass demonstrations provided the Indian press photographers an 

occasion to visually represent ordinary people as historical actors, while photographs from the 

%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%
74 British owned dailies published from India were called Anglo-Indian newspapers. See G. N. S. Raghavan, PTI 
Story: Origin and Growth of the Indian Press and the News Agency (Bombay: Press Trust of India, 1987), 11.   
75 Birendranath Singha and Tarak Das were two of the founding members. Other members included Kanchan 
Mukherjee, Nirod Ray, Sambhudas Chatterjee, Ajit Mohan Shome, Braja Kumar Singha, Jugal Sanyal, and Panna 
Sen.   
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WWII were instrumental in partially shaping the expectations of the Indian public. Widespread 

practices of visual journalism or photojournalism had established in popular perception the 

efficacy of photographs as “true” depiction of reality.      

 

 



Chapter III 

! 161 

Documentary Photography and Decolonization: Photographs by Sunil Janah (1918-2012)  

 

In this chapter I will sketch a critical biography of Sunil Janah (1918-2012), one of the 

most celebrated documentary photographers in mid-twentieth century India. He came from an 

upper-middleclass professional bhadralok family – the kind of social background that would not 

have encouraged him to become a professional photographer in the early twentieth century. He 

was enrolled in a masters program in English literature, and aimed at a career as a writer.  Yet his 

involvement in student politics took him from this trajectory to one less compatible with his 

socio-cultural background. As he recounted, Janah would not have become a photographer – and 

his iconic photographs of Bengal Famine would never have been created – had it not been for his 

association with leftist journalists and the Communist Party of India (CPI). 

Janah’s creation of photographic “secular icons” for a modern India illustrates the ways 

in which the visual idioms of documentary photography and photojournalism were founded on 

contemporary socio-political events. Later day viewers of Janah’s photographs have seen only 

the political import of his pre-independence photographs of the Bengal Famine (1943) and the 

post-Partition mass exodus, while I argue for a seamless continuity between Janah’s pre-

Independence social-documentation and post-independence industrial photography. I further 

contend that Janah’s photographs were material traces of an indubitable reality that embodied 

and at the same time exceeded their ideological message.  

Janah was a master photojournalist, a sympathetic observer of the process of 

decolonization in India, and, I claim, one of the pioneers of industrial photography – indeed a 
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politically and aesthetically radical industrial photographer. In his long and illustrious career 

Janah worked across different photographic genres. He began as a documentary photographer in 

the Communist Party of India during the 1943 Bengal Famine. He documented historically 

significant events for the CPI, including the communal violence of 1946 and the partition of 

India in 1947, until he was expelled from the party in 1949. During the 1950s and the 1960s, he 

worked as an industrial photographer, documented various tribes in India, photographed Indian 

classical dancers and dance forms, and made images of Indian temple architecture.1 From the 

1940s through the 1970s, Janah’s photographs circulated widely, especially through the CPI 

organ Peoples’ War (later Peoples’ Age)2 and in other influential magazine and newspapers like 

The Illustrated Weekly of India and The Statesman.3 Unarguably, Janah enjoyed the status of 

India’s most famous photographer from the 1940s through the mid-1970s. His works were 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 See Sunil Janah, The Second Creature (Calcutta: Signet Press, 1949), Dances of the Golden Hall (New Delhi: 
Indian Council for Cultural Relations, 1979), and The Tribals of India (New Delhi; New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2003). For commentaries on these publications, see Malavika Karlekar, Visual Histories: Photography in the 
Popular Imagination (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2013). 
2 People’s War was the weekly organ of the undivided Communist Party of India (CPI) from 1942 through 1945; the 
States Peoples Press published it from Bombay (now Mumbai).  From 1945 the organ was renamed as People’s Age 
and continued until 1949, when the name was changed again. Names were changed many times to avoid the 
government imposed ban on CPI publications. For details of these name changes for the period under discussion in 
this chapter see Gene D. Overstreet and Marshall Windmiller, Communism in India (Bombay: Perennial Press, 
1959), 448. 
3 The Illustrated Weekly of India was one of the most important English language weeklies in India over a century 
from 1880 through 1993. It began publication in 1880 and was renamed The Illustrated Weekly of India in 1923. See 
http://www.kamat.com/database/sources/weekly.htm accessed on June 19, 2014; 
http://www.timescontent.com/tss/showcase/Microfilm/Illustrated-Weekly/975/IllustratedWeekly.html accessed on 
June 19, 2014. 
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regularly exhibited within India and in abroad.4 Exhibitions of Janah’s works that treated them as 

visual history continued, though intermittently, after he emigrated abroad in 1980. 

By the late 1970s Janah was no longer the most celebrated and sought-after documentary 

photographer in India.5  Nevertheless, his photographs had already made their way from 

newspapers and magazines into the collections of premier cultural institutions. Although Janah’s 

photographs were detached from their original context in the move from popular press to gallery 

spaces, the public perception of the images did not change. His works were still considered an 

important milestone in the history of development of photography in India but they were not 

perceived as works of art. Janah was considered an important documentary photographer, but 

only a documentary photographer. Janah’s photographs were featured as part of Festival of India 

in 1982 in the United Kingdom.6 They were the focus of a 1996 show at the Indira Gandhi 

National Center for the Arts (IGNCA) from their permanent collection. Janah’s works also 

appeared alongside twenty one other photographers in the exhibition titled India: A Celebration 

of Independence, 1947-1997, curated by the Aperture Foundation’s Michael E. Hoffman on 

behalf of the Philadelphia Museum of Art.7    

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4 The titles of review articles on these exhibition point to ways in which Janah’s photographs were perceived 
primarily as visual chronicle of the history of India. I will discuss this issue at the end of this chapter.  
5 By the1970s, other internationally famous photojournalists including Raghubir Singh (1942–1999), Raghu Rai 
(1942– ), and Pablo Bartholomew (1955– ) had replaced Janah as premier celebrity photojournalist/documentary 
photographers.  
6 See Janah, Photographing India (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2013), 96.  
7 India: A Celebration of Independence, 1947-1997 was a multicity exhibition, which traveled widely in the USA 
and in India. For reviews see Holland Cotter, “Visions of India, Sensual and Stark,” The New York Times (July 25, 
1997) and Meenakshi Shedee, “Imprints of India,” The Times of India (December 28, 1997). These two are the most 
comprehensive reviews and provide various perspectives on the ways in which the exhibition was received in the 
USA and in India respectively.  
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These exhibitions laid the ground for a seminal transformation in the reception of Janah’s 

works. In 1998, the Delhi based photographer-activist Ram Rahman curated Janah’s largest 

retrospective show at Gallery 678 in the East Village in New York City. With exhibition prints 

displayed alongside his contact sheets, notes, and small prints, this show presented the creative-

selective agency of the photographer while he was making the final print. Janah himself came to 

be seen not simply as a photojournalist, but as a politically-motivated, socially-committed artist.8  

Although the category of “art” had never been invoked while Janah made the photographs, in 

this late 1990s moment of revival Janah’s photographs came to be seen as political art objects, 

possessed of formal autonomy, and using specific situations to address universal messages about 

human conditions.   

In this chapter I will primarily focus on two sets of Janah’s photographs that belonged to 

two very different photographic genres and spanned two dramatically different decades in 

Janah’s life, and indeed in the life of the subcontinent. The first set is from the 1940s, and centers 

on the Bengal Famine of 1943, communal violence, and the displacement of population before 

and after the partition of 1947. The second set is from the 1950s, and emphasizes in particular 

photo-documentations of independent India’s industrial growth during the first two five-year 

plans. I suggest that a juxtaposition of these two sets of photographs will illuminate two specific 

ways in which Janah created “secular icons”9 of historical moments during India’s passage from 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
8 As I will discuss in the last section of this chapter, this reassessment of Janah’s photographs was intricately linked 
with the creation of a space for secular political art by SAHMAT/Sahmat, of which Ram Rahman was a founding 
member.   
9 As I will discuss shortly, I have borrowed the category “secular icon” from Vicky Goldberg and Cornelia Brink. 
For a details of their discussion of the category see Vicky Goldberg, The Power of Photography: How Photographs 
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the colonial to the postcolonial.10 Contrast between these two sets will also highlight the politics 

of revival/retrospection and the ways in which particular genres of photographs are 

memorialized, while others remain relatively unknown.  

I propose to analyze these two sets of photographs through both an “interwoven strand of 

biography, history, and politics”11 and a close formal analysis of the photographs. Focusing only 

on Janah’s photographs, to the exclusion of context, runs the risk of interpreting them simply at 

face value and overlooking their underlying and intended meaning or meanings, especially in the 

case of his industrial photographs. For example, as I will discuss, photographs of post-

independence Indian industries, when seen without Janah’s personal-ideological context would 

yield very different political meanings than when read along with his writings and his interviews. 

At the same time, I do not want to treat these photographs as merely a straightforward 

consequence of their historical contexts.  It is appropriate – and revealing – to examine these 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
Changed our Lives (New York: Abbeville Publishing Group, 1991); Cornelia Brink, “Secular Icons: Looking at 
Photographs from Nazi Concentration Camps,” History and Memory 12, no. 1 (2000). 
10 Dipesh Chakrabarty argued, “the transition from a colonial order to a postcolonial…was a long one, beginning 
sometime well before 1947 – in the 1920s say – and continuing well into the 1960s.” See Dipesh Chakrabarty, 
Rochona Majumdar, and Andrew Sartori, From the Colonial to the Postcolonial: India and Pakistan in Transition 
(New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2007), 3. Following Chakrabarty, I consider the 1940s and the 1950s as 
segments of a protracted and unending “historical process” of “becoming postcolonial.” 
11 Rebecca Brown, “A Distant Contemporary: Indian Twentieth-Century Art in the Festival of India,” Art Bulletin 
(September 2014), 351.  Brown used this methodology for understanding the Festival of India (1985). Her phrase, 
though not unique, is important for understanding a methodological approach that has been productive for 
understanding images not as freestanding objects but as part of visual culture. As indicated in the introduction, my 
understanding of “visual culture” is based on W.J.T. Mitchell’s theorization. See W.J.T. Mitchell, What do Pictures 
Want? The Lives and Loves of Images (Chicago: University of Chicago Press: 2005), 337-356. For more on “visual 
culture” vis-à-vis “art history” see “Visual Culture Questioner,” October, Vol. 77 (Summer, 1996): 25-70. For more 
on visual culture, see, among others, Jessica Evans and Stuart Hall, Visual Culture: The Reader (London: Sage 
Publications in association with the Open University, 1999) and Nicholas Mirzoeff, The Visual Culture Reader, 3rd 
ed. (London: Routledge, 2013). 



Chapter III 

! 166 

images with the same awareness of formal structure that their creator had, without of course 

being restricted by those formal properties. 

In contemporary culture, visual texts are often even more fluid and their meanings are 

often even less determinate than verbal texts.12 This potential to generate multiple meanings is 

demonstrated by the widespread practice among artists, photojournalists, newspaper editors, and 

other people who work with visuals to use titles and captions to direct beholders to the specific 

meaning/s they want to convey. Janah’s photographs were frequently titled and captioned to 

make their intended meanings clear. But at the same time, most visuals are not simply blank 

slates onto which any political meaning could be projected. Janah’s photographs do not always 

require the written words to convey his intentions because they allude to particular sets of related 

meanings. Because visual texts in most cases do not have fixed meaning/s, this dual strategy of 

reading Janah’s photographs both within their context and as formal arrangements can be 

productive. 

This simultaneously contextual-formal analysis illuminates some of the reasons that 

Janah’s photographs became “secular icons.” I have borrowed the category “secular icon” – but 

not without a few reservations – from historian of photography Vicky Goldberg, who was 

familiar with Janah’s work and was the biographer of Janah’s famous collaborator Margaret 

Bourke-White. Goldberg defined “secular icons” as “…representations that inspire some degree 

of awe – perhaps mixed with dread, compassion, or aspiration – and that stand for an epoch or a 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
12 For a detailed theoretical discussion on the ways in which the relationship between images and words have been 
perceived to interact in different periods in time and the ways in which ideology plays a major role in determining 
the perceptions on the relationship between these two forms of representation, see W.J.T Mitchell, Iconology: 
Image, Text, Ideology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986). 
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system of belief.” According to her, not all photographs have signification beyond their 

denotative meaning. She distinguished iconic photographs as  

…. images…[that] almost instantly acquired symbolic overtone and larger frames 

of reference that endow them with national or even world wide significance. They 

concentrate the hopes and fears of millions and provide an instant and effortless 

connection to some deeply meaningful moment in history.13 

Goldberg had four assumptions while defining photographs as “secular icons”: first, the 

language of photography is universal; second, photographs are free-standing objects to be 

encountered; third, popular discourse presumes that photographs possess authenticity; fourth, 

photographs can be powerful symbols. While reading photographs from liberated Nazi 

concentration camps, Cornelia Brink – referring to Goldberg’s work – argued for two more 

aspects that transform photographs into “secular icons”: “canonization” and “revealing and 

veiling.” Canonization happens by showing photographs “over and over again” for multiple 

purposes; the simultaneous “revealing and veiling” happens through abstraction and 

generalization away from the particulars of the subjects photographed. According to Brink, these 

sort of secular “icons … provide no hint of any specific time and place and ‘anonymize’ human 

beings…placing them within aesthetic pictorial traditions.”14 This “revealing and veiling” further 

happens, according to Brink, because “secular icons” of horror only allude to the actual event 

and do not actually represent the event. Such photographs do “represent” in the sense of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
13 Goldberg, The Power of Photography, 135 and quoted in Cornelia Brink, “Secular Icons,” 137-138. Also see 
Barbie Zelizer, Remembering to Forget: Holocaust Memory through the Camera’s Eye (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1998). 
14 Brink, “Secular Icons,”138.  
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capturing indubitable indexical marks of having-been-there. But they do not necessarily convey 

the meaning of the photographic event. The idea of “secular icon” is useful for reading Janah’s 

photographs, though neither Goldberg’s nor Brink’s characterizations fully apply to Janah’s 

photographs of the 1943 Famine, when they first came to public view. As I will discuss, neither 

Goldberg’s emphasis on self-contained images nor Brink’s claims of anonymity and her 

argument about non-representation of the actual hold completely true for Janah’s photographs.  

 Though I am using the word “secular” to understand the iconicity of documentary 

photography during decolonization, I distinguish this kind of secularity from the ideological 

Secularism of modernist art practices in India. In post-independence India, gallery-oriented-arts 

were expected to be explicitly, ideologically Secular to uphold the political values of the newly 

formed republic – “secular,” “Indian,” and “modern.” These art forms used religio-historical or 

folk iconography to create an “Indian modern” that embraced Secularism as an ideology.15 In 

contrast, documentary photography in the 1940s and 1950s just happened to be secular – it 

typically did not concern itself with either explicitly rejecting or explicitly accepting the domain 

of the religio-cultural-spiritual, and was not burdened with the obligation to become self-

consciously Secular. Fundamentally this is because documentary photography during 

decolonization was not considered a serious an art form, and therefore not a site of artistic 

Modernism in India. Seen positively, this distinction constituted the cultural-ideological 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
15 For details of the art historical debates on artistic modernism in India see Partha Mitter, The Triumph of 
Modernism: India's Artists and the Avant-garde, 1922-47 (London: Reaktion Books, 2007); Rebecca Brown, Art for 
a Modern India, 1947-1980 (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2009); Karin Zitzewitz, The Art of Secularism: 
The Cultural Politics of Modernist At in Contemporary India (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014); Regina 
Bittner and Kathrin Rohmberg, eds., The Bauhaus in Calcutta: An Encounter of Cosmopolitan Avant-Gardes 
(Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 2013.)  
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independence of these two kinds of representational practices. The corollary of this claim of 

independence is that Indian documentary photography during decolonization was not 

preoccupied with formulating a visual vocabulary that would be “Indian” and “modern.” The 

category “secular icon” vis-à-vis only “icon” is therefore useful not only for explaining Janah’s 

photographs, but also points towards the aesthetic autonomy of documentary photography from 

other artistic practices.16 

Thus it may not be appropriate to analyze documentary photography, and in this case 

Janah’s works, through the analytical framework employed by many art historians to understand 

visual Modernism in India. As I have mentioned before, it was only in the 1990s that Janah was 

recognized as a socially committed artist. It may not be productive to project that artistic status 

back in the 1940s and the 1950s when analyzing the ways in which Janah photographs circulated 

through the press in those decades. His photographs were not canon-creating artistic icons 

produced in the gallery; they were icons of the everyday generated through mass circulation. 

Thus “secular icon” in Janah’s photographs stands in opposition, if anything at all, to the sacred 

“aura” of unique-art-in-the-gallery consecrated through “secularized ritual.”17  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
16 For details of my position on aesthetic autonomy of photography and more specifically of documentary 
photography, see Introduction.  
17 Walter Benjamin et al., The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility, and Other Writings on 
Media, 24. Janah’s photographs had a different kind of “aura,” which following Miriam Hansen would be “a 
phenomenal structure that enables the manifestation of gaze.” See Miriam Hansen, Cinema and Experience: 
Siegfried Kracauer, Walter Benjamin, and Theodor W. Adorno (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012), 
108. 
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 Figure 3.1: Sunil Janah, Famine in Andhra Pradesh, 1944. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter III 

! 171 

 

Figure 3.2: Sunil Janah, Famine in Andhra Pradesh, 1944 
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Figure 3.3: Janah's photographs of the Famine in People's Age, July 28, 1946 
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Figure 3.4: Janah's phototgraph of the Famine in The Illustrated Weekly of India, July 25, 
1954. 
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Janah’s photographs of the famine became the point of reference for Indian public 

discussions on the power of photographic visuals to portray universal human suffering (i.e. not 

just Bengali or Indian suffering) and to provoke public response. Two of his images of the 

Famine that were published in People’s War in 1945 were republished in 1954 in the Illustrated 

Weekly of India as a “striking [photo] study” titled “The Dispossessed.”18 By abstracting the 

photographs from their original context and adding the word “dispossessed” the editor suggested 

that the Famine photographs represented the post-Partition mass exodus. The despair portrayed 

in these photographs was transformed into a signifier of universal distress, which can also 

represent the trauma of the Partition (see Figures 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4). As late as 1977, newspaper 

reports on later natural and man-made calamities that had nothing to do with the Bengal Famine 

referred to Janah’s photographs from the 1940s.19  The iconicity of Janah’s photographs of 

human suffering is difficult to explain simply by locating the images either within the history of 

the communist movement or within the larger political scenario in India in the 1940s. Yet a 

simple formal analysis is not enough either, to explain this iconic quality. Nor will it be sufficient 

to approach the photographs from the perspective of Janah’s personal history. Contemporary 

socio-political events shaped the making and the reception of his photographs as much as the 

images themselves shaped popular perception of those events.  
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
18 See “The Dispossessed,” Illustrated Weekly of India (July 25, 1954). The “Illustrated Weekly Preview” advertised 
the photographs as “striking studies by well known photographer Sunil Janah.” See Classified “Ad 1 -- No Title”, 
The Times of India (Jul 22, 1954), 7.  
19 For a glimpse of the ways in which Janah’s photographs of the Famine of 1943 were invoked in the late 1970s to 
discuss the role of the publicly circulated visuals of disasters vis-à-vis censorship of the press see Amita Malik, “The 
Cyclone and After,” The Times of India, Dec 4, 1977, 8. Amita Malik was a noted columnist and worked with The 
Statesman as well. See Amita Malik, Amita, No Holds Barred: An Autobiography (New Delhi: Harpercollins 
Publishers India, 1999). 
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The observations in this chapter center on Janah’s published and unpublished 

photographs together with his written and spoken words. I analyze his photographs in the context 

of their publication histories. Besides, I draw on two retrospective volumes of his works, one of 

which includes Janah’s posthumous autobiographical introduction (which he called 

“reminiscences”) to the collection of his photographs published in 2013.20 My interpretation of 

Janah’s life and work has been deeply influenced by a close study of the Janahs’ personal 

archive, including negatives, contact sheets, notes, test prints, and large silver gelatin exhibition 

prints made by Sunil Janah together with his wife and collaborator Sobha Janah.21 Extensive 

interviews with the couple, conducted in June 2011, helped me see beyond the surface of the 

archival materials. Mr. Janah was 93 and Ms. Janah was 85 when I interviewed them; they both 

passed away within a year. Although ailing and with difficulty in speech, Mr. Janah was 

extremely enthusiastic to talk about his life and photography, while Ms. Janah often clarified 

what Mr. Janah wanted to convey. I also interviewed the Kolkata-based pioneering advertising 

photographer, Ahmed Ali, who photographed many of the heavy industries that Janah had also 

documented. A comparison between Ali’s and Janah’s statements regarding their respective 

industrial photographs explains the reasons that made Janah a radical industrial photographer. 

Other primary sources that helped me to situate Janah’s work within a broader matrix of 

20th century Indian history are the CPI organ Peoples War (later renamed as Peoples Age), Sudhi 

Pradhan’s Marxist Cultural Movements in India (3 vols.), which is a collected edition of internal 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
20 Janah, Photographing India (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2013). 
21 I consulted the Janahs’ archive in the basement of their Berkeley home in June 2011.  
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documents and official correspondence related to Progressive Writers’ Association (PWA) and 

Indian People’s Theatre Association (IPTA), the 26 volume magnum opus Documents of the 

Communist Movement in India edited by veteran Communist Party of India (Marxist) leader 

Jyoti Basu (1914-2010) et. al., and Jawaharlal Nehru’s speeches on planning and development 

along with his letters to his chief ministers.22 

 

1. The Making of a Photographer   

Janah was born in 1918, in Dibrugarh (Assam), in a professional middle-class Bengali 

family, and was raised in Calcutta (now Kolkata). His father was a lawyer and his mother a 

homemaker. As recounted in his interview, Janah’s father Sarat Chandra Janah studied to be a 

“scientist and was later forced into law” by his parents because the legal profession was more 

lucrative.23 Janah’s mother, Pramila Janah (nee Roy) had attended the Brahmo Balika 

Shikshalaya (Brahmo Girls’ School). Founded in 1890 by Sibnath Sastri of Sadharan Brahmo 

Samaj, it was the second girls’ school to be established in Calcutta and is still one of the premier 

Bangla-medium all-girls schools.24 Janah stated during his interview that he inherited from his 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
22 See Sudhi Pradhan, Marxist Cultural Movements in India – Chronicles and Documents, 1936-1947, 3 vols. 
(Calcultta : Santi Pradhan, distributors, National Book Agency: 1979, 1982, 1985); Jyoti Basu (chief editor) et al., 
Documents of the Communist Movement in India, 26 vols. (Calcutta: National Book Agency Pvt. Ltd., 1997); 
Jawaharlal Nehru, Planning and Development: Speeches of Jawaharlal Nehru, (1952-56), (Delhi: Publications 
Division, Ministry of Information and Broadcasting, 1956). Jawaharlal Nehru, Letters to Chief Ministers, 1947-
1964; general editor, G. Parthasarathi (Delhi : Distributed by Oxford University Press, 1985-1989); Madhav Khosla 
(ed), Letters for a Nation: From Jawaharlal Nehru to His Chief Ministers 1947-1963 (Delhi: Penguin India, 2014). 
23 Sunil Janah, interview with the author, June 2011.  
24 Sadharan Brahmo Samaj is a subsection of the Brahmo faith, which emerged as a monotheistic religious 
movement in early nineteenth century Bengal. Sibnath Sastri was an important cultural figure in late nineteenth and 
early twentieth century Bengal. Brahmo Balika Shikshalaya had Upendrakishore Raychowdhury, the writer-
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family both Hindu and Brahmo traditions and emphasized the influence of Upanishadas and the 

writings of Rabindranath Tagore.  

Janah himself studied at the two of the most prestigious educational institutions in India 

during his time, both of which were in Calcutta – St. Xavier’s Collegiate School and Presidency 

College. Established in 1860, St. Xavier’s was an English-medium Jesuit institution. Though 

Janah never discussed it, values inculcated by his Jesuit schooling may well have been influential 

in shaping his humanitarian worldview in his later years. Established in 1817, Presidency 

College had a long lineage of educating bilingual Bengali intelligentsia, produced some of the 

most influential personalities in the history of Bengal, and was one of the centers that initiated 

the cultural revival in nineteenth century Bengal. The college also fostered many of the 

participants in anticolonial nationalist movements; indeed a culture of protest runs through the 

history of Presidency College.  

Janah’s photographic aesthetic had many genealogies. His visual style was shaped as 

much by his upper-middleclass bhadralok lineage and the overarching presence of Tagore as it 

was by the photographic aesthetics of Shambhu Shaha, Ansel Adams, Margaret Bourke-White, 

and Henri Cartier-Bresson, while Janah’s relationship with the CPI played a more important role 

in Janah’s photographic career and oeuvre. Janah’s career as a photographer can be divided 

roughly into two phases: his time as a member of the CPI and after he was expelled from the 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
photographer I have discussed in the 1st chapter, in their managing committee. For more on Brahmo faith, Sadharan 
Brahmo Samaj, and Sibnath Shatri see, Sibnath Sastri, Ramtanu Lahiri o Tatkaleen Bangasamaj (Calcutta: S.K. 
Lahiri & Co, 1909, 1903); Susobhan Sarkar, On the Bengal Renaissance (Calcutta: Papyrus, 1979); David Kopf, The 
Brahmo Samaj and the Shaping of the Modern Indian Mind (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, c1979); 
Hugh Urban, The Golden Age of the Vedas and the Dark Age of Kālī: Tantrism, Orientalism, and the Bengal 
Renaissance (University of California Press, 2003).  
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party. The CPI’s response to Indian independence was one of the key factors that determined 

Janah’s shift away from “social documentation.” Despite his commitment to his left politics and 

his social responsibility as a visual chronicler, he moved on to documenting newly energized 

industrial development in India and of tribes from different regions of the country. 

 

1.1 Socio-cultural Influences  

Reflecting back on his upbringing Janah said, “the generation of Indians that we belonged 

to was half English…and I used to think in English.25 He quoted from Thomas Babington 

Macaulay’s famous Minutes on Education of 1835 in Bangla and added, “neither am I 

completely Indian, nor completely British.26 These are flavours of my life and flavours of 

whatever I do.”27 Sobha Janah further added, “it was a whole generation who were brought up 

like that. We couldn’t help. We hated the British, but we were brought up in their cultural 

mode.” She continued, “we started appreciating everything European – European culture, 

European painting, English poetry, and also the French language.”28 Thus Janah was groomed to 

become a bilingual, middle class Bengali intellectual, who would study English literature for his 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
25 Sunil Janah, interview with the author, June 2011. 
26 Janah quoted fragments from this famous sentence from the Minutes: “We must at present do our best to form a 
class who may be interpreters between us and the millions whom we govern, --a class of persons Indian in blood and 
colour, but English in tastes, in opinions, in morals and in intellect.” For details of the Minutes see Bureau of 
Education, Selections from Educational Records, Part I (1781-1839), edited by H. Sharp (Delhi: National Archives 
of India, 1965 [Calcutta: Superintendent, Government Printing, 1920]), 107-117. 
27 Sunil Janah, interview with the author, June 2011. 
28 Sobha Janah, interview with the author, June 2011.  She also quoted from Nirad Choudhuri to elaborate on the 
predicaments of the bilingual Bengali professional middleclass. See Nirad C. Choudhuri, The Autobiography of an 
Unknown Indian (Bombay: Jaico, 1966, c1951)  
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MA and aspire to become a writer.29 But like many of his contemporaries, Janah gave up his 

personal aspirations, and become a member of the Communist Party of India during his college 

days.  

Janah’s left politics were inspired by Upanishadas and by Rabindranath Tagore. Though 

Janah observed that it is easy to think that “there is no connection between these traditions and 

communism,” his own explanation of his reasons for joining the CPI began with two verses from 

Tagore’s poems Madhumoi Prithibir Dhuli [Sweet is the Dust of this Earth]30 and Proshno 

[Question].31  As he said, the last lines of Proshno had prompted Janah to become a communist. 

In the verse Tagore posed a question to his Jibondevata:32 “…[h]ave you forgiven them and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
29 Since both my interlocutors and me were bilingual Bengalis from Calcutta (now Kolkata), the conversation was in 
a mixed language having both Bangla and English in almost equal proportion. 
30 This is from a collection of Tagore’s later poems Aarogyo [Recuperation] and was written at Udayan on February 
14, 1941, a few months before his demise. See Rabindranath Tagore, Sanchaita (Kolikata: Biswabharati, 1961), 831. 
Janah quoted the initial few lines --  “…madhumoi prithibir dhuli --antore niyechhi aami tuli, ei moha mantrokhani, 
choritartho jiboner bani.” Literary scholar Supriya Choudhuri translated the lines as: “…sweet the dust of earth. I 
have taken into my heart [t]his mighty incarnation, The utterance of a fulfilled life.” See Rabindranath Tagore, 
Selected Poems; translated by Sukanta Chaudhuri (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2004), 371. Like many of 
Tagore poems, these verses from Arogyo too were inspired by the Vedas and the Upanishadas and explicitly referred 
to a Vedic hymn: “madhu vātā ṛtāyate madhu kṣaranti sindhavaḥ | mādhvīḥ naḥ santu oṣadhīḥ || …” (Rig Veda 
1:90:6-8). See Barend A. Van Nooten and Gary B. Holland, Rig Veda: A Metrically Restored Text with an 
Introduction and Notes, Harvard Oriental Series No. 50 (Cambridge and London: Harvard University Press, 1994), 
52.  
31 Sunil Janah, interview with the author, June 2011.  For Proshno, which was written in 1931, see Tagore, 
Sanchaita, 645. 
32 In my reading Tagore began the poem by addressing the Almighty; but by the end of poem he posed his question 
not to the Almighty but to his Jibandevata, who is the governing deity of his life and resides in the inner core of his 
inner self. Jibandevata for Tagore was immensely personal.   

For details of Tagore’s Jibandevata, see Ajitkumar Chakraborty, “Rabindranather ‘Jibon-Devata,’” Prabasi, I: 6 
(1912), 602-612; Niharranjan Ray, “Rabindra-pratibhar Utsa,” Bharatvarsa (Kartik, 1336 B.S.[1929]) reprinted in 
Niharranjan Ray, Bharatiya Aitihya O Rabindranath, vol. 2, (Kolkata: Dey’s Publishing, 2004), 31-59; 
Subodhchnadra Sengupta, “Rabindranather Kavye Jibon Debota,” Udayan 2, no. 4 (1934), 410-414; Rabindranath 
Tagore, Behind the Veil: Paintings of Rabindranath Tagore, Reminiscent of Jivanadevata, introduced by Rajat 
Kanta Ray (Kolkata: Visva-Bharti; Bangalore: Distributed by Orient Blackswan, 2010). 
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loved who have poisoned your air and extinguished your light?”33 In Janah’s interpretation, this 

poem was Tagore’s response to the specter of Fascism that had emerged in Europe.34 However 

according to historian Tapan Raychowdhury, the poem in its entirety conveys Tagore’s “deep 

aversion to imperial oppression.”35 Elaborating on the context of the poem, William Radice, one 

of the most authoritative translators of Tagore’s works, wrote, 

 
“Question” was written just after the arrest of Gandhi following the failure of the 

second Round Table Conference in London. A Tagore festival organised in 

Calcutta at the end of 1931, was cut short by the news. 36  

However the poem was neither just antifascist, nor just anti imperialist. Tagore was 

writing against general social injustice. While commenting on Proshno [Question], another 

Tagore scholar and translator Ketaki Kushari Dyson explained that the rhetorical question also 

“is a more generic and fundamental cri de cœur, meaningful in the context of all human 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
33Janah quoted these verses in Bangla from memory: “…jahara tomar bishyochhe bayu, nibhayichhe tabo aalo; tumi 
ki tader khoma koriyachho? tumi ki beshechho bhalo?” Unlike the earlier verse, this is one of the most oft quoted 
verses from writings of Tagore. See Rabindranath Tagore, Sanchaita (Kolikata: Biswabharati, 1961), 639. William 
Radice translated the verses as:“Those who have poisoned your air, those who have extinguished your light, Can it 
be that you have forgiven them? Can it be that you love them?”See Rabindranath Tagore, Selected Poems; translated 
by William Radice (Harmondsworth, Middlesex, England: Penguin Books; New York, N.Y., U.S.A. : Viking 
Penguin, 1985). Supriya Chaudhuri translated the lines a little differently: “ They who have poisoned your air, they 
who put out your light, [h]ave you forgiven them, have you given them your love?” See Tagore, Selected Poems; 
translated by Sukanta Chaudhuri, 272.  
34 Sunil Janah, Interview with the author, June 2011.  
35 Tapan Raychaudhury quoted in Ketaki Kushari Dyson, “Rumbling Empires and Men Speaking to Storms,” 
Parabas e-magazine, April 2012.  http://www.parabaas.com/rabindranath/articles/brKetaki_Collins.html accessed 
on Dec 15, 2014. Dyson’ article is a review article on Michael Collins, Empire, Nationalism and the Postcolonial 
World: Rabindranath Tagore’s Writings on History, Politics and Society, Foreword by Tapan Raychaudhuri 
(Abingdon, Oxon ; New York : Routledge, 2012). 
36 Radice further elaborated, “the precision and vigour of the rhythm and phrasing of this poem belie its content. A 
famous reading of it by Tagore himself on record conveys strength not weakness, courage not despair. There is even 
a note of wryness in his voice.” Tagore, Selected Poems, translated by William Radice ,157.  
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societies…It remains just as relevant today as it was when he wrote the poem.”37 Likewise 

Radice emphasized, “…it would be wrong to link this grand impassioned poem too closely to 

any one time or people.”38 

One of the central themes of this poem that influenced Janah is the pervasive societal 

injustice and Tagore’s personal inability to cope with the widespread socio-political oppression. 

