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Christopher Pinney

MyMensingh, 
Bangladesh

Mymensingh has a whole alleyway 
of maybe a dozen photo studios, 
some new, small, and thriving 
and several old mausoleum-like 
monuments to an earlier set of 
practices whose archives preserved 
the secret intimacies of small-town 
life. Lying on the Brahmaputra, 
three hours north of Dhaka by 
express train, Mymensingh is 
Bangladesh’s fourth largest city, but 
with a population of about half a 
million it feels more like a medium-
sized town with a pleasantly 
provincial culture. Dhaka, despite 
being so near, feels strangely 
distant, one index of this being 
the distinctive local aesthetics of 
rickshaw decoration, which is quite 
unlike that in the capital.
   Perhaps the most memorable 
claim concerning photography in 
Mymensingh is that it is a ‘A Silent 
Music’, this being proclaimed 
in large letters on the fascia of 
Photoruma Photographers.
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But there were plenty of other 
surprises as well, such as 
the prominence of political 
portraiture undertaken by local 
studios prior to elections. Some 
studio proprietors commented 
on changing trends: whereas 
previously, politicians had 
cultivated an aesthetic that placed 
them ‘close to the people’, the 
current trend was to emphasize 
their connection to an increasingly 
centralized political machine 
and their potential ability to 
generate rewards for local voters. 
The most common sign of this 
was the wearing of a Mujib coat 
(a sleeveless woven garment 
resembling a Nehru jacket, which 
until recently was obligatory for 
many Indian politicians). This 
signified, the studio proprietors 
said, that the politician was loyal 
to the party and thus more likely 
to be connected to the centre of 
power. The same photographers 
also commented on the oscillation 
of smiles: politicians demanded 
smiling faces for flex banners 
displayed on the occasion of Eid 
or Bengali New Year. During 
elections, by contrast, they 
insisted on serious and purposeful 
expressions.
   Photographers also noticed 
that clients (in general, not 

just politicians) had changing 
dress codes depending on the 
particular event that was being 
commemorated. 26th March 
(Independence Day) and 16th 
December (Victory Day, marking 
the defeat of Pakistani troops 
in 1971) were characterized by 
the wearing of green and red, 
the colours of the national flag. 
By contrast, on 21st February 
International Mother Language 
Day, clients wore black and white 
clothes. International Mother 
Language Day, was a Bangladeshi 
initiative that was subsequently 
recognized by UNESCO. Its 
date refers to 21st February 1952 
when students at the university 
of Dhaka (then in East Pakistan) 
joined rallies in support of the 
use of Bengali, and against the 
compulsory imposition of Urdu. 
Many died as a result of police 
firings and monuments to their 
sacrifice are to be found all over 
Bangladesh. The prototypical 
Shaheed Minar is in Dhaka, near 
Ramna Park. Designed by Hamidur 
Rahman it was initially erected 
in 1963, completely demolished 
during the violent suppression of 
Operation Searchlight in 1971, 
and subsequently rebuilt after 
Liberation.
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Sometimes well-organised 
politicians, one studio owner 
observed, would bring a full 
wardrobe and their assistants 
with them in order to shoot a 
full year’s worth of portraits. 
The then mayor of Mymensingh, 
Titu Ikram Al Huq was one such, 
being reported as bringing 20 
different sets of clothes with him 
for an epic session in the studio. 
This foresight was reported with 
respect and appreciation.
   The politicians are 
overwhelmingly male, but in 
general most clients are female 
and aged 16-22, according to 
one photographer, which at lay 
at some distance from ‘studio 
alley’. Somewhat remarkably, 
their main demand is for what was 
described as ‘modelling’. This, 
even more surprisingly, was in 
order to enter competitions for TV 
reality shows. It was claimed that 
this was the main reason ‘most’ 
females visited photo studios, 
although pre-marriage photos 
were also mentioned as important 
income streams. For the most 
part the customers for putri dekha 
chobi (prospective bride photos) 
were not the woman herself but a 
guardian or other mediator who 

would negotiate aesthetic demands 
on behalf of the sitter. The desire 
that the sitter should be shown to be 
‘slim’ was repeatedly stressed and 
Photoshop is used to achieve this, 
along with other formulaic practices 
(full body or three-quarters length, 
white background, backlights and 
restrained ‘light and shadow’). But 
post-processing should be minimal. 
I related various horror stories I had 
heard (mainly from photographers 
in India) about marriages that 
were contracted on the basis of 
highly manipulated images, which 
resulted in disaster when the couple 
eventually met on the day of their 
marriage. No one offered similar 
accounts: they all agreed that their 
work was too respectful of the 
putri to completely transform her. 
Everyone agreed that there were no 
longer any matchmakers: working 
in Mymensingh: they had all been 
displaced by social media.
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1 J. Attali, Noise: The Political Economy of Music, 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
1985), p. 11.

