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Christopher Pinney

Nadeem Hasnain, a former Professor 
of Social Anthropology at the 
University of Lucknow, writes 
lyrically about the Nakhas Bazaar 
held every Sunday morning to 
the east of Aminabad and which 
‘is known for the old, used, and 
antique items for the past more 
than one hundred years’. Hasnain 
hypothesizes that the market began 
about 1859, that is in the aftermath 
of the post-Rebellion retributions 
through which ‘the elite class were 
reduced to penury’.
   Hasnain suggests a profound 
destruction of Awadhi culture, 
and the systematic dispersal of its 
material culture. First the Nawabi 
elite ‘sold or mortgaged their 
jewellery to the money lenders and 
then one, by one, their valuables 
through their servants. That is how 
Nakhas Bazaar came into being’. 
Hasnain then proceeds to chart 
the exhaustion of this supply of 
antiquities and the transformation 
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1 Nadeem Hasnain, The Other Lucknow, Delhi: 
Vani Prakashan, 2016, pp. 105-06.

Bazaar I went with a sense of 
excitement one Sunday morning, 
late in November 2018. There 
are sufficient bazaars and other 
locations in South Asia that 
overflow with the detritus of the 
past (pre-eminently Chor Bazaar 
in Mumbai, but also Udaipur in 
Rajasthan, Chettinad in Tamil 
Nadu, and Fort Kochi in Kerala) 
to encourage the expectation that 
I might encounter remarkable 
images and objects. But Hasnain 
was correct: most stalls sold 
bargain clothes, new and used, 
some sold old tools arranged in 
arresting tableaux. There was one 
stall selling mirrors that made me 
think of Raghubir Singh’s famous 
street photograph.

*

of the market into a weekly 
destination for the city’s poor 
in search of bargain clothes and 
footwear: ‘After perhaps, two or 
three decades, stocks of goods 
of antique value had almost 
exhausted and the proud owner 
had only a limited number of 
items left with them’.1

   Despite Hasnain’s warning 
about the exhaustion of the past 
in the contemporary Nakhas 
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Several practices of non-visibility, 
involving an intermittence of the 
image, run in parallel in Lucknow. 
The most striking concerns 
what might be considered as the 
foundational image of atrocity: 
Felice Beato’s photograph of the 
aftermath of fighting in Lucknow. 
This famous image – usually titled 
‘Interior of the Sikanderbagh at 
Lucknow’ – depicts the ruined 
façade of a building, clearly 
colonial in its conception, 
numerous Doric pillars holding 
up an airy and empty structure 
topped by a triangular pediment. 
In front of this are placed four 
rather disconsolate figure, one 
of whom tends a horse. On the 
ground that stretches before the 
viewer are numerous skulls and 
skeletons, visible signs of the 
approximately 2,000 sepoys 
slaughtered by the British in 
Sikanderbagh. We now know, 
with reasonable certainty that 
Beato had these disinterred (Beato 
arrived in Lucknow four or five 
months after the fighting had 
ceased) and strewn about in order 
to enhance his image.
   In search of this primal location 
of atrocity I took a cycle rickshaw 
to Sikanderbagh, on the eastern 
side of the old city. Edging up a 
busy street, which now bisects 

the old site of the palace built by 
the last ruler of Awadh, Wajid 
Ali Shah, I turned into the site of 
this momentous historical event. 
An Archaeological Survey notice 
near the entrance announces 
this as the site where 2000 
freedom fighters lost their lives. 
A low wall separates the palace 
gardens from the new road, the 
other boundaries are enclosed 
by high terracotta walls held 
up by stepped buttresses, and 
decorated by hybrid architectural 
motifs, topped off with austere 
pediments. There are various 
low buildings, including a 
small mosque, many palm 
trees, one majestic banyan, 
and at the far end of the site, 
an imposing entrance gate. But 
there is no sign of the building 
that dominates Beato’s image. 
I scan the ground looking for 
signs of the foundations of 
the now demolished structure 
but the lawns are perfectly 
level betraying no signs of 
any disturbance or alteration. I 
wander over to the chowkidar’s 
office and show him a thumbnail 
of the Beato image on my 
phone: does he know anything 
about what happened to this 
building I ask. ‘No,’ he replies, 
though people do come here 
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Husainabad, the magnificent 
heart of Awadhi Lucknow, other 
renowned sites of the 1857 
Rebellion such as the Residency, 
and even Ambedkar Park, the 
astonishing architectural homage 
to India’s leading Dalit figure, 
are all routinely incarnated not 
as sites for ‘historiographic 
experience’ but as decorative 
backdrops in wedding (and also 
pre-wedding) shoots.
   One cannot but think that 
Ahmed Ali Khan, the architect 
who designed many of Awadh’s 
more magnificent structures, and 
who was also a photographer, 
would have been rather pleased 
at this valuation of Lucknow not 
for its deep histories but for its 
surface visual attraction. There is 
no doubt that Lucknow studios 
are presented with a wealth 
of immensely attractive and 
convenient locations in which 
to stage their photographs and 
they show great appreciation for 
this superabundance: most of 
them enthused about Ambedkar 
Memorial Park, the Botanical 
Gardens, the Bara Imambara 
and Rumi Darwaza as utopian 
stage settings. Equally, most 
of them regretted that The 
Residency, scene of some of the 
most dramatic events during the 