In my reading, Janah was probably moved by one of the most poignant verses in this poem: 

“…justice weeping silently and furtively at power misused, [n]o hope of redress.”39 Janah 

perceived this general societal injustice in the backdrop of contemporary Indian politics that was 

marked by the organized labor movements and by increased participation of the working class 

and the ordinary people in the anticolonial nationalist movement. Janah read Tagore’s poem 

Proshno [Question] less in its fascist context – which he thought was Tagore’s focus – and more 

in the light of the contemporary socio-political situations in India.  However as Janah said during 

one of the interviews, he was in search of a political ideology more than he was looking for 

immediate strategies to combat injustice. Thus more than the Indian National Congress, which he 

thought could only offer anticolonial nationalist strategies to make India a free nation-state, the 

CPI with its ideological commitment to general societal equality attracted Janah. 

Besides the political backdrop of anti-fascism, anti-imperialism, and the spirit of justice, 

a confusion emerging from Janah’s Hindu-Brahmo Bengali cultural inheritance prompted him to 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
37  See Dyson, “Rumbling Empires and Men Speaking to Storms.” 
38 Tagore, Selected Poems, translated by William Radice, 157. 
39 Tagore, Selected Poems; translated by William Radice. 96.  
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embrace communism. According to Janah, the Hindu-Brahmo worldviews were theoretically 

“unprejudiced” but was often draped in “prejudices, superstition, intolerance, and [a] crudely 

conceived idea of enlightenment.” Reflecting back, Janah explicitly recognized “it was out of 

this confusion,” this internal contradiction between ideology and practice, “that [he] joined the 

communist party.” However Janah did not embrace communism uncritically and remained 

cautious of the ways in which Marxism too “…has constricted world view. It has its own 

limitations. It has its own grandiosity, full of pompous feeling of being right, totally right.” He 

recounted in a tone of despair that he “had no other choice…it [communism] was the 

contemporary social phenomenon and had a social vision, which [was] a more illuminated 

vision” than what was available to him through his cultural inheritance. According to Janah, such 

“cultural conditioning” inspired him to be “drawn towards Marxism and then join the communist 

party.”40  

Janah wrote in the preface to his 1998 exhibition, 

I grew up in the thirties in Calcutta, which was then a centre of intense political 

and cultural activities. Most of my friends were political activists, writers and 

artists from the left. For us freedom had meant not just freedom from British rule, 

but freedom from all political, economic, social, or religious tyrannies. Like many 

others all over the world at that time, we had put our faith in socialism.41 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
40 Sunil Janah, interview with the author, June 2011. 
41 Sunil Janah’s autobiographical notes accompanying his photographs in a book proposal by Ram Rahman based on 
the 1998 Gallery 678 exhibition Sunil Janah: Photographs 1939-1971. See http://issuu.com/ram-rahman/docs/sunil-
janah-photographs accessed Dec 15, 2014.   
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Janah’s larger commitment to justice and liberty prompted him towards the communist 

party. But his communist politics were rooted in Rabindrik humanism.42   

 

1.2 Artistic Influences 

Like his interest in Tagore, Janah’s interest in photography developed within a familial 

context. He was introduced to photography by Sambhu Shaha, who was a family friend and 

became famous as the official photographer of Rabindranath Tagore and Tagore’s university 

Visva-Bharati at Shantiniketan. Shaha was also one of the early industrial photographers in India 

and documented extensively the IISCO (Indian Iron and Steel Company) steel plant in 

Burnpur.43 Janah acknowledged that Shaha was his teacher and photographic guru.44 Janah 

recounted with admiration, “…all this would not have been possible without Sambhu mama.”45 

Shaha not only taught Janah the basic principles of camera operation, but also taught darkroom 

techniques from developing negatives to making prints. During his interview Janah fondly 

remembered the ways in which Shaha offered his own darkroom when he came to know that 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
42 As I will discuss shortly, Janah’s appropriation of Rabindrik humanism was intricately linked with the ways in 
which his photographs embodied simultaneous processes of “revealing and veiling” as they became “secular icons.”  
43 IISCO now functions under Steel Authority of India Ltd (SAIL).  For details of Shaha’s life and work see 
Shambhu Shaha, Captured Moments: A Life, biographical essay by Chandrima Shaha (Calcutta : Seagull Books, 
2001), Faces & Places of Visva-Bharati : A Collection of Photographs (Santiniketan : Rabindra-Bhavana, Visva-
Bharati, 2000), Rabindranath Tagore : A Collection of Photographs (Santiniketan : Published by Visva-Bharati for 
Rabindra-Bhavana, 2000).  
44 Sunil Janah, interview with the author, June 2011.  
45 Sunil Janah, interview with the author, June 2011. Mama in Bnagla means maternal uncle. Sambhu Shaha was a 
close friend of Janah’s maternal uncle. Shaha, whose place was nearby, was a frequent visitor to Janah’s ancestral 
home at 57, Rashbihari Avenue in South Kolkata. Shaha also used to take a lot of photographs while visiting the 
Janahs.  
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Janah was getting his film rolls developed in a neighbourhood studio.46 Janah also affirmed with 

conviction that Shaha’s aesthetics of engagement with the subjects during social and industrial 

documentation had influenced his own works.   

Besides Shaha, Janah was  inspired by Edward Weston’s47 aesthetic complexity, the Firm 

Security Administration (FSA) photographs’ appreciation for human lives amidst deprivation, 

and Henri Cartier-Bresson’s idea of the “decisive moment.”48 However, according to Janah the 

greatest aesthetic and technical influence came from the black and white photographs of Ansel 

Adams. Janah recounted, “[o]ne of the first books I read about photography was Ansel Adams’ 

Making a Photograph,49 and that had laid down the standards for me.”50 Unlike Adams, Janah 

never specialized in landscape photography. But Adam’s use of multiple shades of grey while 

also maintaining contrast, his camera and darkroom techniques, and his dedication to darkroom 

processes in the making of a photographic print were influential in Janah’s black and white 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
46 Sunil Janah, interview with the author, June 2011; Janah, Photographing India, 11.  
47 For life and work of Weston see, among many others, Theodore E. Stebins, Jr. and Karen Quinn and Leslie Furth, 
Edward Weston: Photography and Modernism (Boston : Museum of Fine Arts, Boston : in association with 
Bulfinch Press, Little, Brown and Company, c1999); Nancy Newhall, ed., Edward Weston: The Flame of 
Recognition: His Photographs Accompanied by Excerpts from the Daybooks & Letters (New York : [Aperture], 
1971).  
48 For a detailed study of photographs made during the FSA era see Cara A. Finnegan, Picturing Poverty: Print 
Culture and FSA Photographs (Washington: Smithsonian Books, 2003). For Cartier-Bresson’s philosophy of street 
photography see Henri Cartier-Bresson, The Decisive Moment: Photography by Henri Cartier-Bresson (New York, 
Simon and Schuster in collaboration with Éditions Verve of Paris [1952]), The Mind's Eye: Writings on 
Photography and Photographers (New York: Aperture, c1999). For discussions of the ways in which FSA 
photographers and Henri Cartier-Bresson inspired generations of documentary photographers/photojournalists in 
India, see Chapter 4.   
49 See Ansel Adams, Making a Photograph: An Introduction to Photography, illustrated by the author (London, The 
Studio limited; New York, The Studio Publications Inc., 1935).  
50 Sunil Janah, Photographing India, 23 
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aesthetics.51 He studied all the Ansel Adams books on darkroom techniques very closely.52 Later 

Janah wrote,  

…technical excellence remained vitally important to me. I would discard blurred, 

grainy, unsatisfactory images even when the subjects were of great interest. I still 

do not care for the ‘arty’ effects of grain, and find all contrived and badly 

composed ‘creative’ efforts very tiresome.53 

While looking at the image displayed in his camera’s ground glass, Janah was not simply 

looking at an object in front of the lens; he framed that object with all the ideological influences 

he had inherited. Following Adams, Janah also believed, “[y]ou don't make a photograph just 

with a camera. You bring to the act of photography all the pictures you have seen, the books you 

have read, the music you have heard, the people you have loved.”  

Margaret Bourke-While is frequently described as one of Janah’s mentors, but in reality 

her influence was much less than is commonly accepted. While working with Bourke-White 

during both her visits to India, Janah admired her practical attitude and logistical methods and 

accepted some of her practical advice while on outdoor assignments.54 From Bourke-White’s 

practice of continuous shooting, he saw the benefits of being less thrifty about film. However, 

because films and developing chemicals were expensive, Janah tried to compose his shots 

perfectly to minimize on film consumption. He appreciated that documentary photography and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
51 I will discus in details the camera format and the technologies that went into making Janah’s images and the ways 
in which he perceived his technical limitations vis-à-vis other photographers like Ansel Adams or Margaret Bourke-
White.  
52 Sobha Janah, interview with the author, June 2011.  
53 Sunil Janah, Photographing India, 24.  
54 See Bourke-White, Halfway to Freedom; Goldberg, Margaret Bourke-White. 
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photojournalism involves not just a camera and a photographic object, but also traveling through 

adverse situations and encountering difficult people. He therefore admired her ability to 

negotiate with people in tense situations and her control over her own emotions while covering 

tragic assignments and human suffering. Janah’s writing, his interviews, Bourke-White’s 

writings, and her biography are replete with anecdotes detailing the specific incidents through 

which Janah was inspired by Bourke-White’s everyday gestures and by her practical advice.55 

However, this admiration for Bourke-White did not lead Janah to imitate much of Bourke-

White’s style. Janah remained – in fact chose to remain – emotionally attached to human 

suffering as he saw it through his lens and never acquired Bourke-White’s ability to push 

through or maneuver around difficult social situations.56 Of course Bourke-White’s success in 

maneuvering was not entirely disassociated from her whiteness and also her gender. As Janah 

himself told anecdotally, Bourke-White’s white female persona often worked in her favor.  

Another overlooked artistic association deserves emphasis. Sunil Janah worked closely 

with his wife, Sobha Janah throughout the second part of his career. Ms Janah – who was a 

doctor by profession – was overshadowed by her famous husband. Public discussions of Mr 

Janah’s works have been oblivious to Ms Janah’s importance in Mr Janah’s career: only one 

newspaper report mentioned them as a team.57 Yet throughout the decades of their marriage, Ms 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
55 It was a different question altogether that Janah during his CPI days could not afford to spend as many rolls as 
Bourke-White could or become dispassionate like Bourke-White while making photographs. I will return to these 
issues later in the chapter.  
56 See Janah, Photographing India. 
57 For a report on their joint exhibition in Bombay (now Mumbai) see Our Art Critic, "The Camera as Sculptor,” The 
Times of India (1861-Current), Jul 20, 1956.  
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Janah was intimately involved in the production of Janah’s photographs. She not only 

accompanied Janah on some of his photographic assignments, but also helped him in the 

darkroom, developing and printing his photographs. As I worked in the Janahs’ archive, Ms. 

Janah told me the circumstances behind the photographs. Towards the end of my interview 

sessions, Mr. and Ms. Janah broke into an affectionate argument over how to chemically treat 

some of the silver gelatin prints that were absorbing moisture in their basement. Not only was 

Ms. Janah competent in arguing over darkroom chemicals, she was also conversant with digital 

photographic techniques. To my wonder, Ms. Janah, an octogenarian, knew the exact difference 

in formats and usages between JPEG and TIFF files. The Janahs’ detailed discussion about the 

restoration of prints and the ways in which Ms. Janah referred to the silver gelatin prints as 

“silver darlings,” convinced me of her profound engagement with Janah’s photography and  their 

intellectual partnership.58  

 

1.3 Influences of the Left Cultural Milieu in the 1940s  

Janah began his career as a photographer at the behest of P.C. Joshi, the secretary of the 

CPI, during the 1943 Bengal Famine, which, according to scholars, began as a result of the 

economic policies of the British Indian government during World War II.59 The famine in India 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
58 Sobha and Sunil Janah, interview with the author, June, 2011. 
59 For overview and details of economic, socio-political, and artistic implication of the Famine see Amartya Sen 
Poverty and Famines: An Essay on Entitlement and Deprivation (Oxford: OUP, 1981), Paul R Greenough, 
Prosperity and Misery in Modern Bengal: The Famine of 1943-1944 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1982); 
Madhusree Mukherjee, Churchill's Secret War: The British Empire and the Ravaging of India during World War II 
(New York: Basic Books, 2010), Janam Mukherjee, Hungry Bengal: War, Famine and the End of Empire (OUP, 
2015); “Bengal Famine Of 1943 - A Man-Made Holocaust,” International Business Times (Fri, 22 Feb 2013); 
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during the World War II began simultaneously in Bijapur (Maharastra) and Bengal, and 

subsequently spread to Orissa, Andhra Pradesh, and elsewhere in southern India. While the CPI 

supported the British war effort, Joshi and his followers Janah and fellow comrade and artist 

Chittaproshad Bhattacharyya travelled across Bengal to document the suffering of famine 

victims. While most major newspapers in Bengal remained silent about the Famine due to British 

censorship on the press, the trio published in the uncensored communist weekly People’s War, 

and thereby brought the desolation before the domestic and international newspaper-reading 

public.60 Later, as the famine began to spread, they also travelled to Andhra Pradesh and other 

regions in India. While Chittaproshad became famous for his stark black and white sketches of 

the famine victims, the Famine was also a critical point in Janah’s career. His emotionally 

stirring photographs of the catastrophe and of “humanity dehumanized” 61 established him as a 

photojournalist and made him internationally famous. 62 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
Tarakchandra Das, Bengal Famine (1943) as Revealed in a survey of the Destitutes in Calcutta. (Calcutta: 
University of Calcutta, 1949); Cormac Ó Gráda, “ Revisiting the Bengal Famine of 1943-4,” History Ireland, 18(4), 
2010, 36-39; Thomas Keneally, Three Famines: Starvation and Politics (New York: PublicAffairs, c2011.); M. 
Mukerjee, “Bengal Famine of 1943: An Appraisal of the Famine Inquiry Commission,” Economic And Political 
Weekly, 49(11), 2014, 71-75; Nikhil Sarkar, A Matter of Conscience: Artists Bear Witness to the Great Bengal 
Famine of 1943, translated by Satyabrata Dutta; foreword by Amartya Sen (Calcutta: Punascha, 1998). 
60 Though the CPI and their weekly organ were not officially censored (because they supported the British against 
the Nazis), many communist leaders across the country were arrested for publicizing the food crisis, which 
according to the British government went against the war efforts. See People’s War, April 18, 1943, 3. 

The only other daily to have focused on the famine was The Statesman and its editor Ian Stephen, who also 
discussed the details of the famine in his memoir. See Ian Melville Stephens, Monsoon Morning (London: Ernest 
Benn, 1966). Most literature on the Famine of 1943 cites The Statesman as the only newspaper that had covered 
stories of mass starvation.   
61 This phrase was used by Chittaproshad as title of many of his sketches done in Midnapur (Bengal) in 1943. See 
Chittaproshad, Hungry Bengal (Bombay: CPI, 1943), facsimile edition (Delhi: Delhi Art Gallery, 2011)  
62 As I will discuss later in the chapter, Sunil Janah narrated with frustration this widespread ignorance about the 
Famine and how these photographs made him “famous overnight.” See Janah, Photographing India, 10.  For 
Chittaprosad’s sketches see Hungry Bengal (Bombay: CPI, 1943), facsimile edition (Delhi: Delhi Art Gallery: 2011) 
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As he began working fulltime as a photographer during the Famine, Janah moved from 

Calcutta to Bombay, where the CPI headquarters were located. He lived in the CPI commune in 

suburban Andheri63 in between his travels. Although Janah lived near to the CPI leaders, he was 

not influenced by the narrow world view of the doctrinaire wing of the CPI; like Joshi, he was 

embedded in a broader progressive culture. While in Bombay, Janah was part of a cultural 

movement shaped by the two most important cultural institutions in the history of the left in 

South Asia – the Progressive Writer’s Association (PWA) formed in 1936 and Indian People’s 

Theatre Association (IPTA) formed in 1943.64 Although both these institutions were heavily 

influenced by the CPI, one of the participants in the movement and Janah’s close friend Sudhi 

Pradhan argued, “…there is no reason to believe that the movement was sponsored solely by the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
I will discuss more on Chittaprashad while focusing on Janah’s social documentation in the next section.  
63 The CPI party headquarter was at Sandhurst Road near Dongri in a building named Raj Bhavan. Historian Gyan 
Prakash wrote, “The party headquarters on Sandhurst Road was run like a commune under P.C. Joshi, the CPI’s 
charismatic secretary. Joshi had a particular talent in interacting with artists and intellectuals.” See, Gyan Prakash, 
Mumbai Fables (Princeton: Princeton University Press, c2010), 131.  

But the cultural squad consisting of dancers, musicians, actors, and singers from IPTA, PWA, and The Friends of 
Soviet Union lived in a rented place in suburban Andheri. Sunil Janah and Chittoprashad lived in the commune at 
Andheri. The famous British communist Rajani Palm Dutt compared this Bombay commune with “primitive 
communism.” See Sunil Janah, Photographing India, 25, 35.   
64 For details of PWA and IPTA see Pradhan (ed), Marxist Cultural Movements. Also see Carlo Coppola, “The All-
India Progressive Writers Association: The European Phase” in Coppola (ed.) Marxist Influences and South Asian 
Literature, Vol. 1 (Winter 1974; Asian Studies Center, Michigan State University, East Lansing, Michigan), 1-34; 
Priyamvada Gopal, Literary Radicalism in India: Gender, Nation and the Transition to Independence (London and 
New York: Routledge, 2005); Zohra Segal, “Theatre and Activism in the 1940s” in Geeti Sen (ed), Crossing 
Boundaries (New Delhi: Orient Longman, 1997); Nandi Bhatia, “Staging Resistance: The Indian Peoples’ Theatre 
Association” in Lisa Lowe and David Lloyd (eds), The Politics of Culture in The Shadow of Capital (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 1997). For details of the ways in which literature and theater were used for the cause of left wing 
trade union politics in Bombay in the 1940s see Prakash, Mumbai Fables, 209-219. For a discussion on the 
interaction between Marxism and bhadrolok culture during the 1940s see Rajarshi Dasgupta, “Rhyming Revolution: 
Marxism and Culture in Colonial Bengal,” Studies in History, 21.1 (2005), 79-98. Dasgupta’s article focuses, among 
others, Samar Sen who was one of Janah’s closest friends. Sen’s writings, as analyzed by Dasgupta, often resonated 
in Janah’s own political vision.  
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Communists.”65 Most of the members in both PWA and IPTA came from the English-educated 

professional Indian middle class to which Janah also belonged. Neither PWA nor IPTA were 

mere manifestations of communist political propaganda; diverse voices within the organizations 

shaped their political and cultural trajectories.  

From the ensemble of personalities with their varied political visions, it is clear that the 

PWA was an institution that provided a platform accommodating diverse voices.66 Just like 

progressive European intellectuals of diverse ideological lineages many Indian literary 

personalities of all political leanings participated in the International Writers’ Association 

(IWA), the united front to combat the spectre of Fascism and the threat of the war.  PWA’s 

intellectual diversity was reflected in their anti-imperialist and anti-war manifesto, which was 

sent to the IWA. “[S]igned by Rabindranath Tagore, Sarat Chatterjee, Munshi Prem Chand, P.C. 

Roy, Jawaharlal Nehru, Pramatha Chowdhury, Ramananda Chatterjee, Nandalal Bose and 

others”67 – not all of whom were sympathizers of the CPI – the manifesto objected to British 

India’s participation in the war at a time when the CPI had actively supported British war efforts.  

Some believed these cultural organizations ought to reflect the political propaganda of the 

party, while others wanted to retain their autonomy in cultural expression and were not in favour 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
65 Pradhan, Marxist Cultural Movements, vol 1, ii.  
66 Pradhan, Marxist Cultural Movements, vol: 1, ii.  
67 Pradhan, Marxist Cultural Movements, vol 1, vii.  

The manifesto explicitly stated, “…we take this opportunity to declare with one voice with the people of other 
countries that we detest war … We are against the participation of India in any imperialist war…” See Pradhan, 
Marxist Cultural Movements in India, vol 1, vii. 
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of reducing their practices to the hegemony of the CPI.68 The inclusive politics of P.C. Joshi was 

instrumental in attracting authors, artists, musicians, actors, and others who were socio-

politically motivated and socially committed, yet did not reduce their art practices to a cultural 

rendition of CPI’s political positions.  

Mentored by Joshi, Janah’s work during the 1940s was not simply a visual propaganda of 

the CPI. As a photographer, Janah was granted individual aesthetic autonomy.69 Janah’s 

photographic practice in the 1940s was intertwined with the larger matrix of middle class led 

leftist cultural activism in South Asia. 

 

1.4 CPI, The Nehru Government, and Janah’s Expulsion 

The multiple voices within these cultural organizations echoed the larger factional strife 

within the CPI during the 1940s over the Indian big bourgeoisie and the latter’s role in the 

anticolonial national movement. On one side were the ideologically flexible “soft liners” like 

P.C. Joshi and his followers, while on the other were “hard liners” like B.T. Ranadive and his 

followers, who followed orthodox communism as formulated in the USSR. This difference 

within the CPI that began with strife between Joshi and Ranadive eventually led to the election 

of Ranadive as the secretary of the CPI in 1948 and the subsequent expulsion of Joshi and his 

followers like Janah from the CPI.70  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
68 For details, see Pradhan, Marxist Cultural Movements.   
69 See Janah, Photographing India.  
70 The intra-party strife that began during this period later led to the fragmentation of the CPI in 1964, when the 
more militant faction broke away and formed Communist Party of India (Marxist). 
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After independence as the leadership changed within CPI, the party launched active 

resistance to Nehru’s government under the mentorship of the Comintern. They vehemently 

criticized Nehru’s Soviet-inspired Five Year Plan for India’s economic development to be 

executed by the Planning Commission. The First Five Year Plan (1951-56) focused on capital 

accumulation through investment in industries. The Second Five Year Plan (1956-61), or Nehru-

Mohalonobis plan for economic development based on import-substitution industrialization, also 

prioritized large-scale heavy industries.71 The two successive Five Year Plans resulted in 

enormous expansion of the heavy industries, like steel and chemicals; the Planning Commission 

also promoted the production of hydroelectricity through constructions of dams and 

multipurpose river valley projects.  

Before the second Party Congress (1948), the Central Committee circulated a resolution 

among the members and stated  

…the C.C. has reviewed the political situation in the country in the context of the 

international situation and has made a sharp break with our previous faulty 

understanding… [i]t (the document) sharply nails down the opportunist illusion 

about bourgeois leadership – the failure to evaluate the class role of Gandhi, 

Nehru and Patel…72 

The document further elaborated  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
71 See Planning Commission, Government of India, India's Five Year Plans: Complete Documents: First Five Year 
Plan, 1951-56 to Tenth Five Year Plan, 2002-2007 (New Delhi: Academic Foundation, 2003). This state controlled 
developmental model was often premised on the utilitarian notion of “the greatest possible good for the greatest 
possible number of individuals.”  
72 For details see “On the Present Policy and Tasks of the Communist Party of India,” circulated in 1947 and 
published in January 1948, collected in Documents of the Communist Movement, Vol. V -1944-1948, 533.  
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Once the revolutionary and class perspective has been blurred, there was a 

tendency to accept the bourgeois conception of national reconstruction, instead of 

fighting for the democratic revolution which alone will lead to a real overhauling 

of the entire economic life of our people.73  

After independence, the new CPI leadership perceived the newly formed Nehru led 

government as anti-proletariat and as a government that served only the interests of the big 

bourgeoisie by fostering large-scale industrialization. The CPI saw the Government of India as 

anti-worker and anti-peasant because of the governmental policy on industrialization and land 

reform. Following Lenin’s Draft Thesis on National and Colonial Questions,74 the CPI believed 

that a worker-peasant alliance would forge the People’s Democratic Revolution (PDR) in a semi-

feudal, semi-colonial state like India. Thus any potential threat to the formation of this alliance 

was seen by the CPI as a force to be opposed. As early as 1943/44, Ranadive had written against 

what he saw as the pro-bourgeois slant of Congress’s and Indian industrialists’ plans for post-

independence economic development.75 The new Central Committee under the leadership of 

Ranadive proposed an armed insurrection to resist the Government of India headed by Nehru.76  

Janah, his mentor Joshi, and other comrades, who followed Joshi, were expelled from the 

party in 1949 because of their support for the new Nehruvian regime, which the new leadership 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
73 See “On the Present Policy and Tasks of the Communist Party of India” collected in Documents of the Communist 
Movement, Vol. V -1944-1948, 534. 
74 V. I. Lenin, “Draft Theses on National and Colonial Questions” (For The Second Congress Of The Communist 
International) in Collected Works: Volume: 31 (Moscow: Progressive Publishers, 1965), 144-151.  
75 For details see B. T. Ranadive, “The Tata-Birla Plan: Will it Work?” (1943/1945), collected in Documents of the 
Communist Movement, Vol. V -1944-1948, 281-295.   
76 However there were opposition within the party not only from the followers of Joshi but also from the faction that 
supported the Telengana Peasant Movement because the militant line taken up by Ranadive did not recognize any 
other form of left politics than an armed insurrection.  



Chapter III 

! 194 

of the CPI abhorred.77 Joshi believed that supporting Nehru’s government was essential for 

remaking a new India and famously said “all-out aid to Nehru Government.”78  Subsequently, 

Joshi was brought back into the party after two years because Joseph Stalin had described Joshi’s 

expulsion as a mistake on the part of the CPI and also because by 1950 CPI had changed their 

political position and had moved away from Ranadive’s line of armed insurrection.79 Once 

invited, Joshi went back to CPI because he could not completely disavow his moral commitment 

towards the party as an institution.  

But Janah never returned to the party despite several invitations from the CPI leadership. 

Janah, as he himself recounted, had high hopes for Nehru’s government during the first decade 

after independence and had lost faith in the CPI as an institution and also as a community of like-

minded people. Janah mentioned during our interview that after expulsion, he realized that under 

the new leadership, the CPI’s institutional hegemony could curb his individual freedom as 

photographer; he could not go back to the days of living in the Commune in Bombay (now 

Mumbai) during the 1940s, when nobody was pressured to conform to particular doctrines. In 

fact after Joshi’s expulsion the Commune became defunct.80 The split in the party had a long 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
77 See Gargi Chakravartty,  P.C. Joshi: A Biography (New Delhi: National Book Trust, India, 2007). 
78 P.C. Joshi quoted by Sunil Janah, interview with the author, June 2011.  
79 In 1950 when the Central Committee of CPI voted to change their political position and decided not to follow the 
resolutions taken in 1947/48, Ranadiev was expelled from the Central Committee and was replaced by Rajweshwar 
Rao as the General Secretary of the CPI. 
80 Sunil Janah, interview with the author, June 2011.  



Chapter III 

! 195 

lasting impact on the party’s cultural activism, which disintegrated rapidly as the CPI “decided to 

exercise a strict programmatic control and censure of cultural engagements.”81  

Even though he went back to the CPI, Joshi never conformed to the dominant discourse 

in the party and often expressed views on socio-economic conditions that went against the 

party’s official views. Joshi returned to Allahabad, where he began his political career, and 

started his own monthly magazine India Today in 1951. Subsequently he became the editor of 

the party organ New Age from 1958-1962; but later he regretted holding this position, which he 

described as being a “political prisoner,” because he often had to write against his own beliefs.82 

Following his mentor’s non-doctrinaire ideals of politics and social justice, Janah continued his 

own politics through his photography; he extensively documented the process of 

industrialization, tribes and their ways of life from different corners of the country. He also 

photographed famous Indian classical dancers and Indian temple architectures. These 

photographs would have been censored by the orthodox leadership in the CPI had Janah 

remained a member.   

Thus Janah’s radical politics and social commitment after 1947 was not always as 

explicit as it was in his pre-1947 photographs, which demand reading in conjunction with 

Janah’s interviews and writings, and should be placed in contrast to other contemporary 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
81 Dasgupta, “Rhyming Revolution,” 82. However as Sudhi Pradhan, one of the most dedicated and competent 
commentators on the cultural history of CPI, wrote: “the cultural movement started declining long before the Party 
split.” See Pradhan, Marxist Cultural Movement, vol: 3, i.  
82 P. C. Joshi quoted in Bipan Chandra, “P. C. Joshi and the National Politics,” Studies in History, 24, 2 (2008), 262. 
Chandra’s article has an overview of Joshi’s non-orthodox Left politics and his frustration with the CPI during his 
later years.  
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photographers focusing on similar subjects. When read in the perspective of other verbal and 

visual texts, Janah’s later photographs, I argue, seem to be congruent with the ideology that 

prompted him to focus on “social documentation” during the 1940s.   

 

2. Pre-1947 “Social Documentation”: Famine, Riots, and Refugees  

2.1 Aesthetics of social documentation  

Although Janah began his photographic career with the CPI, he was well aware that “the 

communist party was not really interested in [his] photographic activity as such, but was more 

interested in the political life of the country.”83 But he also added that under the leadership of 

P.C. Joshi he was given the liberty to make whatever photographs he wanted. He had that 

freedom of thought because, as he recollected, 

 …the Party angle depends on the activities and the leader you serve under. I 

served under P.C. Joshi and thus was not a doctrinarian. P.C. Joshi was an 

immensely liberal human being and even communism as a doctrine allowed me to 

photograph whatever I liked. P. C. Joshi would never say, “Oh, you should not 

have taken that.” Absolutely rigid doctrinarian point of view was never imposed 

on me and like Joshi I could harness my liberal point of view while remaining in 

the CPI.84 

 

 

 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
83 Sunil Janah, interview with the author, June 2011. 
84 Sunil Janah, interview with the author, June 2011. 
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Figure 3.5: Sunil Janah, the day after the Great Calcutta Killing/Direct Action Day 
(August 16, 1946) 
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Figure 3.6: Sunil Janah, Refugee Family from East Pakistan, 1949 
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Figure 3.7: Last two pages from Janah's four-page photo-essay, The Illustrated Weekly of 
India, August 12, 1956.  
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Mentored by Joshi, Janah was a non-doctrinaire radical, preserving his own voice and not 

adhering to any rigid ideological dispensation – political or otherwise. When asked if his 

camerawork can be labeled as visual activism he replied, “the word ‘activism’ was not there but I 

was definitely an activist. Becoming a member of CPI implied activism.”85 Janah expressed his 

left liberal politics through photographing some of the most important events in the history of 

modern India. He documented the catastrophic events of the 1940s and meetings of political 

parties, and made portraits of important political leaders and public personalities like Gandhi and 

Nehru. Besides, he photographed the mundane lives of ordinary people; these photographs 

depicted daily lives of ordinary people and crowds gathered on the occasions of public events 

and public mourning.  Liberty of thought and expression encouraged Janah to make his 

photographs more than mere propaganda for the CPI. Thus Janah’s photographs of famines, 

communal violence, and of refugees made during his CPI days were not simple agitprop (like 

many of Chittaprosad’s sketches from the late 1940s) and had a je ne sais quoi that made many 

of Janah’s images survive in the collective memory of Indians; they pricked the conscience of 

beholders in multiple ways and became “secular icons” in modern India. 

After the famine, Janah documented the communal violence of 1946 (Fig 3.5) and the 

mass exodus before and after the Partition of 1947 (Fig 3.6). His photo-essays on the refugee 

influx, which continued well after the Partition, were regularly published in The Illustrated 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
85 Sunil Janah, interview with the author, June 2011.  
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Weekly of India (Fig 3.7).86 Janah also traveled with Margaret Bourke-White during two of her 

three visits to India. Together – but for different purposes – they documented the lives of people 

who were victims of hunger, poverty, and communal rage (Fig 3.8). Comparisons and contrasts 

between Janah’s and Bourke-White’s photographs of the similar events/subjects reveals the ways 

in which Bourke-White’s photographs were “secular icons” in very different ways than Janah’s. 

(Fig 3.9) Their difference in purpose and the different ways in which their photographs were 

disseminated determined their iconic characters. Indeed, Goldberg used Bourke-White’s images 

to illustrate her point.87 Janah’s photographs were “secular icons” too, but in ways different from 

Bourke-White’s. 