Photoruma Digital Studio’s 
slogan ‘Photography: A Silent 
Music’ put me in mind of 
Jacques Attali’s argument that 
music acts in advance of social 
reality, its code being quicker 
and more supple.1  If this was 
true Photoruma presented a 
paradox, being a snapshot of 
what was once cutting-edge 
and subversive, a snapshot now 
faded and crumbling. A large 
framed photograph of the studio’s 
founder Mhd. Sanaullah, who 
died in 1989, stood sentinel in the 
entrance alongside another huge 
surprise, a large framed film still 
showing the hero toasting a nearly 
empty rum bottle with an empty 
glass. This was a transgressive 
image of intoxication in a 
culture in which alcohol plays 
a very small, and largely abject, 
role. Its heavily reflective glass 
rendered it opaque to passers-by, 
offering a protective sheen for 
film and photography’s optical 
unconscious. Photoruma also 
contained other more orthodox 

images of a past that felt long gone: 
a collection of very damaged prints 
and negatives dating from 1971. 
One, presumably of a martyred 
freedom fighter pictured inside a 
hand tinted rose. The colouration 
emphasized the green and red of the 
national flag, the inescapable colour 
coding of both the Bangladeshi 
nation and state. Another, barely 
readable, records two Mukti Bahini 
in military fatigues standing in front 
of a painted studio backdrop. 
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If the backdrop, with its galleried 
multi-storey hotel-style building, 
had once hung in Photoruma, 
it had been replaced by the 
1980s, the period from which 
the oldest 120 medium format 
negatives survive in the studio 
archives. As one would expect 
in Deltaic Bangladesh many of 
these backdrops are ‘riparian’, 
i.e. river bank scenes, though 
ones that always bear the marks 
of upwardly mobile human 
habitation. Scenery, mainly 
devoted to trees and water, 
also foregrounds elaborate 
balustrades or lamp-posts; river 
scenes depicted at sunset always 
include a country boat near the 
horizon and newly constructed 
tall buildings – signs of the 
remittance economy – nestling 
in the surrounding forest. The 
entanglement of the rural with 
the infrastructure of modernity 
is nowhere more apparent than 
in a beautiful image in which 
two young women pose with 
clay water pots, the never-
failing photographic index of 
a confected rurality. They both 
appear uneasy with their vessels, 
one indeed seems to be having 
difficulty holding hers. They are 
both backed into the corner of the 
studio, pictured against the wide 

expanse of the Brahmaputra which 
abuts another studio backdrop of 
a modern house whose further 
rural landscape with palm tree 
and towering monsoon clouds 
is completely en-framed by the 
modern window through which we 
glimpse it. 
   Further along the alleyway, Roy 
Studio impresses with its peeling 
lettering, the red surface of the 
Bengali characters of ‘Digital’ 
flaking away from the columns on 
which they were painted. Inside the 
vast studio area exuded a sepulchral 
and desolate aura. Dozens of 
ceiling-mounted lights testified 
to a formerly opulent space fallen 
on hard times. It was no surprise 
to learn that they had sold all 
their (numerous) medium format 
negatives three or four years ago to 
a Dhaka dealer who wanted them 
for their silver content.
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Other studios in the alleyway – 
Pulak, New Shriti Digital, Rup 
Chhaya, and Ananda, all testified 
to the continuing viability of their 
strangely archaic services, thanks 
in large part to the demand for 
bureaucratic ID photos, putri dekha 
chobi, photos of the resulting 
weddings, and for some, the craze 
for reality TV. 
   The actor with a rum bottle stood 
out for its transgressive quality, 
but other actors were everywhere. 
Many studios displayed whole 
walls covered with enlargements 
that mixed images of local 
customers with promotional images 
of film actors. The filmi images – 
largely of actresses – are displayed 
to attract customers who want 
modelling portfolios. The actresses 
serve as archetypes for others’ 
emulative behaviour. Perhaps this is 
the ‘silent music’ of photography: 
the performative opportunities it 
offers beckon to Mymensingh’s 
customers who are willing to 
enact their desires in front of 
the camera but not to have them 
publicly circulated. It is part pied-
piper effect: photography’s music 
beguiles and seduces with its sound 
of another, more glamorous, world. 
It also, to recall Attali, ‘makes 
audible [what will] gradually 
become visible’.
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Citizens of Photography: 
the Camera and 
the Political Imagination 

The PhotoDemos project is 
an empirical anthropological 
investigation into the relationship 
between “representation” through 
everyday images and “representation” 
through politics.

The PhotoDemos Collective is a group 
of six researchers. 

The names of the researchers and the 
countries in which they researched are: 
Naluwembe Binaisa (Nigeria) 
Vindhya Buthpitiya (Sri Lanka)
Konstantinos Kalantzis (Greece)
Christopher Pinney (Bangladesh, 
India, and Nepal) 
Ileana L. Selejan (Nicaragua)
Sokphea Young (Cambodia)

The project is based in the Department 
of Anthropology at UCL and is funded 
by a European Research Council 
Advanced Grant no. 695283.

More information on 
https://citizensofphotography.org

Text and photos by Christopher Pinney.

Research in Bangladesh was made 
possible through the skill and expertise 
of Ahsan Habib.

Layout by Dominik Hoehn.