and ask about it, he adds, but he 
knows nothing and, further, the 
old chowkidars never saw that 
structure either. Locals sit on 
the expansive lawns, some are 
seated on attractive cast iron park 
benches: none seem to be aware of 
the connection between this site, 
and photography, and atrocity.
   In Lucknow, places and 
buildings are bled of their history 
and transformed in the process 
into monumental backdrops to 
appease the aesthetic demands 
of commercial photographers.  
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only its ‘natural beauty’ but also 
its ‘mutilated buildings’ as desired 
qualities sought by soon-to-be-
weds.
   When I first interviewed 
Sudeep of Student Photo Service 
he too listed the Residency as 
the number one destination in 
a list of attractions which also 
included the Imambara (the heart 
of Shia Awadh), the Scorpio 
Club (a water park and resort), 
Jnaneshvar Mishra Park (a public 
park modelled on London’s Hyde 
Park), and Ambedkar Memorial 
Park. Scenes of couples reclining 
in front of the Baillie Guard 

Siege (aka First Indian War of 
Independence) was no longer 
available for shoots (a hefty 
photography fee was introduced 
and then all commercial 
photography was prohibited). Of 
special appeal to clients were the 
ancient bricks, which remained 
exposed on the Baillie Guard 
(the entry gate to the Residency 
complex), scene of some of the 
most intense fighting during the 
Uprising. Interviewed in 2018, 
Shahid of Columbia Digital 
Studio named Baillie Guard as the 
most requested location for pre-
wedding shoots, identifying not 
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brickwork formerly adorned their 
website though they have now 
been removed following the ban 
on photography on the Residency 
site.
   Lucknow remains a living 
museum of an extraordinary 
Shia cultural and architectural 
flourishing in the 18th and 
19th century. The old centre 
of the city – Husainabad – is 
architecturally stunning: between 
the Bara Imambara and Chhota 
Imambara lies the huge Rumi 
Darwaza, the minarets of the 
former and archway of the latter 
serving as visual icons of the 
city itself. The visitor to the 
modern city will be forcefully 
struck by the contrast between 
Lucknow’s photographability in 
the 19th century and the almost 
complete absence of any reflexive 
visual narration today. Whereas 
these buildings were the subject 
of endlessly accumulating 
photography in earlier centuries, 
in the 21st century there is almost 
no echoing of the city back to 
itself, perhaps because it has 
evolved into so many differently 
located centres with different 
histories (Shia, bureaucratic, 
Dalit, among others). Lucknow 
lacks the visual echo that the 

visitor to (say) Paris or Venice 
experiences. In those cities an 
urban topography and history is 
mirrored on almost every street-
corner in postcard racks, on 
billboards, in magazine racks. 
These all act as a huge mirrored 
kaleidoscope reflecting, refracting, 
and re-enchanting the city back 
to itself. This replication of the 
city in the everyday fabric of 
daily existence and perambulation 
produces something akin to a 
mise-en-abyme, or what Walter 
Benjamin described as a ‘ur-forest’ 
that ‘realized the dreamed-of 
architecture of the ancients: the 
labyrinth’.2