In particular, Goldberg’s insistence that “secular icons” should be free standing images of 

anonymous subjects does not always apply to Janah’s photographs. In People’s War and in his 

collection of sketches titled Hungry Bengal (1943), Chittaproshad, who traveled with Janah 

during the Famine, often named the people the two artists depicted (Figures 3.10 and 3.11).88 

These subjects of sketches and photographs were not entirely anonymous representation of an 

abstract suffering humanity. Janah’s photographs did not come to public view as freestanding 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
86 See “Display Ad 6 -- no Title,” The Times of India, Jul 24, 1956, 2; “Display Ad 10 -- no Title: The Plight of 
Refugees,” The Times of India, Aug 11, 1956, 6.   
87 See Goldberg, The Power of Photography.  
88 All original copies of Hungry Bengal were ceased and destroyed by the British Government, who saw this 
publication as a threat to the war efforts, which according to scholars was one of main reasons for the famine. The 
only copy that survived in a bank vault of the artist’s niece, Gargi Chatterjee, has been republished as a facsimile 
edition by the Delhi Art Gallery (DAG) in 2011. For the details of how Chittaproshad’s works and Hungry Bengal 
(1943) was rediscovered see Nisha Susan, “A Revolutionary Artist. How the British Burnt His Shocking Images 
From The 1943 Bengal Famine. And How We Can Finally See Them Today,” Tehelka Magazine, 8: 29 (July 23, 
2011), online edition http://www.tehelka.com/a-revolutionary-artist-how-the-british-burnt-his-shocking-images-
from-the-1943-bengal-famine-and-how-we-can-finally-see-them-today/ accessed on Jan 13, 2015.  
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objects; they were accompanied in the newspaper People’s War by Chittaproshad’s sketches and 

long articles by various people on the “famine situation” in rural Bengal and elsewhere (Figures 

3.12 and 3.13). Thus initially Janah’s photographs were being read in relationship to other forms 

of visual and written texts. His photographs were used as evidence and appeared in the press as 

visual verification of Joshi’s or S. S. Batliwals’s written reports and as “realist” equivalences of 

Chittaprosad’s figurative abstract sketches. Despite this embeddedness in the structure of the 

newspaper the images became iconic. Soon the photographs and sketches overpowered the 

written texts. The graphic depictions of the famine “created a sensation.”89  Building on the 

publications in the People’s War, the CPI held community exhibitions in major cities through out 

India titled Hungry Bengal, showcasing these photographs and sketches.90 Janah’s photographs 

were made into postcards and were send abroad to raise funds.  

 

 

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
89 Janah, Photographing India, 10. 

Scholars working on the famine of 1943 have mostly credited The Statesman for breaking the silence around 
September 1943 when other newspapers, both British and Indian operated, did not publish anything on the 
magnitude of the food crisis. However the CPI organ People’s War chronicled the persistent food crisis across India 
since late 1942; they were the first newspaper to publish a photograph of an impoverished woman in a relief camp in 
Orissa and Janah’s photographs were the first to depict the famine situation in Chittagong, Midnapur, and Orissa. In 
fact People’s War ran a special Bengal number. CPI’s organizational structure helped them to get detailed reports 
from almost every part of the country while for the mainstream newspapers had to send their special correspondents 
to get reports from distant locations. For example see People’s War, Dec 20, 1942, 2 and 4 and Dec 27, 1942, 4-5.  
90 For details one such exhibitions in Bombay see People’s War. The spread also contained a sketch by 
Chittaproshad of the incoming mass of visitors to exhibition. Eventually Hungry Bengal became the name of 
Chittaprosad’s collection of sketches 
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Figure3.8:Margaret Bourke-White, the day after Great Calcutta Killing/Direct Action Day  
(August 16, 1946) 
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Figure 3.9: Margaret Bourke-White's photographs of communal violence in Life, Sep 9, 
1946 
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Figure 3.10: Sunil Janah, Famine in Bengal and Orissa, 1943. 
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Figure 3.11: Chittaprosad, a page from Hungry Bengal (2011, c. 1943). 
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The photographs in the “Special Bengal Number” of People’s War established Janah as a 

professional photojournalist (Figures 3.14 and 3.12).91 In his interviews with me and also in his 

writings, Janah constantly regretted that he became famous out of other people’s miseries. 

However, Janah’s photographs of the famine were the first of their kind in the history of 

photography in India. Famine in India was nothing new, but Janah’s compassionate portrayal of 

the victims was something the newspaper reading public in India had never seen before.92 It was 

not only the brutal reality, but also visual arrangements within frames that increased the impact 

of his photographs.  According to Sobha Janah, while documenting, “Sunil expressed his point of 

view,” while “also [infusing] certain ideas of composition, placement, etc., which perhaps other 

documentary photographers during that time would not have ‘wasted’ time in doing.”93 A fusion 

of his political ideology and his attention to formal aesthetics made Janah’s photographs distinct.   

 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
91 The spread of “Special Bengal Number” (November 7, 1943) in People’s War testify to the ways in which P.C. 
Joshi’s reportage on the famine was illustrated by Janah’s photographs clubbed under the title “The March of 
Death”; Janah also got his first byline for this set of photographs. Also see  on Jan 23, 1944 edition for the ways in 
which written articles and photographs interacted in People’s War.  
92 India Office collection is replete with photographs and sketches of the Famine of 1876-78 and sketches of other 
famines that preceded the invention of photography. Predating halftone printing, the photographs from 1876-78 
were not published in newspapers and did not circulate in the public sphere the ways in which Janah’s photographs 
circulated. Moreover the photographs from 1876-78 were formally different than those made by Janah. The former 
were colonial anthropological documentation where the emaciated human figures were displayed against a backdrop 
of colonial architecture. They lacked the compassion and empathy with which Janah portrayed his photographic 
subjects while documenting famine in India during the 1940s. The formal difference can be attributed to the 
different purposes the two sets of photographs were meant to serve. The colonial official photographs were simply 
recording, while Janah’s photographs were part of his activism. Furthermore, formal conventions in documentary 
photography had changed between the 1870s and the 1940s. Thus the experience of seeing Janah’s photographs 
must have been novel for the newspaper reading public in 1940s India.   

For an insightful discussion of pre-halftone photographs of famines see Zahid R. Chaudhary, "Famine and the 
Reproduction of Affect: Pleas for Sympathy" in Afterimage of Empire: Photography in Nineteenth-Century India 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2012), 153-188. 
93 Sobha Janah, interview with the author, June 2011.  
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Figure 3.12: “Special Bengal Number,” People’s War, November 7, 19 
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Figure 3.13: People’s War, Jan 23, 1944.  
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Figure 3.14: “Special Bengal Number,” People’s War, November 7, 1943. 
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Sunil Janah often aestheticized the human suffering that he was documenting. An 

obvious comparison can be made to the vast number of colonial official and western travellers’ 

photographs that aestheticized the Indian poor. More than merely conforming to any available 

visual tradition of aestheticizing the poor however, Janah’s primary interest was to empathize 

with human lives, in this case with the famine victims. When considering composition, 

arrangement of subjects within frames, and other such formal qualities in photographs, I 

therefore want to avoid over emphasizing any formalism that overlooks the human condition in 

question. (I raise this point because there is often a dilemma among photographers and viewers 

alike about aestheticization vis-à-vis “pure documentation,” which does not allow attention to 

formal arrangement).  

The dramatic, even twisted, body language of Janah’s human subjects is immediately 

apparent. It conveys their emotional states of deprivation and despair. However, I want to call 

attention to two other aspects of Janah’s formal arrangement. One of the signature formal styles 

of Janah, I would say, is tight framing. He depicted all his subjects in their entirety but allowed 

very little breathing space within the canvas. Societal injustice and oppression, which prompted 

Janah to join the communist party, was conveyed formally in his photographs through these tight 

framings. Seeing his photographs in the newspaper spread may suggest an editorial hand in 

cropping his photographs. But as with his practice, the CPI did not interfere with the ways in 

which Janah’s photographs would be published. Janah’s photographs, especially during the 

1940s, were not cropped for the sake of the news-spread layout, but reflected his own intentions 
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of cropping or lack thereof. He often deliberately chose to “confine” his subjects within a tight 

composition to convey their entrapment.  

The other strategy was to highlight the gaze of his living human subjects. Some of his 

living subjects, like the woman in (Fig 3.15), look directly at the camera and thereby directly at 

the viewer as if inviting the viewers into the photograph. Alternatively, Janah framed his 

photographs so there is little space between the gaze of his human subjects and the edge of the 

frame, which dramatically cut off their field of vision (Figures 3.1 and 3.2).  

Some of these strategies are not unique to Janah. Direct gaze is one of the common 

strategies adopted in photojournalism and documentary photography, dating back to Jacob Riis 

in the late nineteenth century United States. More recently, the celebrated Indian photographer 

Raghu Rai focused on subjects’ gaze during the Bangladesh Liberation War (1971) to make 

photographs charged with the intensity of the event photographed.94 But the remarkable aspect of 

Janah’s photographs are the ways in which he coupled the tight framing, gazes, and body 

languages to convey the limits of his photographic subjects’ alternatives.  

  Close readings of Janah’s photographs from different periods and different events 

illustrate his framing strategy. A photograph from 1943 of a famine stricken impoverished 

mother and child on a Calcutta sidewalk is symptomatic of Janah’s visual style and was one of 

his first publications in People’s War (Fig 3.15). It is a visually striking, horizontally-oriented 

rectangular photograph with a calculated play of light and shadow. The mother and the feeding 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
94 Apart from other photographs with human subjects, Rai made a series of portraits in which subjects’ gazes were 
the primary focus. For Rai’s portfolio titled Bangladesh, The Price of Freedom, available on Magnum website see 
http://www.magnumphotos.com/C.aspx?VP3=CMS3&VF=MAGO31_10_VForm&ERID=24KL535PGF accessed 
January 29, 2015.    
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child are arranged along the diagonal. The light source is at the corner nearer to the mother’s 

head. An obstruction, most likely a tree, bifurcates the light beam. Light falls on the human 

bodies highlighting only the elevated parts of the figures; the figures are devoid of much 

anatomical detail. However, the shadows suggest the parts of the body that we do not see clearly, 

and masterfully drape the female body. The juxtaposition of light and shadow suggest that the 

woman was nursing her baby, but we do not see the actual act of feeding or the breasts.  

Separated by the wide black shadow, the second light beam falls somewhat parallel to the human 

figures on the upper part of the frame; this illuminated upper part of the image mimics the human 

shape. The woman is looking upwards. But multiple layers of light and shadow restrict her gaze 

– first the wide black shadow, followed by the illuminated-crisscrossed section, and finally the 

dark edge. The light and shadow and the four edges of the photograph confine the human bodies, 

as if forcing them to remain in their positions, as if the photographic subjects do not have any 

hope of redress. 

A second photograph (Fig 3.16), of a destitute family at the moment they were leaving 

their village in Chittagong, was first published on the same page with the photograph of mother 

and child. This image of the starving family is not as stylized as the photograph of the mother 

and child on the Calcutta sidewalk. This is a rather simple group photograph of a starving family 

of man, wife, and their three emaciated children. The photograph has no foreground and the 

human figures stand at the lower edge of the photograph. The family has nowhere to walk 

forward; they cannot go back to the faded, out-of-focus pathway behind. In the present of the 

photographic moment, the wooden bridge on which the family stands metaphorically connects 
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their past and their future. They are restricted within the bridge by the two slightly elevated sides. 

All the members of the family, excepting the little one in the woman’s arm, look at the camera 

directly. However, the adults have accepted their destiny, while the children look much more 

fearful of their unknown future. 

Obviously both the photographs look very different when seen within the newspaper and 

when they are abstracted from their newspaper context and read as autonomous visual objects 

(Figures 3.12, 3.16, and 3.17). Many of the formal features, like direct gaze and composition, 

often get lost in newspaper spreads due to low quality printing, smaller size, and overarching 

presence of the written text. Formal qualities of such photographs become secondary to the 

immediacy of photo reportage inspired by political commitment. Janah often cropped his 

photographs differently for newspapers and for exhibition prints. For example, the photograph of 

the destitute family reproduced in Fig 3.17 is an exhibition print that had a different crop for 

newspaper publication, as shown in Fig 3.12. As I mentioned previously, there was no editorial 

hand in the cropping and Janah was free to make his own aesthetic choices. Janah’s decision to 

crop the photograph differently reflected his intention to print in the newspaper, which often 

differed from his later thoughts when preparing the exhibition prints that are included in 

Photographing India and those used in this chapter.95 There are two striking differences between 

the newspaper version and the exhibition print. First, the background in the newspaper version 

does not have the faded pathway that presumably the family had traveled over. Second, the 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
95 Janah wrote on how after moving to London in 1980 he had concentrated on making enlargements of his 
previously published photographs and of negatives that were never printed. He lamented that his failing eyesight due 
to myopia allowed him only darkroom activities and not photographing people out in the world. See Janah, 
Photographing India, 92-93.   



Chapter III 

! 215 

newspaper version has substantial foreground and the human figures are not standing – as they 

are in the exhibition print – at the lower edge of the photograph. From the newspaper version it 

appears as if the family is even more hemmed in because the two side edges of the photograph 

seem to press the man and the women from the two sides. However, with these two substantial 

differences, my analysis of tight framing and direct gaze also holds in the case of the newspaper 

version of the photograph.96  

Apart from formal elements, a discussion of publication history may help us understand 

the ways in which photographic icons are produced. For example, conditions of production and 

the pattern of circulation of Bourke-White’s photographs of the Calcutta Riots contributed to the 

specific ways in which her photographs would become  “secular icons” of human suffering 

charged with universality. 

Bourke-White’s photographs appear very different when encountered in different 

publication formats, like Life magazine or in the book Halfway to Freedom, and when they are 

seen independently. But when they were first published in Life, the reading public, in India and 

abroad, encountered Bourke-White’s photograph in a different format than those of Janah’s 

photographs, which were first published in a communist party newspaper suffering from a 

shortage of funds. For example, Janah’s photographs suffered from lack of clarity because they 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
96 The photograph of the mother and child in Fig 3.16 also appears to be different in different publication formats. A 
comparison between the version in the People’s War and that in Janah’s published volume Photographing India 
suggests that one of these versions was a reverse print. Janah’s personal archive holds a large silver bromide 
exhibition print with the woman’s head on the right, which suggests that this orientation was preferred and that the 
version in Photographing India was printed in reverse. The book was printed after the demise of Mr. & Ms. Janah, 
and the low print quality of the photographs suggests a lack of expert supervision during the book production, which 
may have resulted in the reverse print. 
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were printed in small size on low quality newsprint and sometime had to conform to column 

width constraints; Bourke-White’s photographs, on the other hand, were printed on high quality 

non-photographic glossy paper and were blown up to a size that allowed beholders to see every 

detail.  

Bourke-White’s photographs (Figure 3.8) could be published because unlike many 

British publications, the American magazine Life did not consider the images inappropriate for 

public viewing. Life cabled “your vulture pictures simply magnificent” while Associated Press 

(AP) informed their photographer Max Desfors that “[y]our bodies inedible for British 

Consumption.”97 Bourke-White’s photograph of Calcutta Vultures after the Direct Action Day of 

August 15, 1946 was allotted one whole page in Life and two thirds of another for one single 

photograph (Figure 3.9). The large photographs were accompanied by two quarter-size 

photographs; one of living Calcuttans with their noses covered to avoid the stench of dead bodies 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
97 Goldberg quoted both cable messages, while discussing Bourke-White’s experiences after the Direct Action Day 
that resulted in Calcutta Riot and the details of the publication history of the particular photograph. See Goldberg, 
Margaret Bourke-White, 307.  

I am indebted to Dipesh Chakrabarty for drawing my attention to the fact that when we look at Janah’s photographs 
we see a humanist perspective on the degeneration of a human moral order. The moments like the famine or the 
communal violence challenge the ideal conditions of being human. These moments blurred the boundaries between 
relative positions of humans and animals within an “ideal” human order. Following Chakrabarty’s argument, I see 
Janah’s photographs as symptomatic of how humanism was one of the ways in which human-centric understanding 
of the world operates. Thus Janah’s photographs would probably have appealed to us differently had we not 
assumed human beings as the dominant species and only as a constituent element of the larger species family. For a 
detailed discussion of human-centric understanding of the world vis-à-vis “anthropocentric thinking for forms of 
disposition towards the planet that do not put humans first” see Dipesh Chakrabarty, “Climate and Capital: On 
Conjoined Histories,” in Critical Inquiry, 41:1 (Autumn 2014), 1-23.  

Dislocating the human and the human perception from the center also questions a very basic human assumption that 
animals and humans indeed have a similar perspective of the visible world. For a discussion on animal and human 
perspectives centered on the question of illusionism see W.J.T. Mitchell, Picture Theory (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1994), 329-344.    

Detailed discussion on homocentric understanding of scopic regime/s vis-à-vis non-homo-centric idea/s of vision 
and perception is beyond the scope of this dissertation. 
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and the other a zoom in on the behavior of a row of vultures, who were sitting on the roof of a 

kachha house.  

Similarl to the British press – but for different reasons I believe – very few photographs 

of slaughtered human bodies appeared in Indian newspapers reporting the communal violence. 

Instead of publishing photographs of atrocities, Indian newspapers focused on the peace rallies 

and communal harmony. Most of Janah’s published photographs too were of rallies advocating 

communal harmony rather than of slaughtered bodies. Among a handful of photographs Janah 

made of mutilated human bodies, only one image (Fig 3.5) was much later made into an 

exhibition print.  

Four decades after the photographs were made, Goldberg characterized Janah’s 

photographs as “not necessarily better or worse but wholly different in approach,” while 

comparing camera works of the two photographers, especially their photographs of the same 

subjects.98 Goldberg continued,  

The American knew how to make monumental and memorable images, full of 

dignity, sorrow and a formal air of permanence: temporary images elevated to 

mythic stature. The Indian was frequently more informal and candid…99 

She further elaborated, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
98 Vicky Goldberg, “Photography Review: Looking at India’s Upheaval From the Inside (and the Side),” The New 
York Times, Aug 21(1998), 36. 

Janah quoted this comment during one of our discussion sessions. See Sunil Janah, interview with the author, June 
2011.  
99 Goldberg, “Photography Review: Looking at India’s Upheaval,” 36. 
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They were photographing from different personal positions and for different 

audiences…Bourke-White’s bold, static, iconic images were an effective form of 

shorthand to sum up major events in a photo essay for a public that knew little of 

the place or people. Mr. Janah’s style…tended to be looser,…and intimate….this 

worked well for people who were living the events themselves and could readily 

identify the signs…100  

The iconicity of Janah’s photographs of human suffering is difficult to explain simply by 

locating the images either within the history of communist movements or within larger political 

scenario in India in the 1940s. But a simple formal analysis may not completely explain this 

iconic quality either; nor will it be sufficient to approach the photographs from the perspective of 

Janah’s personal history.  Further, Janah’s conscious refusal to explain his intentions while 

making the photographs sheds no light on the reasons that made Janah’s photographs of the 

1940s iconic. During his interview Janah in fact sounded dismissive of his intentionality when he 

said, “[i]t doesn’t matter what I say about my photographs. More important is how you perceive 

them.”101 

 

 

 

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
100 Goldberg, “Photography Review: Looking at India’s Upheaval,” 36.  
101 Sunil Janah, interview with the author, June 2011.  



Chapter III 

! 219 

 

Figure 3.15: Famine in Andhra Pradesh, 1944. 
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Figure 3.16: Sunil Janah, Mother and child on a street in Calcutta during the Bengal 
Famine, 1943. 
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Figure 3.17: Sunil Janah, A Muslim family leaving their village near Chittagong – now 
in Bangladesh – during the Bengal Famine, 1943-44.  
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2.2 Janah’s ethics of “Social Documentation”  

When asked about the difference between his style of portraying the common people of 

India vis-à-vis the styles and purposes of photographers like Henri Cartier-Bresson or Margaret 

Bourke-White, Janah promptly referred to Vicky Goldberg’s review of his 1998 New York 

exhibition and the ways in which the latter had emphasized the distinctive style of Janah 

compared to Bourke-White’s as “Not better or worse, but different.”102 According to Janah 

Bourke-White’s style was  

…purely journalistic; but that journalism was not either candid photography or 

pure reportage. It was something of her own style. Her photographs had an 

appearance of candid, but they were all staged. ….She would always do it by first 

setting up her camera on tripod, then putting a series of flash bulbs, then she 

would keep taking photographs hoping that some will be absolutely right and they 

usually were because if you take too many shots some are bound to be perfect.103  

Most of Bourke-White’s photographs of the Andhra famine (1944-45) were staged 

candid, which Goldberg too flagged as her signature style.  Janah elaborated on why he 

categorized Bourke-White’s work as “purely journalistic,” and the ways in which her approach 

was substantially different from his own. According to him “she did not have a special purpose 

and executed the job she was assigned to,”104 while he was “serving an idea – the idea of 

communism.”  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
102 Goldberg, “Photography Review: Looking at India’s Upheaval,” 36.  
103 Sunil Janah, interview with the author, June 2011. However, Janah did not specify what could be considered as 
“too many” if perfection may be the result.  
104 Sunil Janah, interview with the author, June 2011. 
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By making a distinction between Bourke-White’s work and that of his own, Janah was 

making a distinction between the socially committed CPI documentary photographer and a 

photojournalist from a mainstream magazine. This assumption was premised on the fact that she 

was a highly paid photojournalist from the American magazine Life and was taking photographs 

for a commercial purpose. It was not her “social commitment,” but her “paid assignment” that 

brought her to India.105  However, Janah did not sound judgmental about Bourke-White as a 

person as he made the distinction between Bourke-White’s style and his own. 

 

3. Post-1947 Industrial Photography: Making of a “New India”  

Janah’s industrial photographs from the 1950s were made after two watersheds, one in 

Janah’s life and the other in the political life of India: the partition of 1947 and Janah’s expulsion 

from the CPI in 1949. Shortly after his expulsion, he worked as a freelance photographer 

documenting the new Nehruvian industrial ventures.  His first commission came from the 

Damodar Valley Corporation (DVC) (Fig 3.18).106 Modeled after the Tennessee Valley 

Authority, the DVC was the first multipurpose river valley project of independent India. Janah 

thus became the first visual chronicler of India’s first river valley project. Subsequently he was 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
105 This issue of “socially committed” and “non-commercial” photography will come up again while I discuss in the 
next chapter Chitrabani’s project People of Calcutta.  
106 For a brief history and details of the Damodar Valley Corporation projects see Dipankar Chaudhuri, “Damodar 
River Valley: An Indian Parallel to the Tennessee River Valley,” Journal of Hydraulic Engineering, 126(6), 2000, 
395; Dev Nath Bhalla. The Damodar Valley Corporation : (a study of the transplantation of foreign administrative 
institutions into India), (n.p.: Alfa, 1969); Kuntala Lahiri-Dutt, “Large Dams and Changes in an Agrarian Society: 
Gendering the Impacts of Damodar Valley Corporation in Eastern India,” Water Alternatives 5(2), June 2012: 529-
542; Parmanand Prasad, The Damodar Valley Corporation: A Brief Study (New Delhi, Indian Institute of Public 
Administration, 1963). 
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commissioned by various industrial companies dealing in heavy metal, metal ores, and coal. He 

worked for companies including Tata Iron and Steel Co (TISCO) (Fig: 3.5), Hindusthan Steel 

Limited (HSL), Hindusthan Motors (HM), Burn & Co.’s Iron and Steel Works, Dunlop Tyres, 

Dunlopillo Foam Rubber Mattresses, Chittaranjan Locomotive Works, Indian Aluminium Co, 

Sindhri Fertilizer Factory, and Bard & Co. (Fig 3.19).107 Janah’s images of individuals (miners, 

laborers, supervisors, engineers) and the infrastructure of these industries circulated widely 

through the press, especially through the Illustrated Weekly. These photograph/s often became 

the lead photograph or the lead photo-essay in newspapers and magazines, and the Illustrated 

Weekly featured him in their “Photographers of India Series.”108 Janah’s photographs of DVC 

(Fig 3.18) and other industries were some of the earliest of the photo-documentations of post-

independence state-sponsored industrial ventures that came to public view. 

Janah’s industrial photographs have been grossly overlooked, as scholars and curators 

have focused single-mindedly on his internationally famous pre-partition “social 

documentation.”109 To be fair, Janah himself minimized the scope of his industrial photography, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
107 Janah, Photographing India, 40-42.  
108 Classified Ad 1 -- No Title, The Times of India, Oct 8, 1953, 7; For some of Janah’s photo-essays on different 
subjects refer to “Calcutta's Howrah Station,” The Times of India, Aug 27, 1956, 6; “Little Ships on the Hooghly,” 
The Times of India, Oct 15, 1956, 6. These classified ads, which were published regularly, for Illustrated Weekly 
point to the fact that the magazine was widely publicized; readers who would only read Times of India would still be 
knowledgeable about the topics and photographs published in Illustrated Weekly. See The Illustrated Weekly of 
India, January 1, 1961 
109 For two of the most elaborate obituaries reflecting on Janah’s illustrious and famous life see Ram Rahman, 
“Portraitist of the Nehruvian Era,” The Hindu, June 23, 2012 (online edition 
http://www.thehindu.com/news/national/portraitist-of-the-nehruvian-era/article3559899.ece accessed on June 19, 
2014); Haresh Pandya, “Sunil Janah, Who Chronicled India in Photographs, Dies at 94,” The New York Times, July 
9, 2012 (online edition http://www.nytimes.com/2012/07/10/world/asia/sunil-janah-who-photographed-bengal-
famine-dies-at-94.html accessed on June 19, 2014).  
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devoting only two and a half pages to industrial photography in the 126-page posthumous 

autobiographical introduction to his latest collection of photographs. Even these few pages were 

largely a straightforward list of the industrial projects he had photographed.110  In my interviews 

with him, Janah idealized his pre-independence works and talked eagerly about them while 

sounding disillusioned when reflecting on his post-independence industrial works. During the 

interview he mentioned that he was actually ashamed of doing industrial photography. Janah was 

anxious that he was merely making products for a market, commissioned either by the 

government or by the industries, without any specific socially-committed purpose. Janah was of 

two minds: he argued that he took on these projects inspired by his mentor Shambhu Shaha, who 

also did industrial photography. “I need not to be ashamed of this,” he said to me. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
110 See Janah, Photographing India. 
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Figure 3.18: Sunil Janah, Construction of Tilaiya Dam by DVC, 1950s. 
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Figure 3.19: Sunil Janah, Bird & Co coalmine in Asansole, 1950s 
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3.1 Ethics of Janah’s Industrial Photographs 

Janah’s aversion towards his industrial assignments is symptomatic of the ways in which 

Janah’s photographic practice was rooted deeply in his personal history, which in turn was often 

shaped by the history of Communist Party of India (CPI). Arguably, the expulsion from the CPI 

was one of the major moments of crisis in Janah’s photographic practice; it was a moment of 

anxiety he tried to resolve all his life111 and as an analyst of his photo-texts, I see remarkable 

continuities between Janah’s two phases – between his photographs made as a member of the 

CPI and his industrial photographs after his expulsion from the party. 

Reflecting on his time with CPI Janah wrote,  

I joined the Communist Party of India (CPI) and became involved in 

photographing people’s struggle against poverty, injustices, and exploitation, and 

continued to extend that to photographing every aspect of their lives. I never 

found their lives joyless, in spite of their deprivation.112 

How do we reconcile this statement, and the people-oriented social commitment of the 

famine photographs, with Janah’s photographs of the statist Nehruvian new India that prized 

heavy industries and hydroelectric projects (Figures 3.18 and 3.19)? It may appear that he had 

abandoned his radical politics as he sought to depict Nehru’s vision of “temples of modern 

India.” Indeed, his own reminiscences tend in this direction. But it will be simplistic to dismiss 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
111 There were other moments including his loss of vision in the early 1980s and demise of his daughter in 2004. 
See, Sunil Janah, interview with the author (June 2011) and Janah, Photographing India. Janah’s relationship with 
his photographs during his blindness reminds of W.J.T Mitchell’s invocation of Jose Saramago’s novel Blindness 
(New York: Harcourt, 1997). Mitchell wrote, blindness “deserve special attention in any theory of visual culture.” 
See Mitchell, What Do Pictures Want?, 349. Discussion on Janah’s blindness vis-à-vis visual culture is beyond the 
scope of this dissertation.   
112 Janah, Photographing India, 109.  
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Janah’s industrial photographs only as visual expressions of the dominant nationalist discourse in 

the post independent era. On the contrary I argue that documenting industrialization was an 

essential aspect of Janah’s radical politics. Janah’s radicalism that was expressed in his 

profoundly influential pre-partition photographs continued even when he was not with the CPI 

and was commercially doing industrial photography. His non-doctrinaire leftist politics allowed 

him to have faith both in the promises of independence and in Nehru’s leadership while also 

maintaining a critical eye on human suffering during industrialization. He recounted later, “…I 

cannot be blindly patriotic and refuse to see the less attractive aspects of my country.”113 While 

echoing Nehru’s vision of India as a developing, modernizing nation, Janah never allowed his 

viewers to miss the under belly of industrial production and his photographs were always marked 

by a critique of statist narratives of industrial development. 

Janah was in awe and admiration of the coming of the industrial age in India. Yet he did 

not simply glorify the industries, and he never overlooked the lived experiences of the laborers. 

He was aware that no matter how insignificant people may appear alongside enormous modern 

machines, industries would not be possible without human labor. Janah never lost sight of human 

subjects even when he was commissioned to document what he described as “monstrous 

machines”:  

The most striking aspects of these photographs were, to me, the very modern 

industrial structures being built manually by primitive villagers and tribals 

carrying cement mixtures in pails on their heads at the worksite, where giant steel 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
113 Janah, Photographing India, 4.  



Chapter III 

! 230 

piles were being driven into the ground by even bigger machines, and monstrous 

earth-moving machines were roaring around.114 

Janah realized that “primitive villagers” and “modern machines” were not necessarily 

incompatible. Alongside the official commissions of dams and factories, Janah depicted the 

everyday lives of the industrial workforce, who he felt had immense courage to fight back 

against deprivation and injustices.115 “[I]nfluenced by Marxist ideology,” he made what he 

described as ‘heroic’ “portraits of the ‘proletariat’, the urban industrial workers in the cities, and 

the peasants in the villages.”116  Thus Janah’s radical politics was manifested in his industrial 

photographs on two levels: on the one hand he documented the monumentality of these projects 

as part of a Third World nation’s coming into its own, while on the other hand he portrayed the 

conditions of people encountering the machines.  

Further, his radical ethics manifested itself, to me, for the ways in which he always 

invited his viewers to interpret his photographs. As he mentioned during his interview, “[i]t 

doesn’t matter what I say about my photographs. More important is how you perceive them.”117 

He added that, “[p]hotographs cannot make a political statement directly, but they can arouse 

emotions that can be harnessed for social and political causes.”118 This invitation to an ethical 

engagement came from his deep commitment towards his subjects. Reflecting on his 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
114 Janah, Photographing India, 41.  
115 Sunil Janah and Sobha Janah, joint interview with the author, June 2011.  
116 Janah, Photographing India, 23. The emphasis on heroism was reemphasized during his interview.  
117 Sunil Janah, interview with the author, June 2011.  
118 Janah, Photographing India, 110.  
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photographs, Janah elaborated that he was “documenting history,” while also feeling responsible 

towards his photographic subjects. He wanted to  “confer on them some kind of immortality,” 

they would not otherwise have.119 During the 1950s, visual documentation, including industrial 

photography, newspaper reports, documentary newsreels, celebrated the monumentality of the 

newly made industries. Janah tried to preserve his human subjects in this collective memory that 

would otherwise remember only industrial development without acknowledging the contribution 

of these nameless people. “I felt that I owed it to our people to photograph their vigor, charm, 

and liveliness, and the fortitude and dignity they have in spite of all their deprivation,” he 

wrote.120 

 

3.2 Through Janah’s Lens: Indian Industries in the 1950s 

Janah was imaging Indian industrial projects at a time when other Indian and foreign 

photographers – including the Calcutta based advertising photographer Ahmed Ali (1922–) (Fig 

3.20), and Magnum photojournalists Marilyn Silverstone (1929–1999) (Fig 3.21), and Werner 

Bischof (1916–1954) (Fig 3.22) – created iconic images of the promises of development.121 

Ali’s, Silverstone’s, and Bischof’s industrial photographs did not focus on the grim reality of the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
119 Susan Sontag quoted in Janah, Photographing India, 110.  
120 Janah, Photographing India, 23.  
121 Besides still photography, motion picture photography too was instrumental in documenting the processes of 
industrialization in India. Jawaharlal Nehru had invited Roberto Rossellini to make documentary motion pictures on 
India’s industrial ventures and the ways in which “new India” was emerging through industrialization. For details of 
Rossellini’s visit to India see, Dileep Padgaonkar, Under Her Spell: Roberto Rossellini in India (New Delhi: 
Penguin Books, 2008).  
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industrial workers.122 They either portrayed happy faces of workers or used their human subjects 

as reference to depict the enormous scales of the industries. In his interview with me, Ahmed Ali 

pointed out the ways in which he never felt compelled to document the plight of the industrial 

work force.123 They depicted the industries in the making on the surface while Janah explored the 

sub terra – both literally and metaphorically. While these three photographers, and many others 

like them, commemorated the monumental end products, Janah documented the less glamorous 

aspect of raw material extraction.  

In Ali’s photograph (Fig 3.23), we see two coal miners in hard-hats against the backdrop 

of a conveyer belt and a clear sky. Their positions in the photograph are carefully composed 

through several triangular and parallel forms, which guide the viewers’ eye. The miners and the 

iron structure are arranged roughly in a triangle, whose base falls on the lower edge of the 

photograph. There are two more triangular structures at the top of the photograph. Taken 

together the two miners and their picks form another triangle. Again, the two laborers are 

standing along parallel lines to each other; the picks in their hands are parallel to each other as 

well, imitating the platforms of the conveyer belt. The photograph was shot from a slightly low 

angle to give an impression of the subjects as larger than life. The human subjects in the 

photograph have smiling faces and are looking away towards a distant horizon. The left edge of 

the photograph has not restricted their gaze, rather their gaze makes the edge almost invisible. 

Through Ali’s expert composition the photograph gains significant breathing space. Through 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
122 Ali himself also believed, as he mentioned during one of his interviews, that large scale Industrialization would 
bring prosperity to the newly formed Republic of India. See Ahmed Ali, interview with the author, August 2013.  
123 Ahmed Ali, interview with the author, August 2013.  
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arrangement of lines, the image becomes dynamic and conveys a sense of motion, as if industries 

will lead the people towards a better future.  The photograph conveys a carefully constructed, 

conscious balance. Though Ali himself recalled that he was not working in a socialist realist 

style, his photographs often give an impression of a heroic proletariat – industrial workers as 

agents of social change. This is congruent with the fact that that India's post independence 

industrialization was based on the Soviet model of industrial progress.124 

Janah’s photographs, too, have compositional affinities with contemporary global trends 

in industrial photography. But he used those conventions to depict more than what the 

conventions dictated. For example, tiny human figures did not appear in Janah’s industrial 

landscape as simple markers of scale; human subjects were signs of mutual cooperation between 

man and machine – in spite of their smaller size, laborers were not insignificant.  A quick 

comparison between these two pictures by Ali and Janah (Figures 3.20 and 3.24) show structural 

similarities while depicting small human figures against a backdrop of giant industries. But Ali’s 

and Janah’s comments during their interviews about their compositional choices give us clues for 

decoding the photographs. Janah’s portrayal of human subjects up close was substantially 

different from that of Ali’s and of other contemporary photographers. His visual strategy of tight 

framing and direct gaze, which he developed during the 1940s famine, reappeared in his close 

study of industrial workforce. Janah’s and Ali’s contrasting photographs of the two sets of coal 

miners signify different narratives the photographers were trying to emphasize (Figures 3.23 and 

3.25).  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
124 Ahmed Ali, interview with the author, 2011.  
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Figure 3.20: Ahmed Ali, Tata Iron & Steel Co. Ltd. (TISCO), 
Jamshedpur, 1950s 
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Figure 3.21: Marilyn Silverstone, Bhilai Russian Steel Plant, 1959. 
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Figure 3.22: Werner Bischof, Tata Iron & Steel Co. Ltd.  (TISCO). Jamshedpur, 
May 1951 
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Figure 3.23: Ahmed Ali, Two Miners, 1950s 
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Figure 3.24: Sunil Janah, Steel Smelting Shop at TISCO, 1950s 
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Figure 3.25: Sunil Janah, Two Miners, 1950s.  
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Figure 3.26: The Illustrated Weekly of India, October 11, 1953. 
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Janah’s photograph of coal miners (Fig 3.25), in contrast to Ali’s aboveground, well-lit 

image, has an extremely tight composition conveying suffocation inside the underground pit. The 

absence of hard hats suggests that Janah’s miners were subcontracted workers at the bottom of 

the hierarchy of manual laborers.125 The composition includes a triangle, but unlike Ali’s 

ascending triangles, Janah’s triangle points downward and conveys a sense of compression. The 

two heads are angled away from one another and push against the edges of the picture. The 

elbow of the one man presses out against the frame. The single light source and the reflections on 

the miners’ bodies and on the ceiling of the pit suggest that Janah was using a single bulb flash 

rather than controlled studio lighting or a reflector, and hence had less control over the 

photographic rendition of the arrangement. The use of harsh flash matches the harsh conditions 

highlights the sweat on the bodies, and contrasts with the surrounding darkness. Unlike in Ali’s 

photographs, these miners look directly at the camera and thereby directly at the viewers. With 

their expressionless faces, their cold and empty direct gaze, the miners come out of the pitch-

dark background suggesting their capacity to work through adversity. The miners’ direct and 

piercing gaze can be read as a confrontation, which encourages viewers to reflect back on the 

photograph. Despite the bleakness in the image, or perhaps because of it, this photograph 

received a full page spread in The Illustrated Weekly of India (Fig 3.26).  

Janah’s photograph of miners often is reminiscent of photographs of coal miners made by 

Louis Hine, Dorothea Lange, Walker Evans, and more significantly, Margaret Bourke-White. 

Indeed Janah’s comments on the relationship between man and machine often echoes Lewis 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
125 Subcontracted labors were/are not given safety equipment in most Indian industries. 
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Hine’s remark that “[t]he more you see of modern machines, the more may you, too, respect the 

men who make and manipulate them.” Hine surely was respectful towards people and so was 

Bourke-White. But they documented despair and helplessness. Unlike Janah, they were not 

committed to portray human dignity as people fought back adversities.  

This bleak, unsparing depiction of the workers of Nehruvian projects enabled Janah’s 

image to grab viewers’ attention. Sensitivity to workers’ plight made Janah’s aesthetics of 

industrial photography an unlikely channel through which his left radical politics persisted 

alongside his faith in Nehruvian developmental ethos, and found expression at a time when he 

was no longer formally associated with institutionalized leftist politics in India. Janah’s 

willingness to challenge the viewers with a direct gaze, and his willingness to contrast Nehruvian 

industrial idealism with the dark and sweat of development was Janah’s distinct way of 

imagining the nation.  Janah’s photographic aesthetic often embraced and moved beyond its 

political message. This rich aesthetic complexity made Janah’s images powerful and created 

“secular icons” for modern India as Janah published one of his many photo essays. 

 

4. Afterlives of Janah’s Photographs: From Newspapers to Art Galleries 

Sunil Janah cherished the fact that his photographs have been museumized and have 

become collectors' items. “Not all has gone in vain,” he said during his interview with me.126  

“No human being is worth remembering for himself…if people remember my works, that will be 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
126 Sunil Janah, interview with the author, June 2011. 
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good enough” he added.127 He wanted his photographs to be remembered by posterity. That was 

one of the reasons he co-authored three books on this photographs, contributed images to many 

others during his lifetime, and planned for a more comprehensive volume, which unfortunately 

only came out a year after his demise. Though he was honored to receive the Padmasree, the 

third highest civilian honor in India, Janah wrote, “I would have been far happier if the 

government had offered to publish a volume of [my] photographs.”128  

He understood the ephemeral character of newspapers and journals, which may have 

immense impact momentarily but can never transcend the moment unless collected in a more 

durable book format. This is perhaps true for most of the iconic photographs – of events and of 

individuals – that the world has witnessed. “Showing over and over again” as Brink argued, is 

surely one of the ways “icons” are produced and kept alive in collective memory of beholders.129 

For example the two most famous institutions in the field of photojournalism, Time-Life and 

Magnum, had to publish collected editions of their landmark photographs for these images to 

survive in public memory.130 This applies to other newspapers too, ranging from collections of 

first pages of the The New York Times to pages of The Statesman.131  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
127 Sunil Janah, interview with the author, June 2011. 
128 Janah, Photographing India, 86.  
129 See Brink, “Secular Icons.” 
130 For example, see Life: The First Decade (New York: Time, c1979); The Second Decade (Boston, Mass.: Little, 
Brown, c1984.); Peter Galassi, Susan Kismaric, and William Safire, Pictures of the Times: A Century of 
Photography from the New York Times (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1996); Kristen. Lubben, Magnum 
Contact Sheets (New York: Thames & Hudson, 2011); G. K. Nair and Arvind N. Das, Forefront: Front Pages from 
the Times of India (Bombay: Times of India for Benett Coleman & Co., 1988). 
131 See The New York Times: Front Pages, 1851-2012 (New York: Black Dog & Leventhal, 2012); 100 years of the 
Statesman, 1875-1975 (Calcutta: Statesman, 1975);  
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As mentioned earlier, Janah was fading out of public memory in India by the mid-1970s. 

But by the mid-1960s he had attracted a niche audience that valued his photographs as historical 

documents of decolonization in India. Often the reviewers found in Janah’s photographs, 

especially in photographs of the “innocent” tribes, an “eternal” India frozen in time.132  

After being somewhat forgotten in popular Indian memory for years, Janah’s photographs 

were revived as art objects by the 1998 exhibition at Gallery 678 in New York City. The curator 

of the show, Ram Rahman, brought Janah back to public life, while also attributing artistic 

potential to his photographs. The motivations for this revival pertain to Rahman’s own 

genealogy.133 Ram is the son of famous Indian classical dancer Indrani Rahman, whom Janah 

had photographed extensively along with Shanta Rao, and others; Indrani had an overarching 

presence in Janah’s second publication Dances in the Golden Hall. Ram’s father, the famous 

architect Habib Rahman, was Janah’s friend and the Janahs considered Ram as part of their 

family. Additionally, Ram is one of founding members of SAHMAT (Safdar Hashmi Memorial 

Trust), a leftist, secular, socially committed artists’ collective in India.134 “Sahmat on occasion 

acts like a de facto cultural front of the CPI(M); on other occasions it privileges its artists’ 

constituency and defies the party line, thus developing remarkable strategies of commitment and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
132 When it came to depicting tribes Janah was often as romantic as his reviewers.  
133 Another important factor was the conditions of art market in India after the economic liberalization in 1991. It is 
not coincidental that his photographs were museumized, became collectors’ items, and entered the art market after a 
general upsurge of interest in India after liberalization and after the 50th anniversary of independence. I plan to 
expand on this in the next version of this chapter.  
134 Jessica Moss and Ram Rahman, The Sahmat Collective: Art and Activism in India Since 1989, exhibition 
catalogue (Chicago: Smart Museum Of Art, University of Chicago, 2013). Safdar Hashmi was a member of CPI(M) 
one of the most prominent members of later IPTA.  
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autonomy” wrote India’s leading art critic Geeta Kapur.135 According to art historian Karin 

Zitzewitz, “Sahmat sees itself maintaining…the secular nationalist project of nation building.”136 

However from the practices of SAHMAT artists, it appears that their understanding of “nation 

building” did not incorporate the post independence industrialization of the first two 5-year 

plans.  

Ram Rahman has been instrumental in preserving Janah’s legacy for a national and 

international public. Rahman’s affective connection with Janah and his works and his own 

activist background prompted him to project Janah’s photographs as socially committed leftist 

art without much consideration of Janah’s industrial photography. As mentioned before Janah 

himself had an uneasy relationship with his photographs of newly emerging industries in post 

1947. But his unease with industrial work-for-hire was completely different in character than the 

kind of political and aesthetic tension, generated in the wake of the 1998 New York exhibition, 

between leftist social justice imagination and industrial documentation. 

The 1998 exhibition was a grand success in bringing Janah’s photographs back to life. 

Janah’s own perspectives on his photographic works together with Rahman’s curatorial interest, 

and the dynamics of the art market shaped the structural logic of the exhibition. The two famous 

reviewers, Vicky Goldberg and Peter Nagy, confirmed Janah’s revival as an artist. Historian of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
135 Geeta Kapur, “Secular Artist, Citizen Artist,” in The Sahmat Collective: Art and Activism in India Since 1989, 
269.  
136 Karin Zitzewitz, “Signature and the Secularity of Artistic Subjectivity,” in The Sahmat Collective: Art and 
Activism in India Since 1989, 278.  
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photography Goldberg reviewed the exhibition in the The New York Times and curator-gallery 

owner-critic Peter Nagy reviewed it for Time Out, New York. 137  

Both the curator and reviewers emphatically discussed the ways in which Janah’s 

photographs were narratives of history. Jyotirmoy Datta, arts editor of a prominent Indian 

diaspora weekly India Abroad, described the show as a “photographic Mahabharata” – an epic 

narration of stories with eternal significance.138 Goldberg characterized Janah as “dutiful 

guardian of history” and as “faithful servant of history,” while Nagy was more restrained in 

making this straightforward connection between photographs and history.139 In fact Nagy 

explicitly conferred on Janah the status of an artist. “Sunil Janah is to India what Henri Cartier-

Bresson was to France and what Margaret Bourke-White was to America: a daring visionary 

who straddles photojournalism and fine arts by always being in the right place at the right time,” 

wrote Nagy.140  

Most notable, in this moment of revival, is the ways in which Janah’s industrial 

photographs received scant critical attention, either in Rahman’s curatorial note or in Goldberg’s 

or in Nagy’s reviews. However Nagy was the only reviewer to explicitly mention that the show 

was “somewhat unwieldy” and that “[t]he second part of the show, covering the period between 

the 50s and 70s, is more sedate” than the first half, which was exclusively dedicated to the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
137 See Goldberg, “Photography Review: Looking at India’s Upheaval,” 36; Peter Nagy, “Sunil Janah: 
Photographing India 1942-1978,” Time Out, New York, Issue: 154 (Sep 3-10, 1998), 57.  
138 See Jyotirmoy Datta, “Exhibition Looks Deep into Inda, 1942-78,” India Abroad (New York Edition), XXVII-48 
(Aug 28, 1998), 48.  
139 Goldberg, “Photography Review: Looking at India’s Upheaval From the Inside (and the Side),” 36 
140 Nagy, “Sunil Janah,” 57. 
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1940s.141Both the curator and critics spared only one or two sentences in passing to mention the 

fact that Janah also did some industrial photography, which they perceived as a minor aspect in 

Janah’s oeuvre. The industrial photographs for the curator and critics were simple visual 

expressions of the Nehruvian vision of development; as if Nehru’s public speeches were more 

than sufficient to understand Janah’s industrial photographs.   

But this perception of Janah as a radical artist, who only chronicled the 1940s 

contradicted my experience in the Janahs’ archive and my interviews with the couple. In the 

Janahs’ archive I encountered more industrial photographs than I expected to see and the couple 

reflected on these industrial photographs with deep attachment. Both of them were attached to 

the materiality of the photographs as well as the people attached to them. Clearly Rahman’s 

project was to place Janah’s within the canon of socially conscious artistic practice in India. In 

the process, Janah’s industrial photographs came to be perceived by the audience, critics and 

scholars alike, as not quite fit for his socially committed oeuvre. Rahman’s curatorial 

intervention used iconic status of Janah’s photographs to establish the latter as a radical artist, 

while also creating further icons out of a specific set of photographs.  

By no means undermining Rahman’s efforts, I submit that removed from these contextual 

histories and confined to a gallery space reduces the complexity of Janah’s work. The burden of 

this chapter has been to show Janah’s work as much more reflexive. He documented the famine 

at the time of its occurrence because as a photographer he felt responsible to portray the man-

made catastrophe through channels of mass media. He did not bargain for the afterlife his images 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
141 Nagy, “Sunil Janah,” 57. 
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would have. Likewise, his industrial photographs resulted from a faith in the newly formed 

nation-state as well as anxieties about its industrializing drive. Further Janah’s self-perception as 

an artist and as a visual chronicler was always fraught with productive tension that made his 

aesthetic versatile. 

The next chapter will continue the themes of iconicity and the tension between 

ideologically driven social documentation and artistic practices: I will analyze the photo-

documentation done by Chitrabani, a Jesuit social communication institution in Calcutta.   
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People of Calcutta: Photography, Social Commitment, and the City 1970s – 1980s 
 
 
 

 “Why are you doing this? Why are you wasting your time?” – these words followed 

photographer Salim Paul’s warm greetings as I reached his studio in Deodar Street to conduct 

my first interview on People of Calcutta.1 Inspired by the ideal of “giving faces to the faceless” 

and thereby uplifting marginalized people,2 People of Calcutta was the first of a series of 

photographic documentation projects done under the aegis of Chitrabani, a once-famous Jesuit 

social communication organization in Calcutta. Although Paul was a leading member of 

Chitrabani for two decades – as a participant photographer, as the creator of the iconic 

photograph Canning Street,3 and later as a coordinator for People of Calcutta – his sense of 

disillusionment with both Chitrabani’s ideals and the promise of People of Calcutta was 

pervasive. As it was with Paul, a sense of disappointment and disenchantment was a running 

theme in all of the interviews I conducted. However, as they spoke, all the participants expressed 

a deep affective engagement with this photo-documentation – a product of the 1970s lofty social 

justice ideals and a valuable photographic archive, which remains locked away in a little known 

institution.     

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 Salim Paul, interview with the author, May 17, 2006. Deodar Street in south Kolkata is an upper middle class/rich 
neighborhood connecting Ballygunge Circular Road and Hazra Road.  
2 Gaston Roberge, interview with the author, May 21, 2006.   
3 Canning Street is a road in central Kolkata in the Burrabazar (trans. Big Bazaar) area. It is part of the city’s 
business district and is characterized by an extreme disparity of wealth. Salim Paul photographed the bustling 
Canning Street from the top of Magen David Synagogue (established in1884) and named the image after the street. I 
will discuss the photograph later in the chapter.   
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Since the introduction of photography in India in 1840, Calcutta has acquired many faces 

in photographic representations, ranging from the “City of Palaces” to the “worst of urban 

disasters.” These images have been featured in a disparate array of genres from the colonial 

“views of Calcutta” to latter-day “news,” “documentary,” and “art” photography.4 Through the 

1940s, photographs of Calcutta focused mostly on the lifestyle of elites, both British and Indian, 

and on the large public buildings that signified strong imperial presence in the city. Most of these 

photographs bolstered the image of Calcutta as the viceregal second city of the British Empire. 

However, as the 1943 Bengal Famine drove an influx of migrants from the villages to Calcutta, 

the photographic depictions of the city started to change. Photographs of this period made by 

army-tourists like Clyde Waddell5 and professional photographers such as Sunil Janah6 

extensively depicted the city streets inundated by the impoverished and hungry.7 After the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4 The “colonial views” of the British Indian Empire can be found in different formats like painting, lithographs, and 
photographs. For watercolors and sketches of Calcutta by the uncle-nephew duo Thomas and William Daniell see 
www.victoriamemorial-cal.org/daniells.html (retrieved Jan 20, 2014). For some of the photographic views of 
Calcutta in the colonial period see Montague Massey, Recollections of Calcutta for Over Half a Century (Calcutta: 
Thacker, Spink and Company, 1918).  
5 For more information on the photographs by the American soldier Clyde Wadell see “Calcutta 1945: An American 
Military Photograph Album,” digital collection, University of Pennsylvania Library, 
http://www.library.upenn.edu/collections/sasia/calcutta1947/ accessed Jan 20, 2014. Wadell’s original album had 
more photographs than listed in the UPenn website. I have seen the original album in the personal collection of the 
photographer Jayant C. Patel, the owner of the Bombay Photo Stores in Calcutta. 
6 For details of photographs by Sunil Janah see chapter 3. 
7 Two of the most famous of all the depictions of the Bengal famine were visual artist Gobardhan Ash’s drawings 
and Chittaprosad Bhattacharya’s the pen and ink sketches. For Ash’s works see exhibition catalogues of Gobardhan 
Ash: A Retrospective (Birla Academy of Art & Culture, 1994) and Birth Centenary Show of Gobardhan Ash 1907-
2007 (Aakriti Art Gallery, 2007). Chittaprosad’s sketches were published in 1943-44 in the Communist Party of 
India’s organ Peoples’ War; these sketches were later collected in the volume Hungry Bengal. See T. K. Dutt, 
Hungry Bengal (Lahore: Indian Printing Works, 1944). See chapter 3 for more details on visual representation of the 
Famine. Apart from photography and visual arts, other representational forms like theater and novel also portrayed 
the agony of the Famine. Among these theatrical and literary works, the most famous are: Bijon Bhattacharya’s play 
Nabanna (dir. Sambhu Mitra, 1944), Bibhutibhushan Bandyopadhyay’s novel Ashani Sanket (made into a film by 
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communal violence of 1946 and Partition in 1947,8 vast numbers of refugees poured into the city 

and street dwelling became a permanent feature of Calcutta. In the post-independence period, 

even though photography was marshaled to construct an image of India as a industrializing and 

developing country,9 images of Calcutta continued to emphasize street dwellers, at times 

approaching a voyeuristic fascination with the city’s pavement life. From the 1950s onwards this 

voyeurism was most visible in the international tourist portrayal of Calcutta. The city became a 

popular travel destination drawing tourists and charitable volunteers who came to see the hungry, 

naked, homeless, crippled, and blind, the impoverished street people whose photographs these 

foreigners took back as souvenirs.10 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
Satyajit Ray in 1973) and Amalendu Chakrabarty’s novel Akaler Sandhane (made into a film by Mrinal Sen in 
1980).  

This was also around a period when social justice ideal of documentary practice was circulating globally. For a 
detailed discussions of the ways in which documentary photography played a significant role in social welfare 
projects in the United States by providing visibility to the underprivileged, see Peter Szto, “Documentary 
Photography in America’s Social Welfare History,” Journal of Sociology and Social Welfare 35:2 (June 2008); John 
Tagg, The Burden of Representation: Essays on Photographies and Histories (Amherst: University of 
Massachusetts Press, 1988). 
8 See chapter 3 for detailed discussion on photographs of communal riots and Partition made by Sunil Janah and 
Margaret Bourke-White.  
9 Industrial and advertising photography of the period depict the ways in which India aspired to economic 
development through industrialization. For example the photographs of Tata Iron and Steel Company (TISCO) and 
Hindusthan Motors (HM) – made by the pioneering advertising photographer Ahmed Ali – portrayed not only the 
giant machines and elaborate process of line production but also portrayed how industrialization promised happiness 
in peoples’ lives. I have seen most of Ali’s photographs in his personal collection. For works of Ali see the 
catalogues for the exhibitions Visual Worlds of Modern Bengal: An Introduction to the Pictorial and Photographic 
Materials in the Documentation Archive of the CSSSC (Seagull Books: 2002) and The City in the Archive: 
Calcutta’s Visual Histories (CSSSC: 2011), texts by Tapati Guha-Thakurta. See chapter 3 for in-depth discussion of 
Sunil Janah’s industrial photography and the ways in which many of his industrial photographs often critiques the 
Soviet inspired Nehruvian vision of industrial development.   
10 The bulk of foreigners who came to work as volunteers in charitable organization worked for the Missionaries of 
Charity and other Christian organizations. These institutions asked their volunteers to contact Chitrabani in case they 
wanted photographic prints of Calcutta. As I will discuss later, most of these volunteers who came from abroad 
either didn’t have a camera or were apprehensive about taking photographs of the people they worked with.  
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Among the huge body of pictures that have the city as their main thematic, the 

photographs of People of Calcutta form an important yet little-known collection. People of 

Calcutta was a long-running photo-documentary project at Chitrabani, the first media studies 

center in Bengal.  Organized by Chitrabani’s founder, the Jesuit priest and longtime Calcutta 

resident Father Gaston Roberge, People of Calcutta involved 23 local photographers11 over 

nearly fifteen years starting in1977, in the months after the end of the Emergency.12 The images 

in the collection span almost three decades, but the bulk of the photographs were taken in two 

concentrated spells: most photographs of the urban poor were made during 1977-78 under the 

title Shaheed Minar (Monument of Martyrs), while images of the middle class bhadralok 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
For a discussion of the ways in which poverty is often perceived by “volunteer tourists” as a marker of cultural 
authenticity, see Mary Mostafanezhad, “The Politics of Aesthetics in Volunteer Tourism,” Annals Of Tourism 
Research 43 (October 1, 2013): 150-169.  See also the famous single panel cartoon “Anthropologists! 
Anthropologists!” (1984), Gary Larson, The Far Side.  Acclaimed French director Louis Malle’s documentary 
motion picture Calcutta (1969) initiated a controversy on this issue of poverty as cultural authenticity leading to the 
expulsion of BBC from India. For a detailed discussion of the controversy over Calcutta – l’Affaire Louis Malle – 
and the political implications of the expulsion of the BBC, see Alasdair Pinkerton, “A New Kind of Imperialism? 
The BBC, Cold War Broadcasting and the Contested Geopolitics of South Asia," Historical Journal Of Film, Radio 
And Television 28:4 (October 2008): 537-555. The work of Malle has been discussed in the context of Chitrabani 
later in this chapter.  
11 The photographers involved in the People of Calcutta project included Amit Dhar, Anjan Paul, Ardhendu 
Chatterjee, Ashish Auddy, Brian Balen, Brian McDonough, Claudine Gomes, D.K. Nayak, K. Ghosh, Lewis Simon, 
P. B. Chaki, S. Chatterjee, S. Mondal, Salil Nandi, Salim Paul, Shantanu Mitra, Shilbhdra Dutta, Achinto Bhadra, 
Sita Sahane, Subrata Lahiri, and Vivek Dev Burman.  

I have conducted interviews with 12 photographers (Selim Paul, Shantanu Mitra, Lewis Simon, Salil Nandi, Brian 
Balen, Brian McDonough, Subrata Lahiri, Vivek Dev Burman, Claudin Gomes, Shilbhadra Datta, Achinto Bhadra, 
and Ardhendu Chatterjee), the founder and director of Chitrabani, Gaston Roberge, the film critic and ex-librarian 
Sunetra Ghatak, and the former secretary Joy Sebastian who worked for Chitrabani from 1978-August 2013. 
12 Generally refers to the period from 1975 through 1977, when Prime Minister Indira Gandhi assumed absolute 
power to rule, sanctioned through Article 352 of the Constitution of India. I have discussed the political context of 
the Emergency later in the chapter. For more details on state of emergency in India see P. N. Dhar, Indira Gandhi, 
the “Emergency,” and Indian Democracy (New Delhi; New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), Emma Tarlo, 
Unsettling Memories: Narratives of the Emergency in Delhi (London: C. Hurst, 2003).  
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(genteel),13 under the title Ghare Baire (Home and the World), predominated during 1989-91. 

Although the two phases focused on different social classes, the Chitrabani team’s perspective on 

human struggle and their focus on everyday lives of Calcuttans in the backdrop of a socio-

political and economic flux united the two phases into a coherent project in the minds of the 

founder Roberge and the photographers alike.    

People of Calcutta began at a time when “the people” and non-elite experiences of the 

everyday were becoming the focus of critical attention among the Bengali intelligentsia.14 

Chitrabani was one of Calcutta’s major film centers during the period under discussion, and 

hosted an active film society from the 1970s. As a result, People of Calcutta was in constant 

conversation with contemporary international, Indian, and Bangla alternative cinema. The 

participant photographers were familiar with radical cinemas from India and abroad, most of 

which had a critical take on the social injustices and the daily struggle of the people.15 As a 

result, although People of Calcutta – and in particular, its first phase, Shaheed Minar – was part 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
13 “[B]hadralok refers to respectable people of the middle classes.” See Dipesh Chakrabarty, Habitations of 
Modernity: Essays in the Wake of Subaltern Studies, foreword by Homi K. Bhabha (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2002), 101. For more discussion on bhadralok, see Chapter 2.  
14 Especially the Leftist cultural movements during the period are replete with representational forms – including 
literary, visual, and performative – that focused on the ordinary people and their experiences of the everyday. For 
details of Leftist cultural movements in West Bengal during the 1960s and the 1970s see Nandi Bhatia, Acts of 
Authority, Acts of Resistance: Theater and Politics in Colonial and Postcolonial India (Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press, c2004.), Performing Women/Performing Womanhood: Theatre, Politics, and Dissent in North India 
(New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2010.); Himani Banerjee, The Writing on the Wall: Essays on Culture and 
Politics (Toronto, Canada: TSAR, 1993), The Mirror of Class: Essays on Bengali Theatre, with a foreword by 
Sibaji Bandyopadhyay (Calcutta, India : Papyrus, 1998). One of the markers of the period is the ways in which 
“culture” became a vehicle for the “political”; for the Leftists “culture” became a way of reaching out to subaltern 
consciousness. As the cultural production of the time was focusing on the “people” of the time, they were also 
invoking past, especially 19th century, struggles of the subaltern.   
15 I have discussed, later in the chapter, the influence of Indian parallel cinema in the visual style of the People of 
Calcutta. Among foreign films, team Chitrabani was especially inspired by English, French, and Soviet cinema. 
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of the long lineage of photographing the city and its people, it was distinct in its representational 

strategies.  The project self-consciously avoided voyeurism and sensationalism as it sought to 

depict lives of Calcuttans on the street and in their homes. 

As Paul and other photographers explained, People of Calcutta contributed to the 

peoples’ struggle through a counter-practice of making “non-commercial” and “socially-

committed” documentary photography whose avowed goal was to “give faces to the faceless.” In 

other words, even if the subjects were not literally looking into the lens, the images were 

supposed to allow their images to “look back” at viewers whose gaze might otherwise simply 

continue to objectify them. For the photographers, the objective of People of Calcutta was to 

break away from the popular notion of Calcutta as either the palatial, imperial city of Victoria 

Memorial Hall16 or the “cultural capital” of India or a Third World city of helpless beggars. 

According to Paul, People of Calcutta was intended, especially during its first phase, Shaheed 

Minar, to demonstrate visually that the underprivileged and marginalized people of Calcutta 

were not helpless, but that on the contrary poor Calcuttans had the power to struggle, and could 

fight back against social injustices to sustain their lives in the city.17 Similarly, while 

photographing during the second phase, Ghare Baire, the photographers focused not on the 

middle classes’ literary, artistic, or political achievements but on their daily acts of living in the 

city. The depiction of the middle class was on the one hand similar to the images of the poor 

because both Shaheed Minar and Ghare Baire depicted the mundane and the everyday; these 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
16 Built in Indo-Saracenic style of architecture and inaugurated in 1921, Victoria Memorial Hall is a monument 
dedicated to the memory of Queen Victoria, the Empress of India. Located in the heart of Kolkata in the Maidan 
area, it is currently a museum and an exhibition gallery.   
17 Selim Paul, interview with the author, 2006 and 2013.  
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images did not aim to portray either Calcutta’s exotic splendour or its exotic abjection. Although 

the portrayal of “everyday life” was the common theme of the two projects, the Chitrabani team 

was aware of the difference between the two classes they were working with; indeed, the team 

thought the lives of the middle class contrasted with those of the poor as an alternative way of 

being ordinary Calcuttans. The photographers associated with the documentation therefore 

projected themselves as “iconoclasts” who were challenging the established schema of imaging 

Calcutta. Yet, I argue, as much as the photographers were iconoclasts, they were influenced by 

and responded to the globally available discourses and conventions of social documentary; the 

Chitrabani photographers produced their own icons that defined the city in conformity with their 

own political affiliations and Chitrabani’s socio-theological commitments. This chapter 

demonstrates that People of Calcutta represented city life through the production and reception 

of symbolic images of the everyday – images that expressed theological dilemmas of the 

Catholics and the political dilemmas of the middle class in post-Emergency urban India. I ground 

the photographs from People of Calcutta in the aesthetic and linguistic conventions, political 

discourses, and Christian theological orientations available in India during the period under 

discussion, while I also read the photographs formally.  

 

Titles and their Meanings 

The first phase of the People of Calcutta project, Shaheed Minar, took its name from a 

prominent imperial victory column. Originally built as the Ochterlony Monument in 1848 to 

commemorate Sir David Ochterlony's victory in the Nepal War (1814-1816), this tall white 
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imperial column was renamed “Shaheed Minar” – a Bangla phrase meaning “monument of 

martyrs” – in 1969 in the memory of the martyrs of the freedom struggle of India. It is located in 

the Esplanade area in the heart of the city of Calcutta.  The monument’s upper and lower 

balconies offer a picturesque panorama of the city. In everyday conversation it is still referred to 

as Monument. For a long time the open ground around Monument, called Maidan in Bangla, has 

been a gathering place for poor and lower middle class people. Some people go there to enjoy 

themselves; some go there to offer inexpensive and “exotic” goods and entertainments – ranging 

from glass bangles, astrology, and rope tricks to acrobatics, monkey dances, and mystery pills.18 

Every Sunday the area is transformed into a poor mans’ fairground.19 On weekdays too, many 

people – who largely belong to the informal sector of the city economy – gather around the area, 

as it happens to be the city’s biggest bus terminus and often attracts informal labor,20 thereby 

opening up opportunity for socio-economically marginalized Calcuttans.21 The name Maidan too 

is significant in this context. Like many other Bangla words this word too has an Arabic root; it 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
18 However, it is important to note that the hawkers were removed from the area after the Emergency was declared. 
It took a while for them to come back and that in 1977 there were hardly any hawkers in Maidan area.  
19 For a detailed audio-visual documentation of the ways in which this informal fairground operated in the early 
1980s see Dharmatala Ka Mela directed by Jojo Karlekar et al., 1982, 35mm film, 102 mins, transferred to mpeg 
video, 2013.  
20 Daily wage laborers, both men and women gather there to offer their labor to the intermediary labor contractors, 
who would employ many of them depending on requirements. People who get jobs from this area usually go to work 
in construction sites across the city. Besides most of the drivers and conductors working for private bus owners are 
employed informally; many work as daily laborers, while others are paid monthly salaries. But either way, there will 
be no formal contract of employment between the employers and the employees. There are also self-employed 
people engaged in different businesses. Most common are makeshift tea stalls, street vendors, makeshift stores of 
inexpensive clothing and cosmetics.      
21 The depiction of Monument by the Chitrabani team, like the depiction in the documentary Dharmatala Ka Mela, 
is a counter-narrative of the popular discourse about this space, which emphasizes criminality rather than 
marginalization.  There is a vast body of popular Bangla literature that refers to the Maidan as a zone of criminality. 
Likewise, accounts of the Maidan in the Calcutta press of the 1970s and the discourses within Calcutta Police 
commonly described widespread criminality in the area.  
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is derived from the Arabic word Maydān, which implies “large, open, demarcated area, designed 

for all kinds of equestrian activity.”22 Indeed the Mounted Police Unit of Kolkata Police 

(previously Calcutta Police) has practiced their routine drills on and has patrolled the Maidan for 

last 170 years.23 However when imagined in the context of a South Asian city, especially in 

terms of the location of Maidan in Calcutta, the word implies a space enclosed within urban built 

structures. This second implication of Maidan resonates with the lives of the people Chitrabani 

attempted to make visible: like the enclosed space of the Maidan, the lives of the poor are 

hemmed in by societal injustices of which Shaheed Minar became a testimony. 