2 Cited by Susan Buck-Morss, The Dialectics of Seeing: Walter Benjamin and the Arcades 
Project. MIT Press, 1989, p. 254.
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The Delhi, Mumbai and UAE 
based company ‘Candidshutters’ 
featured images shot in front of 
the mosque at the Bara Imambara 
site. As the website notes: ‘how 
can you be in Lucknow and 
not immerse in its rich cultural 
heritage?’
   Vijay Studio, a swish and 
highly efficient modern studio 
also promotes the Imambara as a 
location for shoots. Founded in 
1997 by Vijay, whose father was 
a farmer, not a photographer, the 
studio is located just round the 
corner from the swankiest end 
of Hazratganj. Vijay estimates 
that about 5-10% of customers 
chose shoots at Rumi Darwaza or 
Bara Imambara, i.e. in the heart 
of Shia Husainabad. Some studio 
proprietors thought that only (or 
predominantly) Shia clients were 
likely to request the buildings 
of Husainabad as a backdrop, 
others insisted on a thoroughgoing 
ecumenicalism and seemed 
offended by questions that they 
saw as trying to impose inaccurate 
religious and cultural identities on 
a very fluid photoscape.

*

During three months in Lucknow, 
over a period of three years, 
I only ever encountered two 
images of the city reflected back 
to the city. There were plenty of 
images of a fiery Karbala (the 
key Shia pilgrimage destination 
in Iraq) pictured on posters 
around Husainabad, and the 
silhouette of the Babri Masjid 
in Ayodhya appeared in posters 
regretting its demolition in 1992. 
Of Husainabad itself, by contrast, 
I only glimpsed a flex banner 
advertising a new restaurant 
that used the Rumi Darwaza 
as its logo, and subsequently a 
Vodaphone advertising campaign 
which used a long exposure 
of night-time traffic passing 
under the archway as a visual 
metaphor for mobile data. I did 
not encounter a single postcard 
of the city, and saw no brochures 
that made use of aspects of the 
cityscape. The skyline, one of the 
most extraordinary anywhere in 
the world was largely erased in 
public culture.
   The one exception to this 
voiding of the image of the city 
was in pre-wedding shoots and 
wedding shoots where the Bara 
Imambara occasionally featured 
alongside other more commonly 
chosen Lucknow backdrops. 
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Bhimrao Ambedkar (1891-1956) 
was the twentieth century’s 
leading Dalit thinker and 
politician. In the current century 
he has become the figurehead of a 
newly energised social movement, 
making visible experiences of 
oppression that were formerly 
rendered opaque. Initiated by 
the former Dalit Chief Minister 
of Uttar Pradesh, Ambedkar 
Park covers 108 acres and is 
a monumental work of public 
architecture.
   Vijay of Vijay Studio responded 
to my enquiry about the ‘Dalit 
identity’ (or not) of Ambedkar 
Memorial Park with a further 
question: ‘What is Dalit?’ He 
conceded that maybe five years 
ago it was more clearly identified 
as a Dalit destination, but this 
was no longer the case. The 
proprietor of Srivastava Studio, 
another high-end wedding and 
pre-wedding specialist agreed: 
Ambedkar Park was no longer 

particularly associated with Dalits 
in part because of its use as the 
location for song sequences in 
Hindi films (e.g. Youngistaan 
(2014), Dawaat-e-Ishq (2014), 
and Shaadi Mein Zaroor Aana 
(2017)). 
   Paradoxically the waving mass 
of smartphone videographers, 
plastering life cycle rituals with 
their banal documentation, 
have opened up a space for a 
new practice of photography, 
especially in north India. Named 
‘candid’ photography, as though it 
somehow cut-through convention, 
there is in fact no more confected 
and formalised aesthetic. Aiming 
to capture some informal relaxed 
(and because ‘deeper’ hence 
‘truer’) aesthetic, the practice 
is so skilled that it provides the 
alibi for the strengthening and 
re-emergence of the photographic 
studio (and usually the senior 
photographer in the studio) as the 
sole arbiter and potential creator 
of such a recondite aesthetic.
   Srivastava.com, an upscale 
Lucknow studio, were skilled 
practitioners of ‘candid’ 
photography and positioned it 
as the antithesis of ‘traditional’ 
photography (‘traditional 
photography was more about 
rituals [whereas] candid 
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photography is more about 
expression and moments’). 
‘Moments’ here is a way of 
communicating something 
deemed to be spontaneous and 
not created by the photographer 
although scrutiny of its actual 
manifestation reveals it be exactly 
that: a photographic aesthetic 
that flees from the photographic 
aesthetic. It is highly filmi, 
eschews frontal formality, and 
strives to evoke mood and effect. 
Srivastava.com displayed a 
wedding photobook from 2018 
which they believed exemplified 

‘pure candid’ photography and 
a double page spread composed 
from three images which they 
thought exemplified ‘moments’.