That the first phase of People of Calcutta was named Shaheed Minar, therefore, was not 

only an explicit reference to one of Calcutta’s iconic public sites, but points to a metaphorical 

monument to social martyrdom and to a conceptual vantage point.24 In Chitrabani’s newsletter, 

the project was described as a monument, as an emblem of congregation of the city’s marginal 

people: 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
22 F. Viré, "Maydān," Encyclopaedia of Islam, edited by P. Bearman et. al. (Brill Online, 2014), accessed 18 June 
2014, http://referenceworks.brillonline.com/entries/encyclopaedia-of-islam-2/maydan-SIM_5067. 
23 In a recent newspaper article Inspector Arvind Kumar Mishra, the additional in-charge of the Kolkata Mounted 
Police was quoted among other things saying that “[i]n those days, as today, the mounted police kept the Maidan 
free of the thieves, thugs and criminals who used to frequent it.” See Rajdeep Datta Roy,  “Charulata to the Rescue,” 
Live Mint (Thu, Nov 12 2009), http://www.livemint.com/Leisure/BrMZEcohj2CD9f10VJ018N/Charulata-to-the-
rescue.html accessed on Feb 18, 2015. In contemporary discourses too perception of Maidan as a zone of criminality 
persists. Apart from patrolling the Mounted Police is used for crowd control during official sporting events, which 
mostly happens in the Maidan region. For example all the soccer clubs in Kolkata have their tents and playgrounds 
in the area. Maidan is also home to world’s second largest (by seating capacity) famous cricket stadium Eden 
Gardens, which is often described as cricket’s answer to the Coliseum.  
24 Initially the collection was named as the Audio-Visual Data (AVD) Project because there was a plan of making an 
audio-visual presentation for community education, which never materialized. 
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Figure 4.1 Shaheed Minar, Ardhendu Chatterjee, 1977. 
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Figure 4.2 Ghare Baire, Shilbhadra Datta, 1991. 
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“Monument”, (that is, a “reminder”) bearing witness to the fact that Calcutta 

consists largely of people who suffer, martyrs of an unjust order, who keep on with 

the business of existing with a simple, unpretentious, heroism.25 

The name also suggested the Monument’s balcony, a vantage point for obtaining a panoramic 

view of Calcutta.26 But unlike this conventional panorama, which creates distance by elevating 

the viewer above the city, Shaheed Minar’s panoramic view brought the viewer and the 

photographic subjects closer. The photo-documentation emphasized not the Calcutta of the 

towering achievements of which the Monument was a signifier, but the Calcutta of “the ordinary 

practitioners of the city” who “live ‘down below.’”27 Finally, the choice of title for Shaheed 

Minar was significant because the photo-documentation was trying to metaphorically claim 

anew in the name of the people a piece of symbolic architecture that was built as an imperial icon 

and was later claimed as a nationalist monument by the postcolonial state. 

Photographer Ardhendu Chattejee best captured the idea of a metaphorical martyrdom in 

a politically-laden photograph (Fig 4.1) from 1977. The photograph depicts the round medallion 

on the pedestal of the Monument containing the word Shaheed Minar and the date of the post-

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
25 “Shaheed Minar” in The Newsletter of Chitrabani, no 40, Feb 1980, 8.  
26 The Bangla word minar is derived from the Arabic word manāra or manār, which is also the source to the English 
word minaret.  Unlike the English word monument, a minar implies a stairwell; it suggests a provision for climbing 
up the height and reaching out to people. See "Manāra, Manār," Encyclopaedia of Islam, edited by P. Bearman et. al. 
(Brill Online, 2014), accessed 18 June 2014, http://referenceworks.brillonline.com/entries/encyclopaedia-of-islam-
2/manara-manar-COM_0661. 
27 Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, translated by Steven F. Rendal (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1984), 93. The elevated perspective implied by de Certeau was only infrequently present in the 
photographs of Chitrabani. Though few of the Chitrabani photographs were actually taken from an elevated 
perspective, some images nevertheless suggest abstraction and distance while still embedded in the space they 
depict, and therefore create a sense of distance, as if the photographers saw their subjects from above. Like the 
metaphorical appropriation of the name Shaheed Minar, Shaheed Minar’s suggestion of an elevated, all-
encompassing perspective on those “down below” too was usually metaphorical rather than literal.  
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independence reconsecration, both in Bangla script. A scantily clad man sleeps underneath the 

medallion. This visual juxtaposition of the medallion and the man represents Chitrabani’s 

attempt to reclaim the phrase Shaheed Minar in the name of the poor of Calcutta. Yet this ironic 

contrast is made even more complex by a faded graffiti phrase, written in Bangla, on the face of 

the monument’s pedestal, beneath the sleeping man. Undoubtedly a portion of a larger political 

slogan, the words read “…srinkhala firiye aante…” (tr. “…to bring back order…”). This 

photograph literally portrays the plight of this man who is forced to sleep in open air, at the 

footsteps of a public monument, in the absence of any better shelter. It shows that the post-

colonial Indian state has failed to keep the promise of social welfare and has not been able to 

uplift the condition of the poor. The photograph also points to the failure of civil society either to 

invest directly in improving the conditions of the poor or to pressure the state to do so. The 

socio-economic condition of this sleeping man in the photograph is shaped by a social order 

where neither the state nor civil society considered the poor to be worthy of attention. The poor 

were not removed from the public sight, but simply left to themselves as if they did not exist. 

The fragmented graffiti phrase too appears symbolic; the phrase indicates that there is a demand 

to institute “order.” In the context of the photograph, “order” can be read as social matrix that 

would not overlook the poor. Because the graffiti is fragmentary, we cannot be certain that it 

advocates any particular political program; the phrase points to a problem, but does not make 

clear the ways of achieving the desired social order. The photograph by Chatterjee functioned as 

the second part of the phrase; the photographs in Shaheed Minar was offered as tactic “to bring 
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back order.”28 In one sense, like the fragment of graffiti, the photographs of Shaheed Minar call 

attention to a social problem without offering a particular solution.  In another, the photographs 

themselves complete the fragment, and attempt to affirm the dignity of the lower classes.  

Unlike the explicit deliberation that led to the use of the phrase “shaheed minar” as a 

metaphor for the first phase of People of Calcutta, the formal naming of the second phase was 

somewhat accidental. Well after the second phase was underway, Roberge named it Ghare Baire 

(The Home and the World). He was provoked by one of the photographs made by Shilbhadra 

Datta. The photograph (Fig: 4.2) shows a “middle class” lady at a moment when, raising the 

curtain, she was about to step into the hallway from the inner quarters of the home. Roberge 

showed this photograph to Satyajit Ray, the film director and the founder advisor of Chitrabani, 

who asked if the photograph drew inspiration from the images he himself had used in his film 

Ghare Baire (The Home and the World).29 Even though Datta firmly asserted that he was not 

influenced by Ray’s imagery, Roberge nevertheless borrowed the film’s title for the whole 

middle-class stage of People of Calcutta.30  

When the photographs of Ghare Baire are compared with Ray’s film, the reason for 

Roberge to appropriate the title becomes obvious. In his film Ghare Baire, Ray portrayed the 

Bengali elite and middle class at a moment of immense political turmoil. Set against the 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
28 I have borrowed the notion of “tactics” from Michel de Certeau. For a discussion of strategy vis-à-vis tactics see 
de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, 34-39.  
29 Ghare Baire (The Home and the World) directed by Satyajit Ray, 1984, 35 mm film,140 mins. For specific details 
of the film Ghare Baire see Andrew Robinson, Satyajit Ray: The Inner Eye: The Biography of a Master Film-Maker 
(London ; New York : I.B. Tauris ; New York : Distributed in the United States and Canada by Palgrave Macmillan, 
2004), 263-273; Keya Ganguli, Cinema, Emergence, and the Films of Satyajit Ray (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, c2010), 32-61.  
30 Shilbhadra Datta, interview with the author, 2006 and 2013.  
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background of the Swadeshi Movement,31 the film depicted the ways in which the “home” could 

not be kept insulated from the upheavals in the “world.” Similarly, the objective of the 

Chitrabani team was to complicate the insularity of the middle class home. The team emphasized 

that the “world” affected the poor as much as it shaped the middle class in Calcutta in the late 

1980s and the early 1990s; the middle class, too, survived through their everyday tactics. While 

on the one hand the photographs from the second phase of People of Calcutta were meant to 

contrast with the lives of the poor in the city, on the other hand the images were also intended to 

depict the ways in which middle class Calcuttans craft their existence through little, apparently 

insignificant acts of everyday life.  

The choice of the name Ghare Baire shows that the Chitrabani team categorically 

differentiated between the living space of the home and the world outside and that they defined 

the middle class in terms of home and domesticity; initially the team believed that people can 

live on the pavement, but the pavement can never become “home.”32 Reflection on the middle-

class living space helped the photographers to delineate the components that constitute 

domesticity; it made them sensitive about the domesticity of the pavement dwellers. After 

working with their middle class subjects, the team also extended the sphere of the category 

“home” and “domesticity” beyond the “middle class” household in order to incorporate the street 

dwellers within these categories. As I will discuss below, this shift was reflected in the 

categorization of photographs.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
31 For details see Sumit Sarkar, The Swadeshi Movement in Bengal, 1903–1908 (New Delhi: People's Pub. House, 
1973)  
32 Note by Salim Paul; I will discuss this document later in the chapter.   
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Reflecting back on his photograph Datta mentioned that he was influenced by Ray’s 

Mahanagar (The Big City)33 and Charulata (The Lonely Wife),34 but not by Ghare Baire. Both 

of these films, Mahanagar and Charulata, have female protagonists. Set against two different 

historical backgrounds spanning almost a century, Charulata set in the 1880s and Mahanagar set 

in the 1970s, the films center on issues of female respectability and propriety of conduct, 

women’s emancipation, and woman as a medial-liminal figure between an “insular” home and a 

“dangerous” world outside. The films are set in particular moments in Bengali history 

characterized respectively by the “women’s question”35 and continuous increase of middle class 

female workforce in formal economy. In both the films doors and choukhath (wooden 

doorframe) play important roles as cinematographer Subrata Mitra’s camera follows the 

protagonists’ movements in space; in each cases choukhath signifies the boundaries between the 

home and the world.  

In Datta’s photograph too, as he explained, the woman’s stepping on the choukhath was a 

symbolic act signifying emancipation and empowerment.36 The photograph alluded to the 

perceived notion of home as an insular space, a well-lit space in the photograph, from which the 

female subject was stepping to the dark and grim realities of the world outside. Himself coming 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
33 Mahanagar (The Big City) directed by Satyajit Ray, 1963, 35 mm film, 131 mins. For particular details of 
Mahanagar see Robinson, Satyajit Ray, 149-155; Ganguli, Cinema, Emergence, and the Films of Satyajit Ray, 153-
178.  
34 Charulata (The Lonely Wife) directed by Satyajit Ray, 1964, 35 mm film, 117 mins. For particular details of 
Charulata see Robinson, Satyajit Ray, 156-169; Ganguli, Cinema, Emergence, and the Films of Satyajit Ray, 63-91. 
35 For details on the “women’s question” in the nineteenth century see Partha Chatterjee, Nation and its Fragments: 
Colonial and Postcolonial Histories (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1993), 116-157.   
36 Shilbhadra Datta, Email conversation with the author, Feb 3, 2015.  
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from a middle class background and being a single child of a working mother, Datta wanted to 

portray his female subject’s desire to be financially independent.37 The lady in the photograph 

was from a traditional jeweler family in Calcutta – a family that in the name of respectability 

restricted their women, in this case a daughter-in-law, from working professionally.38 

Datta further clarified, 

[I] was simply working at two levels (a)  on [my] instinct to make a visual work with 

a model, but not a hired one, in almost a theatrical setting owing to the late winter 

light & (b) emancipation, stepping out of woman from “purdah”!39 

Datta actually enacted what he exactly wanted her to perform in front of the camera. He 

gave her meticulous direction so he could portray all the symbolic significances in a single 

frame. On the surface, the lady’s gesture in Datta’s photograph is one of many insignificant 

moments of everyday life in middleclass bhadralok homes. Yet Datta wanted to impart symbolic 

significance to this apparently simple act to emphasize the importance of the everyday. However 

the style Datta adopted during Ghare Baire to emphasize the importance of the everyday was 

significantly different from Chatterjee’s approach during Shaheed Minar. Chatterjee opted for 

the style of candid street photography, while Datta preferred explicit staging and sometime 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
37 Shilbhadra Datta, Email conversation with the author, Feb 3, 2015. 
38 The lady in the photograph was from the family of Laxmi Babu ka Aasli Sona Chandi ka Dukan, a jewelry store 
famous since the nineteenth century in Bhowanipore, one of the oldest neighborhoods in South Kolkata. By the time 
this photograph was made, they are no more among the prosperous jewelers in the city. However, over the period 
the brand name has remained famous and intriguing because other jewelers in the locality have appropriated the 
name with as many permutation-commination of the original words as possible.    
39 Shilbhadra Datta, Email conversation with the author, Feb 3, 2015. Even though he himself was significantly 
inspired by Ray,  Datta made a sarcastic remark while explaining the title Ghare-Baire: “Between, Roberge and Ray 
they had a mutual admiration club going.” 
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staged candid. But not all photographers who worked during the Ghare Baire phase adopted 

similar techniques to Datta’s: some preferred candid photographs.  

Besides the issue of women and their relationships to the world, Datta’s photograph also 

alludes to other aspects of middleclass lives and hardships, which Chitrabani wanted to 

document. The doorway, the arch over it, and the stained glass pattern suggests that the house is 

a nineteenth century mansion.  The plaster of the archway is gone and the bricks are exposed; 

one of the pieces of stained glass is broken and through the hole a piece of the wall in the inner 

quarter can be seen. The curtain is simple and looks worn; yet it is contemporary, not the style of 

curtain that might have adorned the doorway in an earlier time. The door has venetian blinds and 

hence is surely not the main door of the house. It is just one of many doors that leads to the main 

door. Yet on the top left of the wooden doorframe there is a calling bell, partially covered in 

cobweb. The dilapidated condition of the doorway suggests that the inhabitants of the place were 

having difficulty maintaining the once prosperous mansion, and, more generally, evokes the 

hardship that respected middleclass families were facing in their everyday life.40 Yet the smile of 

the lady contrasts with these suggestions of hardship, and is indicative of the self-image that the 

late twentieth century middle class bhadralok hoped to project. The situation suggests that by the 

time Datta was shooting, the original mansion was divided and partitioned among several heirs, 

who had set up their own homely spaces within the main structure. In other words, the original 

nineteenth century mansion housed many smaller homes by 1991. The inhabitants of these 

independent smaller units could step out of their homes without actually stepping out of the main 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
40 In fact the mansion does not exist any more. The owners sold it off to a realtor, who made a shopping mall out of 
the property.  
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door, which opens on the street. The immediate world outside the smaller home-unit was no less 

dark than the larger world outside the mansion because of potential disputes among the co-

sharers. Thus the photograph holds a promise of emancipation for its human subject, while also 

alluding to the material hardship the family was facing, while yet maintaining respectability, at a 

time marked by the liberalization of Indian economy. 

 

National and Regional Politics: 1960s and 1970s  

As mentioned before People of Calcutta began against the political backdrop of the 

1960s and 1970s, which were periods of transition and turmoil in Indian politics, on both 

national and regional levels. This period witnessed not only dissatisfaction with the state’s 

inability to fulfill the promises of independence – particularly in Bengal – but they also 

highlighted a ideological warfare across different lines. After the death of Jawaharlal Nehru, the 

first Prime Minister of Independent India, in 1964 and the sudden death of the second Prime 

Minister, Lal Bahadur Shastri, in 1966, national politics became tormented by the ruling Indian 

National Congress’s internal strife between its progressives led by Nehru’s daughter Indira 

Gandhi and its conservatives led by the veteran politician Morarji Desai. On the regional level, 

the late 1960s and the 1970s was a period of intense political confusion in West Bengal and 

especially in Calcutta. The people of West Bengal witnessed a clash between the ruling Right 

oriented Indian National Congress and the Left political parties like the Communist Party of 

India [CPI], the Communist Party of India (Marxist) [CPI(M)] and, later, their more radical 
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offshoot, the Communist Party of India (Marxist-Leninist) [CPI(ML)], owing to the latter’s 

increasing influence in the region.  

In the political flux of the mid-1960s, Ms. Gandhi succeeded as the Prime Minister of 

India in 1966, but she had to accommodate Desai to retain her office after the general elections 

of 1967. After the premature dissolution of the parliament in 1970, however, Gandhi returned to 

absolute power after the election of 1971. Shortly after, the Janata Party challenged Gandhi’s 

election to the Lok Sabha (Lower House of the Parliament) in the Allahabad High Court on the 

grounds of electoral malpractice. Simultaneous to these internal political developments, Gandhi’s 

government intervened in the Bangladesh Liberation War (1971).41 This led to the declaration of 

a state of emergency by the President of India under the Defense of India Act of 1971, on the 

pretext of external aggression. The Bangladesh Liberation War resulted in direct armed conflict 

between India and Pakistan. Although Gandhi had consolidated her power following her 

victorious achievements in the creation of the new nation of Bangladesh, the Allahabad High 

Court in 1975 ruled against her election to the Lok Sabha, leading to the infamous countrywide 

declaration of Emergency in 1975-1977. The emergency proclamation of 1971 had barely ended 

by the time the 1975 emergency was declared. The Emergency witnessed, among other state 

controls, the suspension of all democratic rights of the citizens of India, including the deferral of 

elections, and severe censorship of the press.42  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
41 For details of Bangladesh Liberation War of 1971 and India’s involvement in it see  
42 For more details on state of emergency in India see P. N. Dhar, Indira Gandhi, the “Emergency,” and Indian 
Democracy (New Delhi; New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), Emma Tarlo, Unsettling Memories: Narratives 
of the Emergency in Delhi (London: C. Hurst, 2003). 
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The national instability was compounded by the regional politics of West Bengal – 

regional politics that in fact played a more influential role in the making of People of Calcutta. 

These regional politics gained more importance in West Bengal during the period under 

discussion. The Bidhan Sabha (State Assembly) elections were more frequent in West Bengal 

than the Lok Sabha elections during the 1960s. In the state elections of 1967, Bengal’s governing 

Indian National Congress government was replaced by a left-leaning United Front coalition led 

by the newly formed Bangla Congress, the Communist Party of India (Marxist), the Communist 

Party of India, and the other left parties.43 But the state cabinet under the Chief Minister Ajoy 

Mukherjee was soon dismissed followed by the declaration of President’s Rule in West Bengal. 

A fresh mid-term election was held in 1969, when the United Front formed the government the 

headed by the returning Chief Minister Ajoy Mukherjee of the Bangla Congress and Home 

Minister Jyoti Basu of the CPI(M), which was the largest party in term of seat share. However 

Mukherjee resigned in 1970 protesting the CPI(M) led violence across the state, followed by the 

declaration of President’s Rule. In West Bengal the Indian National Congress capitalized on 

Gandhi’s contribution in the making of Bangladesh more than it was able to do in the context of 

national politics; they successfully tapped Bengali nationalist sentiments before the elections. In 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
43 The Communist Party of India (Marxist) emerged out of a split within the Communist Party of India in 1964.  For 
a detailed political history of West Bengal in the post Independent period till 1967 see Joya Chatterjee, The Spoils of 
Partition: Bengal and India 1947–1967 (Cambridge University Press, 2007). For a history of communist parties and 
ideologies in India see Bidyut Chakrabarty, Communism in India: Events, Processes and Ideologies (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2014).   

The Left Front remained in power in West Bengal for 34 years, till 2011. 
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the subsequent state assembly elections of 1972 the Congress returned to power with Siddhartha 

Sankar Ray as the Chief Minister of West Bengal.44 

1967 was also the year when an extremist section of the CPI(M) fomented the Naxalite 

Movement, followed by a peasant uprising in Naxalbari in Northern Bengal, and launched an 

armed revolution against the Indian state, particularly the rule of the United Front and the 

CPI(M)’s participation in parliamentary politics. In 1969, the movement gave birth to the  

Communist Party of India (Marxist-Leninist), or CPI(ML), which denounced Soviet style 

“revisionist” communism in favor of Mao Zedong’s ideology. By the early 1970s the educated 

middle-class led Naxalite Movement gained momentum especially in and around Calcutta. But 

soon the movement was crushed heavy-handedly by both the state and the central government 

employing as many legal and extra-legal means as possible; the movement was fragmented and 

lost its political valence by the mid-1970s. However the Naxalite Movement left a long-term 

impact in the Bengali cultural milleu; it has been celebrated in myriad representational forms like 

literature, theatre, and cinema.45  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
44 For a fairly analytical yet short narrative on the coalition politics and political turmoil in West Bengal after 1967 
see Chatterjee, The Spoils of Partition, 310-317; For a overview of the specific vote shares and arrangements within 
coalition politics in West Bengal see N. Jose Chander, Coalition Politics: The Indian Experience (New Delhi: 
Concept Pub. Co., 2004.), 97-116.  
45 Naxalite Movement was brief but one of the landmark political events in the history of West Bengal – a 
Movement whose legacies are palpable even in contemporary political culture in West Bengal. For details of the 
Naxalite movement in West Bengal see Sohail Jawaid, The Naxalite Movement in India: Origin and Failure of the 
Maoist Revolutionary Strategy in West Bengal, 1967-1971 (New Delhi: Associated Pub. House, 1979), Sumanta 
Banerjee, In the Wake of Naxalbari: A History of the Naxalite Movement in India (Calcutta: Subarnarekha, 1980) 
and India's Simmering Revolution: The Naxalite Uprising (London: Zed Books, 1984), Amiya K. Sanamta, Left 
Extremist Movement in West Bengal: An Experiment in Armed Agrarian Struggle (Calcutta: Firma KLM, 1984), R. 
Ray, Naxalites and their Ideology (New Delhi: OUP, 1988), Pradip Basu, Towards Naxalbari (1953-1967): An 
Account of Inner-Party Ideological Struggle (Calcutta: Progressive Publishers, 2000). 
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In spite of the Indian National Congress’s pro-poor pronouncements both at the center 

and through the state ministries, the Left political parties increased their influence among the 

middle class, lower middle class, and poor of West Bengal, where the refugee problem was acute 

following the Partition of 1947 and the Bangladesh Liberation War of 1971.46  In West Bengal a 

united Left Front emerged as a powerful political force. Following governmental repression 

steered by the Indian National Congress during the Emergency, the Left Front won the election 

of 1977 with an absolute majority and formed a government.  

Dominated by the leftist political parties, these upheavals during the 1960s and the 1970s 

were not only confined to the domain of high politics but also shaped its popular manifestations. 

The politics of the left in India had always involved the populace, and Calcutta in the 1960s and 

the 1970s was no different. At different points the pro-electoral CPI and CPI(M) as well as  the 

anti-electoral CPI(ML) took to the streets to appeal to the masses. Indeed the Naxalite Movement 

was waged in the name of ordinary peasants and workers, who, it claimed, were neglected by the 

constitutional Left. As a result, Calcutta witnessed not only popular demonstrations and 

agitations but also political violence involving ordinary citizens, political workers, and the 

repressive state apparatus in both its legal and its extralegal forms. The leftist parties, especially 

the CPI, had started to consolidate their organization in the wake of the partition of Bengal in 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
46 For details on displacement of people and refugee movements after 1947 and after 1971 see Anjali Gera Roy, 
Nandi Bhatia, eds.,Partitioned Lives : Narratives of Home, Displacement, and Resettlement (New Delhi : Dorling 
Kindersley, India, 2008); Haimanti Roy, Partitioned Lives : Migrants, Refugees, Citizens in India and Pakistan, 
1947-65 (New Delhi : Oxford University Press, 2012); The Statesman. “Editorial: Yet Another Exodus.” The 
Statesman , 22 April 1971; Antara Datta, Refugees and Borders in South Asia: The Great Exodus of 1971 (Milton 
Park, Abingdon, Oxon ; New York : Routledge, 2013); Gary J. Bass, The Blood Telegram: Nixon, Kissinger, and a 
Forgotten Genocide (New York : Alfred A Knopf, 2013); http://www.genocidebangladesh.org/?page_id=46 
accessed Feb 23, 2015. For details of photographic representations of the refugees see chapter 3.  
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1947 and the “refugee problem.” They found their “mass base” among the people who were 

discontented with the ruling Indian National Congress that controlled the provincial government 

in West Bengal and the central government in New Delhi. Led by the leftist parties, various 

members of the middle classes who were bereft by partition, food and housing shortages, 

expressed their aspirations through continued trade union strikes and the 1966 food riots in West 

Bengal. Calcutta witnessed numerous student agitations and general strikes against increased 

tram-fares during this period. These tumultuous events shaped public discourse in the city, which 

focused almost obsessively on the experiences of everyday life. 

People of Calcutta was certainly a product of a milieu influenced by the ideologies of the 

Left and its emphasis on the “peoples’ struggle.” Chitrabani was a melting pot of leftist/left 

leaning creative intellectuals. People of Calcutta represented a coming together of a variety of 

ideological aspirations that were broadly Leftist, even though there may well have been 

disagreements about what constituted a proper leftist politics within their ranks. In their 

interviews, photographers Salim Paul and Shilbhadra Datta confirmed that even though they and 

their colleagues were not card-carrying party members, all of them were leftists in their own 

ways.47 Yet neither the politics of the parties or of the street fully explain the impulses motivating 

the photographs of Shaheed Minar.  The institutional circumstances were as important for this 

photo documentation as were the extra-institutional influences.   

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
47 Salim Paul and Shilbhadra Datta, joint interview with the author, 2013.  
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Chitrabani and its Photographic Department 

Chitrabani was established on October 5, 1970 as Social Communication Service, an 

“extension service” of St. Xavier’s College, a Jesuit institution involved in secondary and college 

education since 1860.  The involvement of the Jesuits and of St. Xavier’s College in mass media 

came as a logical extension of its long involvement in education. After the Second Vatican 

Council (1962-65) and its radical reconfiguration of the relationship between the Church and 

modern human experience, mass media became an important area of emphasis in the Catholic 

religious order.48  Indeed the phrase “social communication” was incorporated in the vocabulary 

of preaching after the Vatican II. The Jesuits at St. Xavier’s also considered mass media not as 

“empty channels” that existed in isolation but as socially useful instruments and pedagogic tools. 

Consequently the Jesuits decided to set up a mass media center, and with this objective in mind 

they sent Fr. Gaston Roberge to UCLA to study for a master’s degree in Film and Media.49  

When Roberge returned to India, he founded, under the direction of the Jesuits, the Social 

Communication Service that would later be called Chitrabani, for training and experimenting in 

the production and use of communication media to support educational and developmental 

programs. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
48 For details of Vatican II (Second Vatican Council) see Xavier Rynne, Vatican Council II (New York: Farrar, 
Straus and Giroux, 1968); Avery Dulles, Reshaping Catholicism: Current Challenges in the Theology of the Church 
(San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1984); Angelo Fernandes, Vatican Two Revisited (Anand, Gujarat, India : Gujarat 
Sahitya Prakash, 1997); M. Lamberigts and L. Kenis eds., Vatican II and its Legacy (Dudley, Mass. : Peeters, 2002); 
Matthew L. Lamb and Matthew Levering eds., Vatican II: Renewal Within Tradition (Oxford ; New York : Oxford 
University Press, 2008).  
49 Gaston Roberge and Salim Paul, interviews with the author, 2013. 

Incidentally many of the Indian social documentary practitioners were educated around this period in the West. For 
example the most celebrated documentary filmmakers, Anand Patwardhan was trained in Brandeis (BA, class of 
1972) and McGill (MA, class of 1982).  
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The Social Communication Service was initially founded to coordinate the production of 

films that would aid in social communication for the benefit of the poor of Calcutta.50 However, 

a government-imposed 250% import duty on raw film stock coupled with shortage of funds 

prevented Chitrabani from venturing into filmmaking.51 As a consequence the institution turned 

to still photography as a tool for social communication, and established a photographic 

darkroom. In 1973, the Service moved to the grounds of a church near Moulana Azad College on 

Rafi Ahmed Kidwai Road, and was renamed Chitrabani. A course in still photography was 

introduced in 1976. The processing of color slides began in 1984; the printing of color 

photographs started in 1988; in 1991, the Chitrabani Photographic Association was created. After 

twenty years of creative service to “development communication,” the photographic department 

was closed in March 31, 1995 due to lack of financial resources coupled with a movement away 

from still photography.52  

Satyajit Ray, the famous Indian filmmaker, had been closely associated with Chitrabani 

since its inception and designed the institutional logo. Initially he was a member of the governing 

body and continued as an advisor until his death.53 Ray’s close association with the institution 

had a lasting impact both on the functioning of the institution and on Roberge as a media 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
50 Salim Paul, interview with the author, 2013 
51 In 1973 Film Finance Corporation (under Ministry of Information and Broadcasting, Govt. of India) became the 
sole channeling agency for the import of raw stock and the Govt. of India imposed a 250% import duty on raw 
stock. See Ashish Rajadhyaksha, Paul Willemen, Encyclopaedia of Indian Cinema (New Delhi, New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1999).  
52 Development Communication was also the title of the Chitrabani newsletter published in the heyday of its 
photographic department.  A discussion of the concept of development communication appears below. 
53 Chitrabani website: http://www.chitrabani.com/index.php/about-chitrabani/satyajit-ray (retrieved Jan 20, 2014) 
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scholar.54 Ray was also influential stylistically; his neorealist visual style – which was inspired 

by Italian neo-realism – of representing human lives was often reflected in the photo-

documentations spearheaded by Chitrabani. One of the key features that tie Ray’s work with that 

of Chitrabani’s is the creation of visual symbolism out of everyday practices through an 

emphasis on visual details.55 Besides, as I will discuss, Ray’s ideas of “realism” and what 

constitutes “reality” resonated strongly in the both the theoretical formulation and their practical 

application in the photo-documentations crafted by team Chitrabani.56   

Aimed at improving the social life of ordinary Calcuttans, Chitrabani documented the 

lives of the ordinary men in Calcutta and its neighboring regions by creating a collection of 

nearly 12,000 still photographs. In the beginning, the work was in black and white, but as soon 

as the color laboratory was established documentation began both in color slides and color film.  

The institution also launched a diploma program for training photographers who would 

contribute to the photo-documentation. Although the photographic department at Chitrabani 

offered occasional month-long courses for beginners, their main thrust was on the training of 

young upcoming professionals. Serious amateurs were encouraged to join the diploma program 

at the photographic department for 9, 12, or 24-month courses leading to an Open Syllabus 

Diploma in Social Communication with a specialization in photography.57 As members of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
54 Gaston Roberge and photographers, interviews with the author, 2006 and 2013.   
55 See Satyajit Ray, “What is Wrong with Indian Cinema,” in Ray, Our Films, Their Films. 
56 For details of Ray’s thoughts on  “reality” and “realism” see, Satyajit Ray, “The Question of Reality,” Satyajit 
Ray on Cinema, edited by Sandip Ray; in association with Dhritiman Chaterji, Arup K. De, Deepak Mukerjee, and 
Debasis Mukhopadhyay ; foreword by Shyam Benegal (New York: Columbia University Press, 2011), 35-39. 
57Gaston Roberge, “Chitrabani: An Indian Experiment in Development Communication”, Educational and 
Broadcasting International, Sep 1980. 
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Chitrabani, the photographers were entitled to use the dark rooms and could also seek the 

assistance of the technical staff and darkroom specialists Bimal Samaddar, Dilip Arindra, and 

Claudin Gomes.58 Chitrabani offered no formal classes but individualized coaching was designed 

under the guidance of an instructor for each member. All members used to meet twice a month to 

discuss their current works with Chitrabani’s experts, many of whom, like Brian Balen and Salim 

Paul, had extensive prior experience of working on Chitabani’s photo-documentation projects.59  

Beginning in 1977 and with no academic pre-requirement this diploma program provided liberty 

to the students to develop their own visions of the photographic medium drawing on Calcutta’s 

various cultural traditions and practices, including non-Calcuttan and non-Indian practices.60 As 

Roberge wrote,  

The city itself is our resource center and the students are encouraged to integrate 

the various media experiences that the city offers: films, drama, folk media 

performances, music, dance, exhibitions, radio, television, advertising, seminars, 

lectures, etc.61  

Students had access to different formats of still and cine cameras – 35mm, 8mm, Super 

8mm, and 16mm – that the Chitrabani photographic department owned. Students were not 

charged any tuition fee for the diploma program, but anyone who wanted access to Chitribani’s 

facilities had to pay a nominal membership fee; they also were responsible for the cost of films, 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
58 The Chitrabani Newsletter no 54, May 1984. 
59 The Chitrabani Newsletter no 54, May 1984 
60Gaston Roberge, “Chitrabani: An Indian Experiment in Development Communication”, Educational and 
Broadcasting International, Sep 1980.  Apart from photography other specializations offered were in film, video 
and theatre.  
61 Gaston Roberge, “Chitrabani: An Indian Experiment in Development Communication”, Educational and 
Broadcasting International, Sep 1980. 
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darkroom chemicals, and printing papers.62 The availability of these cameras and darkroom 

equipment financially helped the students, a majority of whom came from a middleclass 

background. A progressive drop in prices made cameras and enlargers less expensive by the late 

1970s than they used to be in earlier periods. But equipment was still more expensive than 

chemicals, films, and photo-paper. Further, setting up a darkroom required space, which most 

students would have found difficult to get.  

Apart from the expense, a second problem was active middle-class resistance to 

photography as a profession. Even by the late 1970s, when press photography had become an 

established profession and photojournalism was a common part of everyday newspaper reading 

experience, most Bengali-Hindu-upper caste-middle class families would not accept their 

children’s desire choice to become photographers.63 Thus Chitrabani was potentially a place 

where even with a little pocket money young people could learn photography. However most of 

the photographers who finally worked for the People of Calcutta project did not come from 

mainstream middleclass Bengali families.64 

Chitrabani also helped affiliated photographers to find work. Either Chitrabani appointed 

the photographers to its own photo-documentation projects or it arranged photo commissions 

with outside groups, particularly NGOs. As Roberge wrote,  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
62 Gaston Roberge, “Chitrabani: An Indian Experiment in Development Communication”, Educational and 
Broadcasting International, Sep 1980 
63 See chapter 2 for more details on this issue of resentment of middle class Bengalis about taking up photography as 
a profession. 
64 Gaston Roberge, “Chitrabani: An Indian Experiment in Development Communication”, Educational and 
Broadcasting International, Sep 1980 
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Chitrabani…often acts as an intermediary between particular photographers and 

agencies wishing to have photos taken for them. Several agencies prefer to deal 

with an institution rather than an individual. In this way, some of our members 

and ex-students do get assignments through Chitrabani and Chitrabani gives 

them the support of its technical facilities.65   

Members and students were frequently recruited for the myriad photo-documentations that 

Chitrabani conducted. Like People of Calcutta, all of these documentations had a social 

commitment and were aimed at achieving positive social change. However, often the photo-

documentation would also emphasize the importance of documentation itself. The nature of the 

assignment changed according to the requirements of specific projects. This variety was reflected 

in the practical structure of the various projects. Some of the participant photographers were paid 

monthly; some photographers were paid for each of the photographs that were selected for the 

Chitrabani archive. This differential structure of payment depended on the kind of “official” 

relationship any photographer had with the institution; photographers were either employees of 

Chitrabani or worked for it as freelancers.66  

Unlike later photo-projects, which could draw on a group of photographers trained at 

Chitrabani, People of Calcutta, as Chitrabani’s first photo-documentation project, had to 

advertise in the local dailies for photographers.67 Many passionate photographers who wanted to 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
65 Gaston Roberge, “Chitrabani and Still Photography” (unpublished, 1993, for Drik, Bangladesh). Roberge’s 
published and unpublished writings are bound together in twelve volumes and are kept at the Rita Roy Memorial 
Library in Chitrabani. 
66 Selim Paul and Shilbhadra Datta, individual and joint interviews with the author, 2006 and 2013.  
67 Vivek Deb Burman, interview with the author, 2013. Selim Paul, interview with the author, 2013.  Unfortunately I 
have not been able to locate the original advertisement.  
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take up photography professionally, like Vivek Deb Burman and Salim Paul, responded to the 

advertisement.68 Apart from advertisement and later the diploma program, Chitrabani always 

depended on its organizational connections for attracting photographers. One of the major 

contributors during Shaheed Minar, the first phase of People of Calcutta, Brian McDonough, 

was a Jesuit based in Montreal, which happened to be Roberge’s hometown, and was working 

voluntarily for Calcutta NGO Asha Niketan (tr. Abode of Hope).  

Although photographers came with different backgrounds and had individual objectives, 

Chitrabani united them by providing a platform for developing their skills. According to 

Roberge, “the aim of Chitrabani is to provide the cameraman with an opportunity for creative 

work in the fulfillment of the centre’s objective.”69 The training program and photo-

documentations at Chitrabani were aimed at developing flair in creative photography as a whole 

with an emphasis on precision and sensitivity in documentation. Chitrabani always pushed the 

photographers to grow as creative persons and to develop a socially committed art.70 However, 

unlike the diploma program, the documentation projects had a more structured set of guidelines, 

which culminated in the formal articulation of Ethical Praxis of Documentary Still Photography 

in early 1980.71 As I will discuss, these guidelines were both practically implementable and 

contradictory.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
68 Vivek Deb Burman, interview with the author, 2013. 
69 The Chitrabani Newsletter no 54, May 1984 
70 Gaston Roberge, “Chitrabani: An Indian Experiment in Development Communication”, Educational and 
Broadcasting International, Sep 1980, Chitrabani newsletter, 1995 and “Chitrabani and Still Photography” 
(unpublished, 1993, for Drik, Bangladesh) 
71 Chitrabani News Letter, February 1980. I will discuss this document in detail.  
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The Photographers of “People of Calcutta”: A Prosopography  

Although Chitrabani was founded by Jesuits and drew on lay Catholics, both Indians and 

foreigners, it was by no means an exclusively Catholic institution, either in ideal or in practice.  

Most of its staff and students, in fact, were non-Christian. Considerable religious, cultural, and 

ideological diversity is evident among the photographers who participated in the People of 

Calcutta project.  

Ten photographers began the People of Calcutta project in 1977; by the end of the project 

in 1991, 23 photographers had participated. The class, family, and cultural backgrounds, 

religious orientations, individual training, ideological commitments, and professional objectives 

of the photographers contributed to the making of People of Calcutta.72  All of the photographers 

who participated in either or both phases of People of Calcutta came from an educated middle 

class background; they came from families which, unlike most Bengali families, were not 

opposed to the idea of taking up photography as a profession.73  

Excepting one photographer, all the photographers had a college education. Some of 

them, like Selim Paul and Shilbhadra Datta, had Jesuit educational training. Both Paul and Datta 

attended St. Xavier’s, Hazaribag for their middle and high school and continued their education 

at St. Xavier’s College, Calcutta, Chitrabani’s mother institution. Compulsory film viewing 

sessions during their school days inspired both Paul and Datta to become filmmakers. When they 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
72 The prosopography draws on interviews with the photographers, 2006 and 2013.  
73 See chapter 2 for more details on this issue of Bengali middle class aversion about taking up photography as a 
profession.   
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could not join India’s only film school for personal-family-financial reasons, they decided to join 

Chitrabani to learn filmmaking and photography.  

A desire to become professional photographers coupled with either a socio-religious 

commitment and/or a left political orientation was the main driving force behind most of the 

photographers’ decisions to join Chitrabani. Although both Paul and Datta were non-believers, 

they were committed to the Jesuit ideals of social justice with which Roberge had founded 

Chitrabani, a commitment that their Jesuit education may have encouraged. Like Paul and Datta, 

the photographers Brian Balen and Lewis Simon also received Jesuit educations, and attended St. 

Xavier’s, Calcutta.  But Balen and Simon were Christians by faith. Both of them were part of 

Chitrabani from the very beginning, and helped Roberge to realize the idea of a communication 

center. Balen was also the head of the team during the first phase of People of Calcutta. 

Likewise, Brian McDonough came to Calcutta as a Catholic social worker from Canada and got 

involved in People of Calcutta through his contact with Roberge.  

Achinto Bhadra wanted to become a photographer more than he was committed to a 

Jesuit social ideology. However, Bhadra already had more secular leftist affiliations. When he 

joined Chitrabani, he was working with an NGO, Unnayan (tr. Development) that worked among 

underprivileged Calcuttans. Bhadra was the only photographer in the Chitrabani team who was a 

school dropout and a card-holding member of the Communist Party of India (Marxist). Though 

Shilbhadra Datta’s father was a member of the CPI(M), the younger Datta never joined the party 

formally.74  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
74 Paul, Datta, Dev Burman, McDonough, Balen, Simon, Lahiri, Bhadra, and others, interview with the author, 2013.  
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However, not every photographer was committed to Jesuit or Marxist ideals as much as 

Balen, Paul, Datta, and Bhadra were. Vivek Dev Burman for example joined Chitrabani because 

he wanted a career shift from chartered accountancy. But also important is the fact that he 

belonged to the famous Tripura Royal family, to which belonged many of the pioneering 

photographers in the nineteenth century. While studying in London, Dev Burman decided he 

wanted to change his profession, came back to Calcutta, and joined Chitrabani to earn a living 

through photography. Similarly, Subrata Lahiri’s motivation to join Chitrabani was not prompted 

either by Marxism or by Jesuit social justice. Lahiri simply wanted to be a photographer. He was 

part of Satyajit Ray’s film production team and got in touch with Chitrabani through Ray’s 

association with the institution and with Roberge. Even though Lahiri didn’t want to talk about 

his own perspectives, joining an organization like Chitrabani must have meant an engagement 

with a certain kind of moral/political vision. 

 

Ideology of Chitrabani – Communication and Development   

Second Vatican Council (1962-65) marked a major shift in the Catholic Church’s 

perception of its role in the modern world and emphasized on the importance of communication 

media technologies in in carrying out its social mission.75 “Social communication” became an 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
75 The Vatican II was, according to many scholars, a paradigm shift in the Catholic Church. For the first time in its 
history, the Vatican recognized the importance of non-Christians, including atheists; it also talked about cooperation 
between Christians and non-Christians for making the benefit of humanity. For more details of this shift in the 
Church’s perspective see the most key document Gaudium et Spes, “Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the 
Modern World, Promulgated by His Holiness Pope Paul VI on December 7, 1965” 
http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19651207_gaudium-et-
spes_en.html accessed Feb 25, 2015.  
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essential aspect of Catholic discourse as Vatican II developed a Theology of Communication.76 

The Vatican II decree Inter Mirifica77 followed by the papal encyclical Populorum Progressio78 

focused on the development of people through effective use of media of communication and the 

specific languages used in these two documents resonated in Roberge’s writings. The decree and 

the encyclical emphasized ideas like “family of man” and “brotherhood of man,” and more 

generally it stressed the importance of “family.” More importantly Populorum Progressio 

focused on “man’s complete development,” which the document defined as different from 

simple economic development. According to the encyclical “man’s complete development” is 

intimately related to human dignity and personal worth, two notions that guided People of 

Calcutta, especially during Shaheed Minar.             

Reflecting on Theology of Communication Roberge wrote,  

The Society’s role in mass communication has to be defined in the light of a 

theology of communication centered on the mission of Christ who is at once 

communicator, communicated message and medium of communication….it is 

only by participation in the mission of Christ, a participation which Christ has 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
76 For origin of “theology of communication” see Inter Marafica, Decree on the Media of Social Communication 
(Dec 4, 1963) http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-
ii_decree_19631204_inter-mirifica_en.html accessed on Feb 25, 2015. For more details on “theology of 
communication” see Avery Dulles, “The Church and Communications: Vatican II and Beyond” in Reshaping 
Catholicism: Current Challenges in the Theology of the Church (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1984); Cristina A 
Mugridge and Marie Gannon, John Paul II: Development of a Theology of Communication (Santa Rosa, CA: 
Heritage Press, 2009). Scholars often differentiate between “theology of communication” and “communication 
theology”; for details of the difference between the two see 
77 Inter Mirifica is a “decree on the media of social communications” promulgated during the Vatican Council II 
(1962-65). For details see http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-
ii_decree_19631204_inter-mirifica_en.html accessed Feb 25, 2015.  
78 Populorum Progressio is an “encyclical of Pope Paul VI on the development of people” (March 26, 1967). For 
details see http://w2.vatican.va/content/paul-vi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-vi_enc_26031967_populorum.html 
accessed Feb 24, 2015.  



!Chapter IV  

! 284 

willed in the sacramental economy of salvation that men can become 

communicators or medium of communication.79  

Roberge believed mass media  

…are integral parts of a social milieu and accordingly the objective of Chitrabani 

was to spread a mass media culture that helps people to harmoniously integrate 

the communication media into their cultural lives. Thus people were meant to 

benefit from the media while remaining free in front of them, and to eventually 

become responsible communicators themselves.80  

Here the word “free” is constituted of several overlapping and ambiguous meanings: on the one 

hand it meant that people were not merely passive objects of documentation but were free as 

subjects actively participating in the making of their own images; on the other hand “free” could 

be understood in the Christian sense of the expression, i.e. “The truth will make you free” (John 

8:30) – i.e. liberated or redeemed – and the idea of a Christian subject as owner of its body and 

labor power. The images from People of Calcutta were examples of socially committed 

communication media, which were to make positive impacts on peoples’ lives by revealing the 

truth about their lived experiences. It was the truth claim of the photographic medium that was to 

ensure the revelation of “truth” and thereby was to make the photographic subjects “free.” This 

truth claim was not just about “showing,” but about “making visible”; it was a process of 

coming-to-see, rather than just an instance of seeing.  However on the question of participation 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
79 Gaston Roberge, “The Jesuit and Mass Media” in Collected Works of Gaston Roberge, Vol. II, (unpublished), 
115.  
80This articulation appeared in a small pamphlet containing informative overview of Chitrabani published in 1995 on 
the occasion of the institute’s silver jubilee celebration.     
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often the middleclass subjects had more control over the production of the visuals than their 

fellow Calcuttans who lived on the streets. 

When Chitrabani started working in the area of still photography it faced a question 

which was best expressed in the words of Roberge: “how can photography, a relatively 

expensive medium, be useful or at least relevant to the development needs of the country or, 

shortly relevant to the poor?”81 Though the Chitrabani team never had any one concrete answer, 

all the photo-documentations and especially People of Calcutta became a process of exploring 

answers to this question. One possible answer that Roberge rejected was the use of photographic 

images in the manner of ongoing Western inspired developmental projects.  

Roberge criticized the economic model of development as professed by the institutions 

like the Ford Foundation and believed that the project of development was engineered by “the 

Christian West.”82 He called this model of development not only a “mirage” but also 

“antihuman” because this economic model was policy-oriented and aimed at structural 

adjustments; in this model, human beings existed not as individuals but as mere statistics. “Or to 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
81 Gaston Roberge, “The Involvement of Chitrabani in Still Photography” in Collected Works of Gaston Roberge, 
Vol.XI, (unpublished), 169-171.  
82 Gaston Roberge, Communication: Calcutta Image, Mirage of Development (unpublished, May, 1994). For the 
details of economic model of development see Debraj Ray, Development Economics, (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press, 1998). Roberge was echoing the post-development theory as developed by the scholars like James 
Ferguson and Arturo Escobar. Post-development theory argues that the notion of economic development professed 
by the institutions like World Bank, IMF, and the Ford Foundation rely on the West as a model of socio-economic 
organization and in their inherent superiority. As a result, the rest of the world is assigned a status that requires 
development and “catching up.” Critics of development argue that development is an ideology to extend and sustain 
the Western hegemony in the world in post World War II period. For a more detailed discussion of this position, see 
Arturo Escobar, Encountering Development: The Making and Unmaking of the Third World (Princeton, N.J.: 
Princeton University Press, 1995). 
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put it another way, they existed as means to an end rather than as ends in themselves.”83 

According to this economic model of development poor people were perceived as incapable of 

self-help, an image that the Chitrabani team attempted to counter through People of Calcutta. 

Later, in the 1990s, Roberge wrote, 

True to the developmentalist ideology, development was seen…as a process to be 

handled by specialists. Development could be planned and controlled like any 

other process amenable to scientific manipulation. In this view, humans have little 

place, except in terms of their numbers, their location, the epidemics they spread, 

the work they put in, the tremendous (!) threat they pose to the environment by 

cutting twigs from trees…84  

Not only was Roberge critical of the “developmentalist project,” but he also opposed the 

widespread visual representation of Calcutta that gave legitimation to developmentalist 

intervention. For example Roberge wrote extensively against Louis Malle’s documentary motion 

picture Calcutta (1969), in which he thought Malle 

expressed his own indignation much more than he offered a positive image of 

people of Calcutta. What could they gain from Mr. Malle’s indignation? True, 

some people in the West may have grown a little more “aware” or “sensitive”, 

but what is this to the Calcutta man?85 

The involvement of the Catholic Church and of the Jesuits in particular in the field of 

communications was prompted by a keen realization that there is an intimate relationship 

between development and communication, while Roberge was criticizing the economic model of 
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83 William Mazzarella in conversation with the author, March 2014.  
84  Gaston Roberge, “Communication: Calcutta Image, Mirage of Development” (unpublished, May, 1994).  Here 
Roberge referred to a Ford Foundation document from the 1960s, which he didn’t specify.  
85 Gaston Roberge, “Communication: Calcutta Image, Mirage of Development” (unpublished, May, 1994). 
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development. However the idea of development that prompted the Jesuits to venture into 

communication media was fundamentally different from the one professed by the discipline of 

economics; the Jesuits focused on human development. Roberge explained in detail his 

understanding of development in the following extract:  

…development is above all of the imagination. A person is humanly developed 

when he/she has a positive view of self, a deep-seated knowledge of one’s own 

value, an undefeatable certainty of fundamental quality with other men and 

women, and an experience of inner freedom which nothing can obliterate. 

Human development – however ultimately linked it may be with economic 

development – may not be gauged solely in economic terms. Man alone can be a 

measure for man.86 

For Roberge any improvement of the communication processes was linked to a larger 

mission of human development and an improvement of social life. He wrote the images from 

People of Calcutta were  

…a respectful acknowledgement of the poor, “non-intended city”. …they can 

promote a culture of the onlooker, specially if the photo is one he can identify 

with. Then a photograph can reflect back to the persons portrayed – [a] positive 

image of themselves. Positive images support a dynamic sense of identity 

without which there can be no development.87 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
86 Gaston Roberge, “Shaheed Minar”, Quarterly Journal of National Centre for Performing Arts, Vol. IX No. 2, 
June 1980, 21.  
87 Chitrabani Newsletter, No 40, Feb 1980.  

For a discussion on the relationship between witness, participants, onlookers, and bystanders in the context of 
photographs made during the a gay rights rally held in Chicago in 1970, see Margaret Olin, “Witnessing, 
Bystanding, Onlooking, Participating,” lecture delivered at University of Illinois at Chicago’s Gallery 400, April 30, 
2014.  
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Roberge wrote extensively on the ways in which Shaheed Minar was conceived mainly 

as a testimony to people’s oppression and deprivation in daily life. He pointed to the fact that 

Shaheed Minar had deliberately left out the city’s financially rich sections because he wanted the 

photo documentation to focus primarily on the economically disadvantaged people who could 

not afford to produce their own images. He wrote,  

The poor Calcuttan is imageless…in this sense that he has no image of his own, 

no “portrait” with which to identify with legitimate pride. And above all, he has 

no image that he can control. The only images of the poor Calcuttan are those 

made by tourists…or by development agencies to raise money and to justify their 

own existence. The image these people make portray the poor Calcuttan as a 

passive, dependent, incapable, pitiable, frustrated and unruly man, woman or 

child. While poor people are often forced to be such, they are not primarily 

incapable of self-help.88 

Roberge had a vision of the ways in which he wanted the Shaheed Minar photographs to be 

distinct and how he wanted the photographers to use the photo-imaging technology towards 

social commitment:   

Our [i.e. Chitrabani] images show them [i.e. the poor Calcuttans] as human beings 

having limitations but also having many qualities. We do not offer these images to 

arouse pity. We offer them as one would open a family album with trust in [the] 

onlooker’s readiness to understand others.89 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
88 Gaston Roberge, “Shaheed Minar”, Quarterly Journal of National Centre for Performing Arts, Vol. IX No. 2, 
June 1980. 
89 Gaston Roberge, “Shaheed Minar”, Quarterly Journal of National Centre for Performing Arts, Vol. IX No. 2, 
June 1980. 
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This reference to the family album is significant because it not only referred to a 

community, but also anticipated Ghare Baire, the second phase of People of Calcutta. 

Chitrabani’s goal was not to evoke pity but to conjure empathy and to forge an ethical 

community founded upon the practices of everyday life. Ghare Baire expanded this 

ethical community by weaving together the middle class photographer and their homes 

with the lives of the poor in a shared space of solidarity and comradeship through their 

banal experiences of encountering the city. Roberge envisioned the city of Calcutta as a 

“family of man,” where people could appreciate humanity erasing the differences of 

class, caste, race, gender, and religion, as envisioned by the 1955 MoMA exhibition of 

that name.90 

Thus Chitrabani’s focus on human development continued during Ghare Baire. 

According to Paul, who was the project leader during Ghare Baire, the most important aspect of 

this phase was the documentation of the lives of the middle class.91 He believed Ghare Baire was 

an appropriate sequel to Shaheed Minar because most images of the middle class focused on the 

ways in which the lifestyles of that class were decaying or were giving way to new lifestyles for 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
90 The word “family” used by Roberge can be understood in two ways: one is the notion of a larger Christian family 
while the second resonates with the idea of Family of Man, the famous and controversial exhibition of photographs 
mounted by the Museum of Modern Art in 1955, which was also exhibited in Calcutta along with several other 
international venues. See Edward Steichen, The Family of Man, New York: MoMA,1955), exhibition catalogue; Bill 
Jay, The Family of Man: A Reappraisal of “The Greatest Exhibition of All Time,” see 
http://www.billjayonphotography.com/Family%20of%20Man%20Exhibition.pdf accessed on June 18, 2014; Fred 
Turner, ”The Family of Man and the Politics of Attention in Cold War America,” Public Culture, 24:1 (2012). In his 
article Turner quoted Dorothea Lange on 33 terms, which she and Steichen were working with for the MoMA 
exhibition. The words from this list could well have become “categories,” under which to classify the 503 
photographs used for the exhibition. 
91 Salim Paul, Notes on AVD Project   Dec 1990 – Jan 1991(unpublished, February 13, 1991). 
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the sake of survival.92 While Paul perceived continuity between Shaheed Minar and Ghare Baire, 

Roberge often saw the same images of the middle class as a contrast to the photographs of the 

poor. In a small note prepared in January ’91 Roberge mainly highlighted mainly three aspects to 

outline Ghare Baire,  

(1) Chitrabani has so far documented the life of the under privileged people of 

Calcutta, mostly outside their homes. (2) Now in addition to updating our 

collection…we would like to complement this documentation by the pictures of 

the home of the middle class people of Calcutta with [an] emphasis on their 

cultural life. Culture is to be understood as the wide range of activities 

characteristic of a particular people and through which these people express 

themselves…. Note that the “culture of poverty” characterizing people living in 

near destitution, like thinking of only today, buying in very small quantities, etc. 

seems to often result in a “poverty of culture.” But with the so-called middle class 

people you find an elaborate and refined culture. It would be good to cover the 

different communities: Hindu, Muslim, Christian. (3) Girl child and mother care 

are additional themes which may be considered if possible .93 

Roberge’s conceptualization of a “culture of poverty,” it seems, was borrowed directly 

from anthropologist Oscar Lewis, who coined the term while writing on urban poverty in 

Mexico. Based on his ethnographic studies in the vecindads in Mexico City, especially in Casa 

Grande, Lewis defined the “culture of poverty” not simply as the economic condition of being 

poor but more an ideology, which develops as “class stratified capitalist systems create and 

perpetuate marginalized communities of the poor.” Lewis wrote:  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
92 Salim Paul, interview with the author, 2013.  
93 Gaston Roberge, ‘Ghare-Baire, Documentation Project 1991’, Chitrabani: Photo Department (unpublished, Jan 
20 1991).  
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The culture of poverty can come into being in a variety of historical contexts. 

However, it tends to grow and flourish in societies with the following set of 

conditions: (1) a cash economy, wage labor and production for profit; (2) a 

persistently high rate of unemployment and underemployment for unskilled 

labor; (3) low wages; (4) the failure to provide social, political and economic 

organization, either on a voluntary basis or by government imposition, for the 

low-income population; (5) the existence of a bilateral kinship system rather than 

a unilateral one; and finally, (6) the existence of a set of values in the dominant 

class which stresses the accumulation of wealth and property, the possibility of 

upward mobility and thrift, and explains low economic status as the result of 

personal inadequacy or inferiority.94  

 

He further elaborated, “(t)he culture of poverty in Mexico is a provincial and locally oriented 

culture. Its members are only partially integrated into national institutions and are marginal 

people even when they live in the heart of a great city.” According to Lewis, “culture of poverty” 

can be applied to people “usually referred to as the lumpen proletariat.” As he rightly pointed 

out, “culture of poverty has some universal characteristics which transcend regional, rural-urban, 

and even national differences.”95 As my interviews with Chitrabani photographers and my 

reading of their photographs suggest, “culture of poverty” can be one of the important analytical 

tools for understanding Chitrabni’s perspective on urban poverty in Calcutta. 

As mentioned before, Ghare Baire shows Roberge’s awareness of a division between the 

living space of the home vis-à-vis the world outside. It seems that Roberge was caught between 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
94 Oscar Lewis, The Children of Sanchez: Autobiography of a Mexican Family (New York: Random House, 1961).  
95 See Oscar Lewis, Five Families: Mexican Case Studies in the Culture of Poverty (New York: Basic Books, 1959); 
The Children of Sanchez; “The Culture of Poverty,” American, Oct 1966, 215(4), 19-25. 
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two different but not necessarily contradictory notions of culture.  On the one hand, he used 

“culture” as indicative of the refinement and complexity of the middle class lifestyle founded on 

artistic awareness. On the other hand, “culture” was a term that described the practices of 

everyday life or the “design of living.”96 However, unlike Roberge, Paul, in recent interviews, 

did not see any contradiction between “culture of poverty” and the “poverty of culture”; he 

conceived the project of documenting different social groups in different periods in Calcutta as 

basically capturing the “culture of living” in the city.97 To better understand his photographic 

subject, Paul elaborated his understanding of the category “middle class”:  

Instead of trying to answer who is middle class, it may be wise to try to 

understand what is the middle class in relation to the underprivileged class and 

the affluent class. Unlike the approach developed in documenting the lives of the 

underprivileged where we tried to counter the negative image of the poor people 

with a more positive humane image inspired by Joy Sen’s “Unintended City”, in 

the case of the middle class – there is no such negative image to counter….98  

Team Chitrabani was not producing the photographs of the middle class to explicitly counter any 

“negative image”; but the photographs from the Shaheed Minar implicitly critiqued the class 

position and particularly the “viewing position” of the middle class culture, which was the theme 

of Ghare Baire. At the same time the team member’s strategic move to define the middle class 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
96 Lewis, The Children of Sanchez, xxxvi.  
97 Salim Paul, interview with the author, 2006 and 2013.  
98Salim Paul, Notes on AVD Project Dec 1990 – Jan 1991 (unpublished, February 13, 1991). Sen’s “Unintended 
City” is a 35-page monograph based on a survey done by Unnayan, a research-oriented activist NGO, and published 
by Cathedral Relief Society, a Calcutta based NGO operated by/from the St. Pauls’ Cathedral Church. Photographer 
Achinto Bhadra, who was intimately involved with Unnayan, exclaimed that the portrayal of the underprivileged in 
the Shaheed Minar collection was basically the visual form of the survey done by Unnayan.  See Joy Sen, 
Unintended City (Calcutta: CRS, 1975).  
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signify that there were competing notions of “middle class” and achieving a consensus was 

challenging.  However the photographers were aware of the limits of their own “ways of seeing”; 

they knew that, as members of middle class, their class position impacted their imaging both of 

the underclass and the middleclass. 

The Chitrabani team’s perception about their photographic subject prompted them to 

formulate guidelines that emphasized both the ethics and aesthetics of visual documentation. 

Titled Ethical Praxis of Documentary Photography (Fig 4.3) and formally compiled in the early 

1980, in between the Shaheed Minar and Ghare Baire phases, this set of guidelines was a 

manifesto of Chitrabai’s photo-documentation projects. These guidelines were compiled from 

the transcript of discussions held by the team of Chitrabani photographers who worked during 

the first phase of People of Calcutta.99  

On the one hand the manifesto is deeply contradictory, on the other hand these guidelines 

indicate Chitrabani team’s constant angst about aestheticization and that they were grappling 

with age-old questions in the history of photography. Why is photography as an image-making 

practice socially relevant? Why are photographs powerful images of reality? Besides, the 

manifesto also incorporated Catholic social teachings in the process of making photographs. 

Indeed the manifesto (Fig 4.3) made the photographers responsible for multiple objectives that 

were to be achieved, thereby making their task immensely difficult. The photographers were 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
99 The participant photographers were Brian Balen (head of the team), Salim Paul, Subrato Lahiri, Ashis Auddy, 
Salil Nandi, Vivek Deb Burman, Ardhendu Chatterjee, S. Sanyal, Lewis Simon, Navin Kishore. 
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expected simultaneously to blur class boundaries through creating a larger human family while 

shooting and to radically alter their audiences’ “ways of seeing.”100   

The phrase “ethical praxis” is important for it indicates that photographers were 

constantly to be aware of the fact that “praxis” by default may not permit implementation of 

“ethics” that team Chitrabani believed in; the two categories in fact may actually become 

contradictory. Thus the photographers were to depict the “helplessness” of the people without 

making those people appear “useless”; they had to document an abstract idea like “human worth” 

in silent single frames. The photographers were to respect subjects’ judgment on images, while 

also exercising their own judgment to determine if the subjects’ desired image was “real.” They 

were to respect subjects’ privacy even when there was no clear boundary between the private and 

the public.  

The real challenge for the bhadrolok photographers was to make photographs of private 

lives in public spaces without making the images a potential source of voyeurism for any 

beholder, especially their bhadrolok and foreign audience. This was challenging because 

“modernist categories private and public were constantly challenged by the ways in which 

Indians used open space…!the street presented…a total confusion of the private and the public. 

People washed, changed, slept, and even urinated and defecated in the open.”101 But the 

boundaries between the private and the public were one of the markers of middleclass Bengali 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
100 I have borrowed the term “ways of seeing” from John Berger. See John Berger, Ways of Seeing, based on the 
BBC television series, (London: British Broadcasting Corporation and Penguin Books, 1986, c1972).  
101 Dipesh Chakrabarty, “Of Garbage, Modernity, and the Citizen’s Gaze,” in Habitations of Modernity, 66.   
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bhadralok. As most photographers recollected, it was no less challenging to avoid voyeurism 

while photographing the interiors of bhadralok households or bhadralok in public spaces. 

As opposed to sensationalism and voyeurism, the photographs of People of Calcutta were 

to radiate “beauty” not only through formal composition but also through portraying the “real” 

image of the photographic subjects; photographs were to be “art for society’s sake.” Thus these 

photographs simultaneously embody two aspects of the photographers’ subject positions: 

creativity and witnessing – two categories that are not necessarily mutually contradictory.  

Ethical Praxis explains how team Chitrabani understood photographic documentation not simply 

as recording of “reality” but as a process of creative coming-to-visibility. 
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‘Dos’ and ‘don’ts’ usually lack nuances and smack of dogmatism. Yet we have found it useful 
to formulate for ourselves short guidelines reflecting our basic concerns. These guidelines 
stem from our experience and are constantly being revised through new experiences. Other 
photographers may find this small “code of ethics” useful. 
 
What to photograph 

1. What you shoot and how you shoot is determined by why you shoot and whom you 
shoot for.   

2. When photographing people do not treat them as if they were things. 
3. Do not take people’s pictures; give images especially to the imageless. 
4. Never depict people as useless or inadequate. It is their helplessness that is to be 

shown.  
5. Do not invade anybody’s privacy except when it is necessary for depicting certain 

social situations.  
6. Yet boldly reach into personal life, bearing in mind that the photographs you take are 

your brothers’ and sisters’.  
 
How to photograph  

7. Never art for art’s sake, just try to make the best possible picture. 
8. There is no need to prettify people and objects: they have their beauty, and a good 

photograph exudes beauty. 
9. Sensationalism diverts attention from the essential. 
10. Shun long lens. A short lens draws you near your subject.  
11. Try to establish a rapport with the person you photograph. 

 
Social concern  

12. Let not your photograph drift away from the context. 
13. Earn the right to see what you wish to show. 
14. Your social concern is to document life with empathy. 
15. Be true to the image people want to have of themselves, but at the same time do show 

what you believe is their real image. 
16. A documentary coverage can never be total. Complete a biased image by another 

biased image. 
17. Be an iconoclast – a destroyer of established images. 