*
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During the first few days in 
Lucknow, filled with an aleatory 
psychogeographic optimism, I 
spent much of my time randomly 
travelling around the city by cycle 
rickshaw. Chance determined my 
conclusion during these initial 
days that there appeared to be 
no studios in Lucknow: I was 
genuinely puzzled. But as soon as 
I moved further towards the heart 
of the old city, into the heart of 
Aminabad, I found myself staying 
right next to half a dozen thriving 
studios. My notebooks announce 
‘At last some possible progress…’ 
recording my relief at happening 
upon such a concentration of 
photographic activity.
   Aminabad is centred around 
the oblong of Jhandewala Park 
(‘Person with a Flag Park’; 
commemorating a Nationalist 
flag protest in 1928). Its streets 

are extraordinarily congested and 
regularly become completely 
log-jammed for several hours 
in the late afternoon: rickshaws, 
motorbikes, and then pedestrians 
gradually compact into almost 
disentangleable compresses that 
prevent anyone moving forward 
or backward. Several renowned 
kebab shops and an extensive 
wedding supplies bazaar lie just 
off the square. All streets in the 
area are saturated with market 
stalls selling bangles, biscuits, 
shoes, and other desirables. The 
studios (six in all) are clustered 
around one corner and are run 
by a mix of Hindu and Muslim 
proprietors. 
   Aminabad feels very different, 
and a long way away, from 
the bureaucratic state-capital 
Lucknow, the colonial legacy 
of Hazratganj, or the Dalit 
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scenography of Ambedkar 
Memorial Park, north-east of the 
river. This sense of the diversity 
of the city is compounded by the 
differences of aesthetic evident 
in these half dozen studios. Even 
though three of the studios are 
operated by close relatives, all six 
of the studios have very different 
working practices, different 
ethics, and different aesthetics. 
Two are one-man operations, 
two are father-son endeavours 
and two operate with several 
full-time employees including 
professional photographers. Four 
of the studios are run by Muslim 
proprietors, the other two by 
Hindus. One shares their studio 
premises with a mobile phone 
accessories outlet, one also runs 
a courier business, two are solely 
focused on still-camera and video 
work. Aesthetically they range 
from very basic work of the 
kind you might acquire from a 
traveling studio at a mela to some 
of the finest portraiture work I 
have ever seen. The proprietors 
were by turns optimistic and 
gloomy, enthused by new market 
opportunities or confronted by 
what they saw as the imminent 
end of their businesses. Some 
were extraordinary welcoming, 
others highly suspicious.
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   The first, Khanna Art Studio, 
was on my right as I usually 
approached the area, and was 
a modest tumbledown affair, 
now run by the studio’s former 
employee, Hanuman Prasad, 
following the death of its owner, 
S. K. Khanna, the year before. 
Located in a small booth the 
studio always displayed several 
rather distressed-looking timber 
frames in which specimens of the 
studio’s craft were presented to the 
public. Some of these appeared 
to be one or possibly two decades 
old and the display was identical 
in late 2019, one year after I first 
encountered them in early 2018. 
The memorial portraits of the 
parents of the previous owner 
still hung prominently. The whole 
studio was pleasingly ramshackle, 
exuding an improvised technology 
and aesthetic reminiscent of a 
travelling studio at a mela and 
clearly appealing to a poorer 
demographic. Shallow glass 
-fronted displays inside the 
studio housed hundreds of ID 
photos indicating the very mixed 
identities of the studio’s clients, 
male female, young old, Hindu, 
Muslim. Several images on 
display at the front used a crude 
multi-coloured digital backdrop 
but these were prestige pieces: 