 
Your public  

18. Photos should not be used to exploit the persons portrayed.  
19. Refrain from showing a photograph if undesirable manipulation cannot be averted. 
20. Your photographs have no place in art shows. 
21. Lending your photographs for ‘illustrating’ articles that have hardly anything to do 

with the persons photographed is like lending your voice for somebody else’s speech. 
22. Destroy the myth that photographs are duplicates of reality. 
23. Ethical documentary photography is not your sole responsibility. But your 

photographs encourage certain responses in the viewer. 
 
Figure 4.3 Ethical Praxis of Documentary Photography, The Chitrabani Newsletter, 

February 1980. 
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Chitrabani could venture into making non-voyeuristic, non-sensational, non-commercial, 

and socially committed photographs of the “people” because of the ideological lineage it 

inherited at its inception. One the one hand was the Jesuit commitment to education and positive 

social change. On the other hand were the unconventional and individualized training methods 

and working principles. The institutional vision was not, however, the sole guideline that 

structured the project. The photographs of the People of Calcutta collection are more intriguing 

because photographers often didn’t conform to the institutional prescriptions laid out in the 

Ethical Praxis.  

Team Chitrabani’s commitment to “praxis,” Roberge’s theological commitment to 

“human development,”102 the photographers’ ideological commitment to “left politics,” and 

mutual contradictions between the three was a productive combination. This combination 

appears closely related to Liberation Theology, which became popular around the same time not 

only across the world, but also among the Indian Dalits (ex-untouchables) and tribal 

communities.103 Even though the relationship between Dalit politics vis-à-vis Bengal (later West 

Bengal) was, historically significantly different from other regions of the subcontinent, like 

Maharashtra or Tamil Nadu, the history of Christianity was not disconnected in 1970s India.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
102 Hugh McLeod ed., The Cambridge History of Christianity: World Christianities  c.1914-c.2000, Vol: 9 
(Cambridge : Cambridge University Press, c2008), 285-303.  
103 For details of Liberation Theology and Christian Dalit Liberation Theology see Christopher Rowland ed., The 
Cambridge Companion to Liberation Theology (Cambridge : Cambridge University Press, c2008); M.D. Litonjua, 
Liberation Theology: The Paradigm Shift (Lanham, Md. : University Press of America, c1998); Anthoniraj 
Thumma, Dalit Liberation Theology : Ambedkarian Perspective (Delhi : ISPCK, 2000).   
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Originating in Latin America, Liberation Theology was not antithetical to fundamentals 

of Catholic social teachings. In fact it raised important questions on poverty/wealth vis-à-vis the 

ideal responsibilities of the Catholic Church. One of its chief arbiters José Miguez Bonino asked, 

Are we really for the poor and the oppressed if we fail to see them as a class, as 

members of oppressed societies? If we fail to say how, are we ‘for them’ in their 

concrete historical situation? Can we claim a solidarity which has nothing to say 

about the actual historical forms in which their struggle to overcome oppression 

is carried forward?104  

The Vatican often criticized Liberation Theology for being too much influenced by Marxism.105 

Roberge or McDonough, let alone other photographers did not explicitly acknowledge any 

connection with Liberation Theology. Roberge and McDonough had institutional commitments, 

while most photographers were atheists and would not associate themselves with any theology 

whatsoever; photographers associated themselves more with the contemporary Left-dominated 

political scenario in Calcutta than with Chitrabani’s theological foundations. Nevertheless, 

Liberation Theology is difficult to overlook in the context of People of Calcutta because first, 

Chitrabani was founded shortly after the Liberation Theology movement had spread in other 

parts of the world and second, the general issues and goals of Liberation Theology paralleled that 

of People of Calcuatta.  

 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
104 Jose ́ Miguez Bonino, Revolutionary theology comes of age (London: SPCK, 1975), p. 148, quoted in Duncan B 
Forrester, “Wealth and Poverty,” in McLeod ed., The Cambridge History of Christianity, 524.  
105 For further details on grounds on which the Vatican criticized Liberation Theology see Instructions on Certain 
Aspects of the “Theology of Liberation,” 
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_19840806_theology-
liberation_en.html accessed Feb 24, 2015. It is a Papal instruction adopted on Aug 6, 1984 at an Ordinary Meeting 
of the Sacred Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith under the auspices of Pope John Paul II.  
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Photographic & Cinematic Lineages that Shaped “People of Calcutta” 

People of Calcutta was shaped as much by contemporary Indian politics and Chitrabani’s 

institutional vision as it was by contemporary practices in photography and film. Thus the 

photographs from People of Calcutta embodied not only the socio-political realities of Calcutta 

in the 1970s, but also a particular moment in the history of development of photography in India, 

especially the tradition of photographing the poor. The mode of photography practiced in 

Chitrabani was both deeply localized in the Calcutta world of its time and at the same time 

drawing on internationally circulating discourses of socially conscious documentary practices. 

The photographers in the Shaheed Minar project were influenced by an array of Indian and 

international visual practices, ranging from fiction and non-fiction cinema, including Bangla 

fiction films, documentary traditions of kino-pravda, cine ́ma-vérité, and John Grierson, to Firm 

Security Administration photographs of the Great Depression, the street photography of Cartier-

Bresson, Raghu Rai, and Raghubir Singh.  

Developments in popular politics shaped the emergence of Calcutta as the subject and 

protagonist in a range of artistic forms like literature, theatre, and especially cinema and 

photography. The experiences and practices of living in the post-partition city and the plight of 

its many refugee inhabitants were major themes in many of Ritwik Ghatak’s films of the 1970s 

like Jukti, Takko, Gappo (1974), and his films in the preceding decade, especially in his informal 

trilogy on refugee colonies in post-Partition Calcutta, Meghe Dhaka Tara (The Cloud-Capped 
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Star, 1960), Kolmalgandhar (E-flat, 1961), and Subarnarekha (1962).106 Other acclaimed 

Bengali film directors like Satyajit Ray and Mrinal Sen also created their respective Calcutta 

Trilogies.107 Ray’s Pratidwandi (Adversary, 1970), Seemabaddha (Company Limited, 1971), and 

Jana Aranya (The Middleman, 1975), and Sen’s Interview (1971), Calcutta ’71 (1972), and 

Padatik (The Guerrilla Fighter, 1973), all narrate everyday struggles and anxieties of ordinary 

middle class educated bhadralok who were grappling with socio-political unrest while trying to 

sustain their bhadralok ethos in the city. The protagonists in all of these films by Ghatak, Ray, 

and Sen were from an educated middle class background who fell into economic deprivation but 

never lost their cultural capital. The illiterate poor mass only featured in these representations as 

marginal characters. Influenced by the social realism and concern for social injustice of these 

cinematic works, People of Calcutta also included the illiterate mass as its central focus during 

Shaheed Minar, the first phase of the documentation. 

People of Calcutta’s simultaneous emphasis on creativity and witnessing is reminiscent 

of John Grierson’s definition of “the documentary as ‘the creative interpretation of reality.’”108  

Their emphasis on unmediated documentation also echoes of Dziga Vertov and the cinéma-vérité 

movement. The aesthetic aspirations charted out in Ethical Praxis have strong affinities with 

contemporary Indian documentary films made by experimental filmmakers like S.N.S Sastry and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
106 For a details of Ghatak’s cinematic works see Ashish Rajadhksha, Ritwik Ghatak: A Return to the Epic (Bombay: 
Screen Unit, 1982) and Bhaskar Sarkar, Mourning the Nation: Indian Cinema in the Wake of Partition (Durham 
[NC]: Duke University Press, 2009), 200 – 230.  
107 For an overview of these two trilogies see, Supriya Chaudhuri, “In the City” in Moinak Biswas (ed) Apu and 
After: Re-visiting Ray’s Cinema (London; New York: Seagull Books, 2006), 251-156.  
108 Grierson quoted in Ray, “The Question of Reality.” 
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Pramod Pati under the patronage of Films Division (Govt. of India).109 Sastry was explicitly 

influenced by Grierson and Ray and quoted them both in And I Make Short Film, while Pati, 

especially in Explorer, appeared to be inspired more by Vertov. But given Satyajit Ray’s 

profound influence both on Roberge and many of the photographers, I would argue that more 

than Grierson’s or Vertov’s, it was Ray’s understanding of “reality” that got reflected directly in 

the photographs of Chitrabani. On the question of “reality” Ray wrote,  

[I]t is not only what constitutes the tangible aspects of everyday existence. Subtle 

and complex human relationships, which many of the best fiction films deal 

with, are also as much a part of reality as those other aspects generally probed by 

documentary makers.110 

While Grierson limited the possibility of “creative interpretation of reality” only within the genre 

of documentary, Ray added the genre of fiction. Ray thereby opened up the possibility of 

“staging” the “decisive moment” – a visual strategy not discarded in favor only of candid 

photography and was adopted by photographers like Shilbhadra Datta. Ray however did not 

enable a simple expansion of the conditions of “reality,” he also provided concrete strategies to 

achieve that goal.  According to Ray,  

The sharpest revelations of the truth in cinema come from the details perceived 

through the eyes of artists. It is the sensitive artist’s subjective approach to reality 

that ultimately matters, and this is true as much of documentaries as of fiction 
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109 Among other documentary short films especially see And I Make Short Film, directed by S.N.S. Sastry, 1968, 
35mm film, 15:39 mins; I am 20, directed by S.N.S. Sastry, 1967, 35mm film, 18:46 mins; Explorer, directed by 
Pramod Pati, 1968, 35 mm film, 6:39 mins. However more generally Indian documentary filmmakers of the 1960s 
and the 1970s drew as much on Indian fiction cinema as they drew on Soviet, French, and English documentary 
filmmaking.  
110 Ray, “The Question of Reality,” in Satyajit Ray on Cinema, 35. 
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films. Details can make both of them real, in the same way and to the same 

degree, while lack of details can turn both into dead matter in spite of all the 

verisimilitude that camera and microphone can impart.111 

Ray’s emphasis on details of everyday life was reflected in photographs from People of Calcutta 

– irrespective of those images’ styles of production – candid or staged. Thus by focusing on the 

mundane details of everyday lives in Calcutta and by trusting their own “sensitive subjective 

approach”112 that photographers of Chitrabani creatively interpreted reality.  

In the sphere of press photography, individual photographers and the daily newspapers in 

Calcutta focused increasingly on city life. By themselves lives of the poor were not considered to 

be newsworthy; the daily press would thus have the poor featured in journalistic representation 

when they contributed to any news that the print media thought to be worthy of discussion. 

During the 1970s photographs in the Calcutta press were generally intended for illustrating news 

items, and photojournalists associated with the press would often portray the human subjects as 

mute objects of display. Newspapers would often use the photographs of the people living on the 

street to sensationalize a news story and in the process would also often come up with 

voyeuristic representations of the pavement dwellers. The characteristic features of mainstream 

daily press photography were precisely the ones that Chitrabani photographers tried to avoid 

while shooting the people of Calcutta.  However on many occasions Chitrabani photo-

documentation failed to live up to the aim of being non-sensational and non-voyeuristic. Press 

photographers were in constant dialogue with the Chitrabani photographers, many of whom were 
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111 Ray, “The Question of Reality,” in Satyajit Ray on Cinema, 38.  
112 Ray, “The Question of Reality,” in Satyajit Ray on Cinema, 38. 
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associated with these dailies as freelancers and later as employees. Consequently photographs in 

Shaeed Minar often absorbed visual traits from mainstream photojournalism.  

For example this photograph (Fig 4.4) by Brian Balen captures a family of street dwellers 

in one of their affectionate moments. The ways in which this photograph is shot give the viewer 

a feeling of glancing into the private space of some unknown people who are completely 

unaware of the viewer’s/camera’s presence. It displays an overtly voyeuristic gaze. The dog’s 

steady, level gaze confirms the presence of an intruding outsider. However, in this photograph 

voyeurism was not necessarily coterminous with victimhood as source of pleasure. I call it 

voyeuristic because Balen captured, from a distance, a moment that was not meant to be 

photographed for public viewing. The photograph portrays a private moment shared by a woman 

and a little girl, but enacted in a public space. However Balen was not capitalizing on the poverty 

of street dwelling. One of the most striking components of the photograph is the woman’s facial 

expression, which signifies Balen’s intention of celebrating life amidst material abjectness. Thus 

Balen was conforming to the ideals laid out by Chitrabani, while he was also following technical 

conventions of mainstream press photography of zooming into the lives of the poor.  

Apart from the dialogue with contemporary cinema and news reportage, the entire 

documentation project also drew inspiration from the photographs taken in the USA in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century, especially those shot during the Great Depression of the 

1930s. In May 1977 Brian McDonough offered a weeklong intensive course in documentary 

photography and Chitrabani’s library had a wide range of books on photographic practice in 

Europe and America. Among the American photographers, Jacob Riis and Robert Frank were 
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most influential in framing photographs of Shaheed Minar.113 Indeed Frank’s photographs in The 

Americans often resonated in People of Calcutta.114 The Farm Security Administration (FSA) 

images made during the Great Depression by celebrated photographers like Louis Hewin, 

Walker Evans, and Dorothea Lange provided ideological and stylistic models for Chitrabani 

photographers.115  

Along with the Great Depression images, the photographers at Chitrabani were also 

deeply inspired by individual photographers from abroad and from India. Among these foreign 

photographers, the most prominent was Henri Cartier-Bresson, whose use of a short lens and 

whose conceptualization of frames left a deep imprint on the photographic output of the 

photographers of People of Calcutta.116 According to one of the photographers, Cartier-Bresson’s 

influence was the most obvious and widespread because his works were widely available within 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
113 Jacob August Riis was a Danish-American journalist and a slum and school reformer. Riis came to America in 
1870. He held various jobs before he took up a position of a police reporter in 1873 with the New York Evening Sun 
newspaper. As a pioneer investigative journalist, he went undercover working at a meat packing factory. He was one 
of the first Americans to use flashlight powder, allowing his documentation of New York slums to penetrate the dark 
of night. His book How the Other Half Lives (1890), his pioneering photojournalism, and his friendship with 
Theodore Roosevelt (then head of the New York Police Board of Commissioners) led to positive changes for New 
York tenement dwellers. He also wrote several other books, including Children of the Poor (1892) and an 
autobiography, The Making of an American (1902).  
114 See  
115 Louis Hewin’s early 20th century documentary activism encompassed from immigrants on Ellis Island, child 
labor, and sweatshops. Dorothea Lange documented the American poor during the Great Depression. For many of 
the Great Depression photographers, the camera became a tool to combat the socio-economic disaster. For a detailed 
study of photographs made during the FSA era see Cara A. Finnegan, Picturing Poverty: Print Culture and FSA 
Photographs (Washington: Smithsonian Books, 2003).  
116Henri Cartier-Bresson was one of the most celebrated photojournalists of 20th century. As founder member of 
Magnum photographic agency he traveled extensively and especially in ‘East’ and ‘Far East’. His works are primal 
examples of how primarily journalistic photographs can become “high art.” Cartier-Bresson visited Chitrabani in the 
1990s.  
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their social and professional circles.117 Even though many of the photographers denied118 any 

inspiration from the works of celebrated Indian photojournalists like Raghubir Singh and Raghu 

Rai, I think that they were drawing – even if unconsciously – upon Singh and Rai as much as 

upon Riis and Cartier-Bresson. Both Singh and Rai were engaged in shooting images of Calcutta 

at the same time as the photographers of Shaheed Minar. Moreover, Singh’s first book on 

Calcutta was published in 1975, shortly before the launch of the People of Calcutta. Further, his 

second book on Calcutta came out in 1988 and Rai’s Calcutta was published in 1989, which 

meant that both the works were available prior to the beginning of the second phase of the 

People of Calcutta project.  

These two images by Salim Paul (Fig 4.5) and Raghubir Singh (Fig 4.6) respectively 

show striking similarities between the frames.  Whereas the photograph by Singh is famous, 

Paul’s is relatively unknown. In the mind of the people associated with Chitrabani, the 

photograph Canning Street stands both as an icon, a signifier, of the city. For them this 

photograph (Fig 4.5) captures Shaheed Minar’s objective. Visitors are greeted by an 

approximately 10 ft. x 6 ft. print of the image at the entrance to the Chitrabani premises.  

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
117 All the photographers have mentioned this during their interview. Chitrabani library had all the books by Cartier-
Bresson.  
118 Shilbhadra Datta, interview with the author, 2006. Many of Datta’s responses indicated as if he was talking on 
the behalf of all the photographers who participated in the photographic documentations done by Chitrabani.  
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Figure 4.4 LIVING CONDITION, Brian Balen, 1977 



!Chapter IV  

! 307 

 
Figure 4.5 Canning Street, Salim Paul, 1977  
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 Figure 4.6 M.G Road, Calcutta, Raghubir Singh, 1975 
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These two images (Fig 4.5 and Fig 4.6) are similar in two ways. First, in their choice of 

particular locales in Calcutta; second, in how space is distributed within the frames. Both 

Canning Street and this stretch of M.G. Road are in central Kolkata, in the Burrabazar (trans. Big 

Bazaar) area, a part of the city’s business district that is characterized by an extreme disparity of 

wealth. Both the images have similar formal composition. From the high angle perspective of the 

camera, the streets appear to be long triangles whose bases lie on the bottom edge of the frames. 

The long sides of the triangles lead the viewers through the image. Both the photographs are laid 

out in a vertical format thereby creating more depth along the vertical axis than would not have 

been possible if the image was horizontally oriented. The streets are aligned with the vertical axis 

and occupy most of the frames. These choices of format also limit the breathing space within the 

image thereby also narrowing down the viewers’ gaze on the respective streets. By obstructing 

the vision, the buildings on the two sides of the frames constrict the viewer’s gaze to the receding 

street; in other words, the viewers are forced to concentrate on the respective streets and on the 

minute details of the streets.  

However there are significant differences that make Canning Street (Fig 4.5) stand out on 

its own. Obviously the first difference between the two is in the choice of films:  black and white 

rather than color. The second but more important difference is in their choice of icons. Singh 

(Fig 4.6) carefully chose to represent the signs that quintessentially defined the space as Calcutta. 

In the foreground Singh put the yellow ambassador taxis that have obsessed many 

photographers, including Raghu Rai, who worked in the city. The evening light illuminates the 

iconic Calcutta tram tracks. Finally, in the distant horizon, illuminated in evening light appears 



!Chapter IV  

! 310 

Howrah Bridge [over the Hoogly River connecting Howrah and Kolkata and renamed Rabindra 

Setu in 1965], which is famous as a fine specimen of British Indian engineering for its 

cantilevers and suspension. Furthermore, Singh chose to depict one of the main roads running 

east-west through central Kolkata, Harrison Road (renamed Mahatma Gandhi Road in 1947) – a 

road that has always been special for being the first in Calcutta to be lit by electricity in 1889. 

But Paul’s choice was a much narrower and a far less important street. This different choice in 

roads points to the features of the city they wanted to capture. In Singh’s image we see both rows 

of vehicles [both private and public] and pedestrians. But in Paul’s photograph we only have a 

sea of humanity, with an occasional hand-pulled rickshaw, two loading trucks, and a tram that is 

somehow making its way in the distance. Here Paul too uses the obvious icons of Calcutta, 

namely, the hand-pulled rickshaw and the tram. But we can only make out their presence 

prominently once the image is blown up at a size of 10 ft. x 6 ft. Human figures predominate in 

Paul’s photograph of Canning Street. Singh was more concerned to represent the essential 

markers of Calcutta and the ways in which the city functioned in the midst of chaos. But Paul 

was committed to portraying the daily struggle of ordinary and insignificant Calcuttans – people 

who don’t have individual faces but come across only as a mass. On the surface, this attempt to 

show the mass as mass may seem to be in tension with Chitrabani’s goal to give face to the 

faceless. But this may not seem as contradictory when seen in conjunction with the early Indian 

nationalist imagination of the plight of the “people” – masses who were to be given faces by the 

nationalists. This nationalist idea of the mass vis-à-vis faces was most explicit in Rabindranath 

Tagore’s poem “Turn Me Back Now” (1300 BS, 1893 CE), where he wrote, “[r]ise O poet, and 
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give voice to these dumb, haggard and stupefied faces, bring hope to these tired, emptied and 

broken hearts.”119 

Thus, even though they professed to be “iconoclasts,” Chitrabani photographers were 

following certain established canons. They were drawing on the ways in which master 

photographers treated similar kind of subjects. Reminiscing about his experiences, one of the 

photographers, on condition of anonymity, remarked that the “entire project was superficial.”120 

Reflecting on the project three decades after his involvement, this photographer thought that their 

insufficient training in understanding visuals was reflected in the ways in which they looked at 

photographic canons and the ways in which they framed their subjects. He argued that the 

Chitrabani photographers lacked adequate training in reading visuals. According to the same 

photographer, inadequate visual training made the documentation project superficial even with 

the best of photographers’ intentions. According to him a non-superficial treatment of the subject 

would entail a rigorous implementation of Roberge’s theoretical formulations, which drew on the 

works of Unnayan, of depicting empathy for subjects.121 As a result, the photo-documentation 

project remained in his ultimate analysis a kind of practicing ground for a group of young, 

upcoming, idealistic photographers for whom Chitrabani provided a platform.  
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
119 Rabindranath Tagore, “Turn Me Back Now,” Citra.  

For Tagore’s own reflection on this poem see Rabindranath Tagore, “Amar Dharma” (My Religion), Prabashi, 
(Poush 1324 BS).  
120 Interview with the author, 2006 and 2013.  
121 That the photographers did not often followed Roberge’s theoretical ideas became apparent during many of my 
sessions with other photographers, as I have mentioned earlier. At the same time, it is important to note that this 
photographer worked for a long time with the NGO Unnayan, which was instrumental in his becoming a 
photographer for People of Calcutta. He is still closely associated with Joy Sen who is now based in New York. 
However during our several discussions he never specified the problems he found in the visual strategies adopted by 
Chitrabani. However he did mention that Chirabani “ruined” his own “style,” which he rediscovered much later.   



!Chapter IV  

! 312 

These people would in the future become professionals, practicing various visual forms 

like industrial photography, photojournalism, art photography, and cinematography. Although 

most of them have retained the aesthetic style developed in Chitrabani, their “art” is now 

primarily controlled by the logic of demand and supply – something they despised during their 

early career.  During Shaheed Minar they saw themselves as participating in a kind of 

“alternative photography”– “alternative” because projects done by Chitrabani were “non-

commercial” and had a social and moral commitment. However I believe in spite of their best 

efforts there was a communication gap between Roberge and the photographers, as well as 

between the photographers and those being photographed, and between the photographers and 

their putative audience. Consequently, “collapsing the gaps”122 between the photographers and 

their subjects, as Roberge had envisioned, remained an elusive task. It may seem that the ethical 

ambition of the project militated against this collapse as it insisted on granting individual 

subjects their own integrity and autonomy vis-à-vis the viewer. However as I mentioned earlier, 

People of Calcutta was aimed at reorienting the viewers’ gaze in such a way as to which would 

recognize the photographic subjects not as objects but as people.  

 

Photographs from “People of Calcutta”  

The collection People of Calcutta comprises 4,000 photographic negatives, black and 

white as well as color, taken by 23 photographers.  Each photograph has been assigned one of 23 

thematic categories. Roughly half of the negatives were selected for public display, and were 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
122 Gaston Roberge, interview with the author, 2006.  
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printed at quarter-size for reference.123 The following table displays the distribution of these 

selected images in each of the 23 categories, and gives an idea of what the Chitrabani 

photographic team felt to be relevant to the People of Calcutta project and worthy of public 

display.  

The distribution of photographs in Fig 4.7 may suggest an inclination of the Chitrabani 

team to document occupation more than other aspects of city life – for example, politics – but the 

ratios between categories do not necessarily reflect the attitude either of the institution or of the 

photographers towards particular categories. The People of Calcutta collection had only 3 

photographs depicting what they categorized as “politics,” which in this distribution clearly 

refers to formal politics since the rest of the categories can also be conceptualized as various 

political categories. These three images are thus not indicative of the Chitrabani team’s aversion 

towards formal politics when seen in the context of the broader project. The Chitrabani 

photographers were aware that formal politics was an important aspect of city life in Calcutta. In 

a photographic series begun after People of Calcutta, Salim Paul extremely documented 

extensively the political graffiti that used to be an essential aspect of political culture in Calcutta 

untill very recently. Apart from this Election and Political Graffiti series, Chitrabani also 

documented other themes not featured under People of Calcutta: transport within Calcutta, the 

humanitarian works of Mother Teresa, child labor in the Howrah neighborhood of Pilkhana, rural 

Bengal, and the Calcutta flood of 1978, to name a few. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
123 All 4000 negatives are filed by thematic category at Chitrabani Archive at 76, Rafi Ahmed Kidwai  Road, 
Kolkata – 700014.  Quarter-size prints of the 2000 selected photographs are filed with the name of the photographer, 
camera and film used, and the details of the development process.  Full-sized prints of some of the selected 
photographs are also stored nearby. 
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Figure 4.7 Number of images selected for public display in each category of People of Calcutta 
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Figure 4.8 Two Chamars, Sergeant Wallace, 1896. 
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Figure 4.9 EDUCATION: Ashis Auddy,  August 1977 

 

 

 

 

 



!Chapter IV  

! 317 

Both the institution and the photographers believed that People of Calcutta in its Shaheed 

Minar phase was about the ways in which marginal people in the city sustained themselves. 

Their livelihoods often entailed joining the informal and unorganized labor force. As a result, the 

Shaheed Minar photographers emphasized the myriad aspects of informal labor in the city and 

depicted only menial forms of labor. At the same time, however, they understood that occupation 

alone couldn’t define the everyday struggle they were trying to portray. Consequently, they also 

explicitly made images of the aspects that shape the lives of poor and, later, middle class 

Calcuttans, such as what they categorized as “domestic life,” “education,” and “religion.”  

However the seemingly “natural” strategy of understanding poor Calcuttans in terms of 

specified categories – especially the category of occupation – was inevitably informed by 

colonial and Indian nationalist conventions of human classification to understand the people of 

India. Through categorization both conventions, colonial and nationalist, created types out of the 

population. The colonial impulse to interpret the colonized Indians found visual expressions in 

late eighteenth and nineteenth century collections of paintings and sketches like A Collection of 

Two Hundred and Fifty Coloured Etchings (1799) by François Balthazar Solvyns; likewise 

Indians were categorized in anthropological photographs collected in the volumes like The 

Tribes and Castes of the North-Western Provinces and Oudh124 (1896). Fig 4.8 and Fig 4.9 are 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
124 The People of India (London, 1872) was the first major colonial anthropological work that drew heavily on 
photography. It set the model for the later publications like Indian Amateur Photographic Album (1856), The 
Oriental Races and Tribes, Resident and Visitors of Bombay: A Series of Photographs with Letterpress Descriptions 
(2 vols, 1863 & 1866), and William Crooke’s multivolume collection The Tribes and Castes of the North-Western 
Provinces and Oudh (1896). Mutiny was considered to be an anthropological failure of the empire – a failure in 
comprehending the people of India. Hence complete surveillance was aimed at through making them visible; and 
photography was instrumental for enhancing visibility. 
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example of the ways in which images from People of Calcutta often bore visual similarities to 

photographs from The Tribes and Castes.  The Chamars (Fig4.8) are holding a pair of shoes as 

marker of their class identity while the young girls (Fig4.9) are holding their needlework as 

signifier of their status as students. Likewise the nationalist imagination of the people of India in 

terms of categories manifested in the Haripura posters by Nandalal Bose.125  

The colonial and the nationalist projects of categorizations were, however, substantially 

different in their objectives. Classification was a technique of colonial governmentality and there 

was very little interest on the part of the British to know the individuals who composed the 

group. As I will discuss later in the chapter, nationalists often attempted to individuate, while 

also having faith in the power of the collective. People of Calcutta was not an overtly nationalist 

project; but their project of “giving face to the faceless” often echoed the early nationalist 

attempt to individuate the mass. However Chitrabani’s project was not so much an attempt to 

individuate the mass, but to provide visibility to the invisible and socio-economically 

marginalized Calcuttans.  

However, according to the photographers of People of Calcutta, these categories were 

neither clearly defined nor strictly adhered to. Salim Paul mentioned, “even though 

photographers were assigned particular categories, they were not discouraged from making 

images of other categories; photographers would shoot whatever they thought to be appropriate 

for the entire project.”126 Indeed, the boundaries of these categories are quite porous: 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
125 Sonya Rhie Quintanilla ed., Rhythms of India, The Art of Nandalal Bose (San Diego, Calif. : San Diego Museum 
of Art, c2008).   
126 Salim Paul, interview with the author, 2013. 
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photographer Shilbhadra Dutta acknowledged that a particular photograph might reasonably be 

assigned to several categories.127 For example, this photograph (4. 10) of a monkey walla by 

Purnendu Bikash Chaki was put under “domestic life”; but it could well have been a part of 

“occupation.” On the one hand the monkey is an essential member in the man’s domestic space. 

On the other hand the animal is also the source of his master’s livelihood.  

When looking at an array of images from the categories “living condition” (Fig 4.11) and 

“domesticity” (Fig 4.12), especially from two different phases, the logic of assigning 

photographs to either of the categories becomes clear. Similar images from People of Calcutta, 

depicting the lower middle class or poor, busy with their daily chores, were categorized as 

“living condition” during Shaheed Minar and as “domestic life” during Ghare Baire. In fact the 

category “domestic life” didn’t exist until the photographers started working with the middle 

class and extended the sphere of “home” and “domesticity” beyond the four walls of middle 

class household to make place for the people living on the pavements. Despite this expanded 

reach of “domesticity,” “living condition” and “domestic life” were often used interchangeably 

for the poor, even during Ghare Baire. In contrast, the middle classes were never assigned the 

category of “living condition.” Nevertheless, the photographers’ enhanced sensitivity towards the 

category “domesticity” was surely reflected in the image of the monkey walla. The photograph 

surely would have been assigned the category “occupation” had it been shot during Shaheed 

Minar because the category “domestic life” didn’t exist during that phase.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
127 Shilbhadra Datta, interview with the author, 2006 and 2013.  
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Figure 4.10 Domestic Life, P.B. Chaki, 1991 
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Figure 4.11 LIVING CONDITION: Lewis Simon, August 1977. 
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Figure 4.12 DOMESTIC LIFE: Anjan Paul, April 1991. 
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Understanding the middle-class in terms of “domestic life” is more pronounced in the 

introduction of the category “leisure” in Ghare Baire. All the photographs from this category 

depict distinctly middle class forms of leisure implying that the underprivileged cannot afford to 

enjoy leisure. The assumption was that the poor not only cannot afford the accouterments of 

leisure, but they also cannot afford “nonproductive” time for leisure projects “oriented towards 

self-fulfillment as an ultimate end.”128  The photographs from the category “leisure” are 

composed of two kinds of imageries: one set of images portray their middle class subjects in 

moments of relaxation in their  “home”; the other set of images depict the ways in which 

leisurely time was utilized for cultivating artistic taste. This further points to artistic refinement 

as an activity to be engaged in only when the fundamental needs of human existence are fulfilled; 

this would imply that when struggling for existence within a “culture of poverty” people may 

experience “poverty of culture.” Furthermore, Ghare Baire does not have any photographs that 

focus on middle class occupations. The absence of any image of white-collar professionals is a 

reflection of Roberge’s understanding of markers of middle-class-ness, where “culture,” in the 

sense of artistic refinement, is more important than “occupation.”129 To put it another way, 

according to Roberge, the middle-class occupations were manifestations of middle-class culture, 

in the sense of artistic refinement. It can be argued that the ways in which Roberge perceived the 

middle class was culturally specific to Bengalis of Calcutta, which for a long time was 

considered to be the cultural capital of India. However this Bengali culturalism was not 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
128 Joffre Dumazedier, Sociology of Leisure, translated from the French by Marea A. McKenzie (Amsterdam; New 
York: Elsevier Scientific Publ. Co., 1974), 71. 
129 Gaston Roberge, ‘Ghare – Baire, Documentation Project 1991’, Chitrabani: Photo Department, (unpublished, 
Jan 20 1991). 
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exclusively provincial and had affinities with forms of culturalism in others part of India as well 

as in other regions of the world.130  

A comparison between these two photographs (Fig 4.13 and Fig 4.14) points to the fact 

that photographs from “leisure” and from “drop outs” was often structurally similar.  In the 

photograph (Fig 4.12) by Simon, a middle-aged man, is seen smoking against the backdrop of 

barrels of country liquor. There is no indication, however, if the person is an addict or if he 

merely works in that storehouse. It is the categorization and caption that adds a specific 

interpretation of the photograph.131 Likewise Figure 4.13, by Datta, simply shows two men 

smoking in the backdrop of an old middle class mansion with neoclassical columns and heavy 

wooden blinds. The only distinction between the two images is in the pronounced middleclass 

bhadralok-ness in the photograph by Datta. The middle class status of these two men was 

marked by the white kurta of the man on the left and by the sacred thread of the bare-bodied man 

on the right. Even if these two decidedly middle class men “smoke idly” like “drop outs,” the 

activity of the middle class elderly men were categorized as “leisure” because they were 

undoubtedly engaged in adda, which is “nonproductive” and claimed to be constitutive of 

Bengali “middle-class, democratic identity.”132 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
130For a ground breaking discussion of the ways in which “culture” became a hallmark of Bengali middleclass 
identity while also remaining cosmopolitan in scope see Andrew Sartori, “Bengali ‘Culture’ as a Historical 
Problem,” in Bengal in Global Concept History: Culturalism in the Age of Capital (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2008).  
131 For a discussion of the ways in which images and written texts interact see John Berger & Jean Mohr, Another 
Way of Telling (New York: Pantheon, c1982).  
132 For an elaborate genealogy of how constitutive of Bengali identity the “non-productive” practice of adda was see 
Dipesh Chakrabarty, “Adda: A History of Sociality” in Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and 
Historical Difference (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000). “It is as if with the slow death of adda will die 
the identity of being a Bengali,” Chakrabarty wrote. However he also added that adda is not peculiarly Bengali. 



!Chapter IV  

! 325 

Chitrabani photographers were successful in capturing a wide range of living spaces in 

the middle class homes, ranging from kitchen to clothing and from adda to tutoring. Unlike 

Shaheed Minar, where destitution was the only relevant attribute of the photographic subjects, 

Ghare Baire depicted a wide range of religions and races – from Hindus, Muslims, and 

Christians to Jews, Anglo Indians, Anglo Burmese, and Chinese – while visually narrating 

middle class experiences in Calcutta. While photographing the middle class, the premium was on 

intricate details. Examples of keen attention to detail are found in Shilbhadra Datta’s 

photographs, one of which shows a middle aged man still lying in bed, peeping out of his blanket 

to take a sip from his teacup – a memorable depiction of the bed tea, that small yet important 

ritual of middle class life in Calcutta.133 Salim Paul, the coordinator for Ghare Baire, affirmed 

that it was difficult for many photographers to tease out the details in their own living space.134 

As Paul wrote in one of his notes,  

…most of the photographers on the project are parts of the middle class. It will 

require maturity and vision to see what one lives with everyday with a new 

perspective in its social and ethical context…135 

As a result, Paul usually sent the photographers from South Calcutta to the northern part of the 

city so they could be more sensitive to details as the two parts of the city are markedly different 

both visually and culturally. North Calcutta is much older than the southern part; north Calcutta 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
“What is peculiar, if anything, in twentieth-century Bengali discussions of the practice of adda is the claim that the 
practice is peculiarly Bengali and that it marks a primary national characteristic of the Bengali people,” he 
continued. See Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe, 181, 183.  
133 The photographer has promised to give me a scanned copy of the image SOON.   
134 Salim Paul, interview with the author, 2006.   
135 Salim Paul, Notes on AVD Project   Dec 1990 – Jan 1991(unpublished, February 13, 1991). 
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was also the area inhabited by many the Bengali families that were wealthy during the colonial 

era but have become a struggling middle class after the abolition of Zamindari in post 

independence West Bengal.136  

Individuals who belonged to the middle class were pleasantly surprised with the fresh 

perspectives of the Chitrabani photographers. For example, Chitrabani’s ex-librarian Sunetra 

Ghatak found the kind of photographs Santosh Mondal took at her aunt’s home and at singer 

Gautam Chattopadhyay’s home to be unprecedented and remarked that the visual style of 

documenting details was “novel and interesting”; she was pleasantly surprised.137 These 

photographs were “surprising” because they violated the conventions of popular usage of 

photography and aimed at inventing new subjectivities out of scenes of daily living.138 But once 

again middle class subjects often disapproved of these images because like the people on the 

street, the middle class subjects desired to be photographed at their best and not in their mundane 

“reality.”139   

The portrayal of the middle class did not start exclusively with Ghare Baire. The middle 

class was already present in many of the images from Shaheed Minar, especially under the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
136 Zamindari was a land holding arrangement in India. it began under the Mugals and was modified under the 
British colonial administration. Many of the north Calcutta families became wealthy during the colonial period 
taking advantage of the Zamindari system, which was abolished in independent India. In the post Partition Bengal 
abolition of Zamindari was done according to three consecutive land reform laws: West Bengal Bargadar Act 
(1950), West Bengal Estates Acquisition Act (1953), and West Bengal Land Reform Act (1955). See Sunil 
Sengupta, “West Bengal Land Reforms and the Agrarian Scene,” Economic and Political Weekly, Vol - XVI No. 
25-26, June 20, 1981. 
137 Sunetra Ghatak, interview with the author, 2006. 
138 For a discussion of invention of subjectivies through photography see Christopher Pinney, Camera Indica: The 
Social Life of Indian Photographs (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997).   
139 Salim Paul and Shilbhadra Datta, separate interviews with the author, 2006.  
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category “education.” This category included the elite institutions like Presidency College, 

Calcutta and Don Bosco, Park Circus. In contrast there was only one picture of a student 

undergoing vocational training. There were also photographs of educational establishments for 

the non-elite and the underprivileged. The Catholic educative mission was portrayed through 

photographs of Don Bosco night school, which was run for the underprivileged children of the 

Park Circus neighborhood in central Calcutta. As opposed to the “proper” schools like Don 

Bosco, portrayal of madrasa schools reminded the viewer of the paathshala style village school 

education, which was perceived as more hierarchical and pre-modern and was photographed 

accordingly.    
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Figure 4.13  DROP OUT: Barrels for strong Toddy, Lewis Simon, 1977. 
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Figure 4.14 LEISURE: Shilbhadra Datta, March 1991. 
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Aesthetic Issues: Iconoclasm /Iconography, Art/Activism   

According to Roberge, the Chitrabani photographers were iconoclastic in that they 

rejected the established iconography of Calcutta’s street dwellers only as objects of pity and 

figured out new representational strategies for their own photographs. The young photographers 

working with Chitrabani developed an approach to documentation that is characterized by its 

focus on the human-as-person rather than human-as-object, avoiding sensationalism, an obvious 

bias towards the less favored members of society, and an emphasis on the “positive qualities” of 

the persons photographed. All these were possible because of the general ideology of Chitrabani 

and the ways in which the photographers were trained for their involvement in the 

documentation project.  

By “iconoclasm” Roberge meant that Shaheed Minar photographs rejected the touristic or 

developmental agency perspective that have typified the photography of the underprivileged part 

of Calcutta. He wanted his photographers to come out of those objectifying modes of earlier 

photographic practice and shoot images that would restore the subjectivities of the people 

photographed. Accordingly for Roberge, to be photographed was to be given a face and identity 

and hence was a step towards social empowerment. Both Salim Paul and Gaston Roberge 

explained to me in their interviews what they meant by “iconoclast” by giving an example of how 

Roberge distinguished between “level to level interaction” (Fig 4.16) with the subjects and the 

more touristic or developmental agency kind of popular photograph (Fig 4.15), which portrayed 

the poor as helpless, objects of pity, and devoid of dignity. In a particular set of photographs by 

Lewis Simon, a child was shot from two different angles high, and low.  
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According to Roberge, most of the tourists preferred the one taken from top that had the 

effect of portraying the child as an object of pity. Roberge however, preferred the one taken from 

the child’s level; i.e. from a position where the camera was perpendicular to the child’s face, 

because that angle “worked” best to preserve the child’s dignity and autonomy and thereby make 

a photograph that Roberge believed to be authentic.140 Paul added that Roberge used this pair of 

photographs to explain to the photographers the objective of the documentation and ways in 

which that goal can be achieved. While choosing low angle camera position the photographers 

were being faithful to the idea of “brotherhood”; yet despite their desire for originality, they were 

adhering to an already established style of child photography. This specific instruction on 

photographing children from a low level testifies to the fact that Chitrabani’s iconoclasm was 

aimed specifically at photographs produced by poverty tourism and that Chitrabani team was 

drawing on established compositional grammar of photography.  

            This vagueness and a process of exploration is apparent in all of Roberge’s writings,  

…when we conducted our first production workshop of documentary still 

photographs of living conditions in the city, we had a team of ten young still 

camera persons. They were enthused with an iconoclastic approach and an anti 

“art for art sake” mentality.141
! 

Roberge perceived the photographers not only as iconoclasts but also as “iconographers.” 

According to Roberge, “(t)he Chitrabani photographers think of themselves as the continuators 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
140 Gaston Roberge, “Chitrabani and Still Photography”, (unpublished, May 1993) for Drik Bangladesh. 
141 Gaston Roberge, “Chitrabani and Still Photography”, (unpublished, May 1993) for Drik Bangladesh. 
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of the ‘iconographers’ of old, like Andrei Rublev, whose art was totally in the service of their 

societies.”142 However, despite their focus away from art for art’s sake, Roberge continued, 

…as they [i.e. the photographers] started to work they realized that the 

photographs of theirs that were more interesting have qualities of composition, 

economy, angle etc. which were associated with art. Thus, they discovered the 

necessity of art but not as an aim in itself, but as a necessity for effective 

communication.143  

This quotation from Roberge is congruent with guideline in Ethical Praxis that photography is 

not simply a depiction of the world as it is. For Roberge art was relevant as long as it contributed 

to the larger goal of social justice.   

As is clear from these statements, a tussle between photographic objectivity and their 

artistic merit constituted a central problematic in People of Calcutta from the beginning. 

Photographers as well as Roberge remained quite vexed by the category of “art.” By “art” they 

meant a narrow concept of “art for art’s sake” and thought that the requirements of 

“documentation” and that of “art” are something very different and essentially contradictory. 

They abhorred art shows and salon photography for their supposed trivializing of the human 

condition. Art photography for the Chitrabani team implied an othering of the subjects; the team 

believed that art photography is more attentive to aesthetic/formal concerns than to the struggle 

of its human subjects. They wanted to “destroy the myth that photographs are duplicates of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
142 Gaston Roberge, “Chitrabani and Still Photography”, (unpublished, May 1993) for Drik Bangladesh. Rogerge’s 
understanding of Rublev was mediated by Andrei Tarkovsky’s film of the same name. For Tarkovsky on Rublev see 
http://people.ucalgary.ca/~tstronds/nostalghia.com/TheTopics/TarkovskyonRublev.html (retrieved on Jan 6, 2014). 
For a detailed analysis of the film see Robert Bird, Andrei Rublev (London: BFI, 2004).  
143 Gaston Roberge, “Chitrabani and Still Photography”, (unpublished, May 1993) for Drik Bangladesh. 
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reality,” yet emphasized “authentic documentation” that would portray “truth” and “reality.”144 

They saw a potential for documentary practice to disclose something in reality that is not 

“normally” visible.145   

The photographers were not proponents of a binary between the truth claim of 

photography and the practice as an art of representation. Yet they understood photo-

documentation not as representations but as “truth.” Each of the photographers with whom I 

have managed to talk affirmed that Roberge emphasized time and again the importance of 

“authentic” and “‘unmediated’ documentation” where no sanitization or aestheticization of the 

images was encouraged.146 Moreover Roberge perceived “art” as essentially contrary to 

authenticity and thought that paying attention to aesthetics was an impediment to “authentic 

documentation.” However, he also encouraged his photographers to delve into the art and 

aesthetics of documentary photography. Thus in a self-contradictory gesture, Roberge and the 

photographers acknowledged the presence of “art” at the same time as they claimed the 

photographs from People of Calcutta to be “authentic”. They all believed that they were not 

“constructing” i.e. artistically creating, these images, but sensitively “capturing” or documenting 

the “truth” of what existed and what they saw through the camera lens; they believed in 

revelation rather than construction of images. Darkroom techniques like cropping and dodging 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
144 Ethical Praxis of Documentary Still Photography, Chitrabani Newsletter, February 1980.    
145 This can be compared with arguments about “realism” in Marxist literary aesthetics, where realism doesn’t 
necessarily mean verisimilitude in the sense of a faithful copy of the world, but rather a mode of depiction that 
captures something fundamental or structural about the situation that is being represented. See Terry Eagleton, Drew 
Milne, eds. Marxist Literary Theory: A Reader (Cambridge, Mass.: Blackwell, 1996).  
146 All the people, with whom I have talked, emphasized this point.  
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were never part of Chitrabani’s photographic idiom. To prove this point about “authenticity,” 

photographer Achinto Bhadra mentioned that in order to be authentic they preserved all “four 

sides and four corners” of particular camera positions; he further added that only five 

photographs of the 4,000 were cropped.147  

On the question of “authenticity,” the photographers themselves recognized several limits 

towards achieving the desired objectivity in a photographic image. Consequently they made up 

their own ideas of what constituted an embellished or a “manipulated” image vis-à-vis a “natural 

unmediated” image that could serve the documentation purpose. For many photographers Henri 

Cartier-Bresson provided the term “decisive moment.”148 By the term “decisive moment,” 

Cartier-Bresson meant the particular point in time when the “moment” through precise 

organization of forms properly expresses the significance of a larger event. The “moment” is also 

important because it is the time when any photographer is at his/her creative best and releases the 

shutter.  According to Cartier-Bresson the “moment” is the decisive factor in any photograph 

because once the moment is gone, it’s gone forever. But for many of the Chitrabani 

photographers that “moment” seldom came or never came at all. Hence they had to stage the 

“moment” while keeping in mind that the photograph had to be truthful to the situation and, most 

importantly, getting the symbolic meaning across to the beholder. As mentioned before, these 

kinds of staging were rather practical and pragmatic for photographers like Shilbhadra Datta. 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
147 Achinto Bhadra, interview with the author, 2006 and 2013.  
148 See. Henri Cartier-Bresson, The Decisive Moment (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1952).   
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Figure 4.15 Lewis Simon, 1977 
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Figure 4.16 Lewis Simon, 1977 
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Figure 4.17 OCCUPATION: Crippled beggar with a flute, Salil Nandi, November 1976. 
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Figure 4.18 OCCUPATION: An artisan making clay models, Subrata Lahiri, June 
1977. 
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Figure 4.19 OCCUPATION: Rickshaw Puller, Brian Balen, June 1977. 
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Commitment to social justice and contradiction of ideas were the two main driving forces 

that fostered People of Calcutta. Close scrutiny of Gaston Roberge’s mostly unpublished 

writings, interviews with Roberge and the photographers, and close readings of the photographs 

reveal the self-contradictory nature of the photographic strategies prescribed by Roberge and 

adopted by the photographers; often the institutional vision and the one followed by the 

photographers were mutually conflicting – a set of contradictions that was internally productive 

for People of Calcutta. This deep inconsistency – which was a source of visual creativity – of the 

photo documentation was most prominently reflected in the Ethical Praxis of Documentary 

Photography.149  The document highlights above all the tension between the Chitrabani’s 

institutional ideology and the attitude of the photographers. For example, most of the 

photographers believed that it was up to them to set the limits of what constitutes an “invasion of 

privacy,” while Roberge and McDonough thought there were some objective parameters to 

setting that boundary. It was not always easy to strike a balance between concern for privacy and 

desire for documentary comprehensiveness. However Ethical Praxis was not constricting and the 

photographers did not flinch from the apparently contradictory demands imposed on them. The 

activism embodied in People of Calcutta became visually powerful because there was no easy 

answer to the questions it addressed. Indeed Chitrabani team’s social commitment really 

manifested as a challenge to the status quo. 

The Chitrabani team’s understanding of the choice of photographic lenses in the context 

of privacy is intriguing. The photographers wanted to include as much of the surroundings as 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
149 “For an Ethical Praxis of Documentary Photography” in The Newsletter of Chitrabani, no 40, Feb 1980, 10-11.  
Printed in full, above.  
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possible and used wide-angle lenses. When using a short lens, a photographer who wants a 

central subject to be prominent in his photograph must stand closer to that subject than when 

using a long lens. The closeness of the photographer can compromise the privacy of the subject. 

On the other hand, a long lens can actually preserve the privacy of the photographed by enabling 

the photographer to shoot from a distance while preserving the desired emphasis on the detail of 

the subject.  

Contradicting the manifesto, the photographers did not always abstain from using long 

lenses, as is evident from many of the photographs. Photographers used these lenses especially 

when they took distant views of the shanty slums. For portrait photography, however, they used 

normal and wide-angle lenses that required taking snaps from a close distance. For most of the 

images the photographers desired a certain distance in order to incorporate within the frames “as 

much as possible.”150 Consequently to expand the normal angle of vision most photographers 

preferred wide-angle lenses, which, however, also created perspectival distortions. Neither the 

photographers nor Roberge saw any contradiction between the “truth” and the distorted vision of 

wide-angle lens because truth was not, in their understanding, equivalent to simple 

verisimilitude.   

Rarely did Chitrabani’s notion of a “real image” of the “people” accord with what the 

individual subjects wanted their images to be. All of the photographers mentioned that their 

subjects – poor and middle class alike – wanted to look their best in the photographs and many of 

them did not want to be photographed in their quotidian mundaneness. But the wretchedness and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
150 Achinto Bhadra, interview with the author, April 2006. 
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daily struggle of the photographic subjects was the “truth” that Chitrabani photographers were 

trying to document. Photographers employed different tactics. One of the photographers said that 

he respected the subjects’ views of how they wanted to be photographed. Another relied entirely 

on his own judgment about how he wanted to portray and what he thought was the “proper way” 

to shoot “them.” 

These initial contradictions were, however, productive in the sense that by the beginning 

of the 1980s both Roberge and the photographers realized the importance of the huge middle-

class bhadrolok population in the city life of Kolkata. They realized that not all the subsections 

of the educated middle class in Kolkata were privileged; this social stratum might have been 

better off than the segment People of Calcutta attempted to document in the first phase but that 

did not mean the middle class did not have to struggle for its existence.  

The collection People of Calcutta, especially Shaheed Minar, was meant primarily for 

exhibitions, group discussions and for adult education. Chitrabani wanted to produce notes 

providing the socio-economic data required for understanding the photographs and expected “the 

persons whom they photographed or at least people of the same class to be the main users of the 

photographs.”151  Roberge envisioned one of the objectives of the documentation to be the visual 

education of beholders irrespective of their class affiliation. Thus the exhibition of the 

photographs was not only limited to community welfare but also took place in niche art galleries 

in Calcutta. Chitrabani organized two exhibitions entitled People of Calcutta, one in 1981 and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
151 For example, in the case of Chitrabani’s Pilkhana Child project first the photographs were shown to the person 
photographed. It was also put up in a local dispensary, run by a voluntary organization, for generating awareness 
among local residents on breast feeding and childcare. 



!Chapter IV  

! 343 

another 1991, in the Max Müller Bhavan (Goethe Institute, Calcutta) and they considered the 

exhibitions one of the successful uses of its photographs. Both the exhibitions featured around 

200 photographs from each of the phases.  

Paradoxically, however, the photographs created out of Shaheed Minar’s social 

commitment did find a market. For white westerners who happened to be the chief buyers, these 

photographs were of commemorative value for a deferred contemplation on the “other side” of a 

Third World city that used to be a colonial metropolis.152 Consequently the photographers’ 

intentions did not always determine the meaning of the Shaheed Minar photographs, which 

acquired their own “destiny” in the eyes of the beholder. 

The Chitrabani team was struggling to produce an alternative, socially committed, ethical 

practice of photographic documentation of city life in different phases and under different 

thematic categories. Today the collection does not serve its originally intended purpose. 

Nevertheless, spanning over the period of more than two decades, Shaheed Minar exemplifies an 

important moment in the genre of documentary still photography in India. In the works of later 

news photographers the “style” of Chitrabani documentation happens to be apparent because the 

Chitrabani photographers were in constant dialogue with contemporary press photography; they 

were drawing on the idioms of press images while the press photographers were also being 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
152 Salim Paul, Achinto Bhadra and Shilbhadra Datta mentioned in their interviews (conducted in April 2006 and 
September 2013) that white westerners who came as volunteers to church related charitable organizations were 
advised to seek out photographic prints from Chitrabani, which charged only the reproduction cost at the rate of Rs 
10 per print. Such volunteers came to Chitrabani to buy photographs long after the photographic department became 
officially inoperative in 1991. But since the burgeoning of digital image processing, as picture taking has become a 
mass practice; the foreign tourist and volunteers do not depend on Chitrabani anymore.  Gaston Roberge, Salim 
Paul, and Shilbhadra Datta, interviews with the author, 2006 and 2013. 
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inspired by Chitrabani. Yet to an internationally reputed amateur photographer from Calcutta 

who happened to be intimately associated with the West Bengal State Archive, the photographs 

of the People of Calcutta collection are “mediocre documentation” and “art in no sense of the 

term.”153 The photographer is reputed among the amateur salons and circuits patronized by the 

Photographic Society of America, Fédération Internationale de l'Art Photographique (The 

International Federation of Photographic Art), and Royal Photographic Society, the three apex 

bodies that standardize the parameters of photographic art followed mostly by the camera clubs 

across the globe. Most camera clubs in India to this day value only aestheticization; they follow 

principles of pictorial composition that hardly have any room either for experimentation and 

deviating from norms or for conceptual photography. For these people the value of 

documentation lay in a dramatization of the moment capable of transcending the specificities of 

the situations depicted. Often the abstract captions for photographs made by camera-club 

photographers testify to their inclination towards creating a universal visual message. For them 

documentary photography is not of any worth if the “decisive moment” is not aesthetically 

dramatized. That an influential member of the camera club community in India was so 

thoroughly dismissive of the People of Calcutta, actually indicates that the Chitrabani 

photographers were successful in creating an alternative iconographic style.154  

Today these photographs are of interest historically because, in a time of a continuously 

changing cityscape, they provide a glimpse of what the city looked like 25-37 years ago – 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
153 The photographer wished to remain anonymous, informal discussion with the author, 2006.   
154 Interestingly most of the Chitrabani photographers are extremely critical of contemporary gallery oriented 
conceptual photography.   



!Chapter IV  

! 345 

pictures of moments passed and of familiar spaces and neighborhoods that are now rapidly being 

erased. The photographs no longer have the same rhetorical charge of social justice; they have 

not survived in the collective memory of Calcuttans. Indeed they were never so widely circulated 

as to create a lasting impact on the Bengali public sphere. It was only to meticulous critics like 

Dharani Ghosh that Father Roberge communicated the idea of “enjoyment in interaction” 

through photography.155 People of Calcutta only survived among a niche, middle class, cultural 

elite with a distinct orientation towards leftist activism. Chitrabani in a way did not succeed in its 

aim of “social upliftment” of the “people,” because their initiative only marginally impacted the 

ground reality of their photographic subjects. Photographer Achinto Bhadra was uncertain if 

pictures could “change the world”–– but he was convinced that Chitrabani’s documentary 

photography, “like most photographic documentary, did not make any real difference.”156 

Nonetheless, People of Calcutta represents an important moment in the history of photography in 

India where questions of class, subjectivity, and agency were seriously thought about within a 

Jesuit social communication organization in the left-leaning milieu of post-Emergency Calcutta. 

I first interviewed Paul in 2006 and he was convinced at that time that Shaheed Minar 

was a failed attempt. But when I asked him again in 2013 about the failure of the project, to my 

utter surprise, Paul and one of his close friends from Chitrabani Shilbhadra Datta had a different 

answer. Both of them said that Shaheed Minar was a story of partial success. They pointed out 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
155 Dharani Ghosh, the art critic for The Statesman wrote a review on the exhibition of 1981 held at Max Müller 
Bhavan (Goethe Institute, Calcutta). He not only praised the exhibition but also echoed the ideas cherished by Father 
Roberge.  
156 Emphasis mine. Achinto Bhadra, interview with the author, 2006 and 2013. Bhadra always thought himself first 
as an activist and then a photographer and also thought that specific orientation in activism was a pre-requisite for 
social documentation.  
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that the photo-documentation had two aspects, which were equally important: one was the 

production of images and the other was the strategic circulation of those images so they might 

become instrumental in social change. Both the photographers agreed that although they couldn’t 

achieve their second ambition, they were definitely successful in their first objective in creating 

an archive of 4,000 photographs, which embodies the contradictory, yet productive ideals of 

Roberge, Paul, Datta, and many others. 
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This dissertation has explored what happened to photography as a medium – “a 

technically specific form of mediation”1 – and to photography as a practice in twentieth-century 

India, when the Indian public – the Indian people in general – was addressed through channels of 

mass media including periodicals and newspapers. A second concern has been to analyze the 

ways in which practitioners perceived the aesthetic worth, documentary merit, and public 

function of photographs during this period. Thus the dissertation reflects on the changing 

contours of specialist discourses on the relationship between subjective-interpretive art and 

objective-impartial documentation in relation to photographs created explicitly for the public 

domain. A third objective of the dissertation has been to analyze the emergence and impact of 

photography as a middle-class practice and a middle-class profession. Yet a fourth motivation 

has been to enquire into aesthetic autonomy of photographs and more specifically documentary 

photographs.2  

In the dissertation I argue that contrary to widespread assumptions, the early twentieth-

century history of photography in India is a narrative of rupture from earlier ways of 

experiencing photographs as aesthetic forms and as material objects. The dissertation has traced 

the ways in which public and mass circulation of photographs through the press created new 

visual genres, including press photography, documentary photography, and photojournalism. I 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 W. J. T. Mitchell and Mark B. N. Hansen, Critical Terms for Media Studies (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2010), xiii.  
2 Following Walter Benjamin, I am using an expanded conception of aesthetic autonomy, which is not restricted 
only within the domain of “high art.” Going back to the Greek root of aesthetics (i.e. aisthetikos that is translated as 
sense of perception), Benjamin characterized aesthetics as theory of perception. See Walter Benjamin et al., The 
Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility, and Other Writings on Media (Cambridge, MA: 
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2008), 41. 
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specifically argue that halftone printing laid the basis for popular engagement with photographs 

and also made it possible for non-elites to become professional photographers. In the early 

decades of the twentieth century, the press extended the scope of photographs by reaching out to 

mass publics and the consequent professionalization of press photography created opportunities 

for middling-class aspirants to become photographers. I have also reflected on the debates and 

anxieties over photography’s aesthetic functions as I explored the purposes these public and 

mass photographs were meant to serve.  

The two important categories that underpin my dissertation are: mass media and publics. 

Mass media are forms of standardized (as opposed to personalized, as in interpersonal 

conversation) modes of communication, where audience becomes indefinite and potentially 

unknowable. The nonspecific addressee forces contents of mass media to remain impersonal and 

yet to address everybody at once. However, a distinction has to be made between addressing a 

mass audience on the one hand and mass delivery, mass circulation, or mass accessibility on the 

other. A message can be addressed to the masses as a rhetorical strategy without the masses 

actually having access to the message. Mass dissemination requires specific mediating 

technologies, like print.  

I emphasize mass publics because the photographers I mention had an imagined audience 

in mind. Through their photographs they addressed an anonymous, heterogeneous, open-ended, 

self-organized community composed of several subgroups that engaged with public and mass 

photographs in any number of ways. This community or public came into being by virtue of 

being addressed in public photographs. “A public in this sense,” to quote Michael Warner, “is as 
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much notional as empirical.” Owing to its generality, anonymity, and open-endedness “any 

empirical extension of the public will seem arbitrarily limited because the addressee of public 

discourse is always yet to be realized.”3  

Over the twentieth century, diverse groups of people or publics encountered photographs 

through channels of mass media, more specifically newspapers and magazines. There were 

multiple ways in which people engaged with public photographs thereby in myriad ways became 

a public of those photograph. These encounters do not imply that a large proportion of the Indian 

population was practicing photography. In fact, photography did not become a mass practice 

until the advent of camera phones. In other words, photographs had a mass circulation during the 

period under discussion, but photography was not a mass practice. This is analogous, for 

example, to publics of print or cinema that imply public access to printed material or to films, 

and not that publics were producing either printed material or films.  

The four chapters in the dissertation highlight four intertwined periods in lives of public 

photographs: the writer-photographers’ public discussion of photographic aesthetics, the 

reporting of early press photographers and of the early Sunil Janah, the politically motivated and 

socially committed documentary photographs of Janah and Chitrabani, and Chitrabani’s 

reflexive visualization of middle-class lives. The writer-photographers of early twentieth century 

were deeply invested in exploring the artistic potential of the photographic medium. They wrote 

at length on the ways in which photography was a form of art on a par with more traditional 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 See Michael Warner, “Publics and Counterpublics,” Public Culture 14, no. 1 (2002): 49–90 and Publics and 
Counterpublics (New York: Zone Books, 2002). 



Conclusion  

! 350 

artistic medium like painting. Indeed they thought that documentation was only the most basic 

and most mundane function expected of the camera. A move towards public pedagogy 

underscored their emphasis on photographs’ status as works of art. These writer-photographers 

were concerned as much about creating a visually educated public who would appreciate their 

artistic intentions as they were about their own aesthetic judgment.  

Photographs’ artistic function became secondary as they moved from periodicals to 

newspapers. Objective news reporting was given priority over photography’s artistic potential 

during the early days of professionalization of press photography. Press photographs’ public 

credibility was premised on their ability to depict impartially the truth, free of the human 

intentionality that characterized art. As I have discussed in chapter two, the photographic 

manuals used by early press photographers professed a sharp-focus visual style far removed from 

soft-focus pictorialism of the early writer-photographers. Early press photographers too 

fashioned themselves not as artists but as reporters. However the tussle between interpretive art 

and objective documentation was not settled; it temporarily subsided during these early days of 

professionalization. The debate remerged in a new form with the emergence of politically 

motivated and socially committed documentary photography like that I have analyzed in the 

works of Sunil Janah in chapter three and in those of Chitrabani photographers in chapter four. 

Sunil Janah can be described as one of the first among generations of photographers who 

not only practiced visual reportage of newsworthy events but also took upon themselves the 

moral responsibility of making a difference to existing social conditions with their photographs. 

His photographs from the 1940s were as much about dehumanization in general as they were 
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about newsworthy events. In contrast to early news photographers’ works, Janah’s 1940s 

photographs – though printed in newspapers as news – were all part of long-term documentary 

projects. Indeed, his industrial photographs can be seen as not having any immediacy that can 

create news value. Janah’s documentary aesthetic was influenced by the socially-committed art 

that began under the aegis of the cultural wing of the CPI. Yet his visual documentation was not 

considered an art form. As mentioned in one of his interviews, Janah was aware of what he 

called “his artistic temperament.” At the same time he saw his photographs as visual chronicles 

of historical moments and everyday designs of living and did not emphasize that those 

photographs were his subjective interpretation of the world around. Such anxieties over 

aestheticization were not exclusive to Janah and marked leftist or left-leaning documentary 

photography in India. 

Like Janah’s dilemma over the artistic status of his practice and over his own status as an 

artist, anxiety over art in photography was a running theme in Chitrabani’s photo-documentation 

People of Calcutta. Writings of Gaston Roberge and especially Chitrabani’s manifesto Ethical 

Praxis of Documentary Photography explicitly point to the uneasy tension between art and 

documentation. Shaheed Minar, the first part of People of Calcutta, was aimed at social uplift of 

the marginalized urban poor by creating a “positive image” that depicted not their despair but 

their resilience. Roberge and Chitrabani photographers appreciated the importance of 

composition, light, and visual balance. Yet they were unsure about the degree of aestheticization 

that could be incorporated in their documentary style without reducing people to mere formal 

elements in their photographs. Social commitment in Shaheed Minar morphed into the reflexive 
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moment during Ghare Baire, the second phase of People of Calcutta. Ghare Baire was the 

moment when the middle-class photographer turned their cameras to their own social class – it 

was like photographing their own daily lives. This self-reflexivity of the middle class acquired a 

new meaning when a professional bhadralok audience came to see these photographs displayed 

in the gallery at Max Müller Bhavan (Goethe Institute, Calcutta). 

The photographs I have discussed in the dissertation were not only about “seeing” but 

also about “making visible” – “making visible” in myriad ways ranging from making artistic 

potential visible to making societal injustice visible and all the shades in between. The writer-

photographers thought “true seeing” could make the inner beauty of their photographic subjects 

visible; for early press photographers “making visible” entailed objective news reporting; for 

Sunil Janah, empathy and social commitment were key for revealing the degradation of human 

condition. Finally, the Chitrabani photographers attempted to portray human worth by making 

the unseen potential of their human subjects, the underclass and the middle class, visible – by 

creating in photographs images of their ability to survive against the challenges of postcolonial 

Calcutta. Photography in all these instances allowed the photographers and their publics to see 

beyond the optical capacity of the human eye. 

At the same time these photographs were not isolated image-objects. They reached their 

publics intertwined with other media and in myriad printed formats. In other words, mass 

photographs were part of a larger media scape in twentieth-century India, and their efficacy and 

meaning depended on intermediality and on the material form in which they circulated. The 

indexical character of photographs contributed to the ways in which they were perceived 
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differently from other visual forms, including paintings, lithographs, and posters. The 

photographic technology, to quote Andre Bazin, had “radically affected our psychology of the 

image. The objective nature of photography confers on it a quality of credibility absent from all 

other picture-making.”4 In terms of their aesthetic status, their modes of circulation, and their 

patterns of reception, the photographs I discuss in the dissertation – photographs often coming 

out of everyday seeing but certainly not unmediated – were fundamentally different from either 

paintings or popular prints. This difference calls for analyzing photographs independent of the 

analytical methods employed by scholars to understand either fine arts or popular arts in colonial 

and postcolonial India.  It calls for understanding photographs in their own terms. 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4 André Bazin and Hugh Gray, What Is Cinema? Vol:1 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1967), 13.    
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