the bulk of Khanna’s customer 
wanted passport sized ID photos. 
Khanna was a fine example of low 
margin survival in the Aminabad 
economy of Photo Hierarchicus: 
he charged Rs 30 for six passport 
photos, i.e. only Rs 5 per piece. 
With all customers he did some 
minimal posing so that the head 
angle produced no unsightly 
shadows. He then made a single 
exposure and printed three 
different customers’ sets of six 
photos on the same piece of good 
quality Kodak paper. 
   On the intersecting street lay the 
other five studios, three of them 
run by two brothers and a cousin 
and the earliest of them, Student, 
operating since 1948. Student 
Photo Service lies at the far end 
of the row of studios and is, so 
its signboard and billhead declare 
an ‘Electronic Matrimonial 
Photographer’. It moved to 
Lucknow from the Punjab (in 
what would subsequently become 
West Pakistan) during Partition. A 
photograph of the founder, Yash 
Pal still adorns the studio.
   Its chief asset is its extremely 
talented senior photographer 
Baber, who has been at the studio 
for over 40 years. In addition 
to long serving staff, the studio 
also displays its history in a 
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selection of old, mostly black 
and white prints. Some, such 
as a diptych showing a boldly 
dressed young woman clutching 
a video-camera and a woman 
clutching a champagne flute spoke 
to photography’s transgressive 
progressivism. Sudeep Bhalla, the 
proprietor became an eloquent if 
intermittent exponent of tehzeeb, 
the fabled Lucknauvi etiquette 
and courtesy. When I went to 
collect some studio portraits I had 
commissioned. I complimented 
the photographer (Baber) on his 
exceptionally fine work. They had 
done great work, I opined only to 
be told that ‘No, it was you’.
   At the other end of the row 
of studios is Electric Photo 
Art Studio and Colour Lab, a 
studio founded in the 1920s 
(in another location) by the 
present proprietor’s (Jawed) 
grandfather, Mhd. Husnain. The 
current premises are in a state 
of retrenchment, part of the 

main floor serving as an outlet 
for mobile phone accessories, 
and the basement, formerly a 
studio space now being let as a 
restaurant. The nearby Columbia 
Digital Studio and Color Lab is 
run by Jawed’s brother, Shahid 
Imran whose seven years in Saudi 
Arabia are announced by a large 
photograph of him in a Hejazi 
turban. However, this unashamed 
declaration of an orthodox identity 
is completely compatible with 
Shahid’s explanation for his 
choice of studio name: it reflected 
his enthusiasm for Hollywood 
movies and Columbia Pictures, the 
renowned Hollywood studio.
   Electric, Columbia, and 
Linum (run by Shariq, Jawed’s 
and Shahid’s cousin) are all 
highly ecumenical spaces: their 
clienteles are very mixed, and 
were previously predominantly 
Hindu (Shahid observed that in 
his Grandfather’s day almost 
all wedding photography was 
undertaken for Hindu clients 
because Muslims in the locality 
couldn’t afford wedding 
photography). The Hindu-
run studios (Student, Gulati 
and Khanna) were equally 
cosmopolitan hybrid spaces. But 
other studios in the vicinity had a 
very different feel: 
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   The six studios in this corner of 
Aminabad map a micro-ecology of 
studio practice, one that is in many 
ways surprisingly resilient. But 
the reach of studios extends into 
a wider topology with location 
wedding work and the growing 
importance of ‘pre-wedding’ 
shoots which expand to embrace 
many scenic locations throughout 
the city. The interior space of the 
studio with its backdrops and 
lighting rigs is but one location in 
an increasingly dispersed practice.
   In Aminabad, Jawed showed 
me a black and white photograph 
of the exterior of Electric Photo 
Art and neighbouring stores as 
they were in the 1960s. It was 
the oldest photograph he had, the 
others having perished during 

renovations in the mid 1970s. The 
studio is on the right-hand side of 
the image, its presence announced 
by signs in Hindi (‘Ilektrik Pho 
To’) and English. A customer 
appears to be waiting outside, 
standing next to a Royal Enfield 
Bullet motorbike. Comparing 
the scene with an image taken in 
2018 one is struck by the changes 
but also prompted to speculate 
that the photo studio never 
becomes a ‘monument’ (that is 
the materialization of a single past 
temporality). Rather, the studio 
is a Baroque microcosm that 
collapses all possible temporalities 
into itself: it records all of its 
own past histories in material 
recalcitrances, which also encode 
future possibilities.
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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
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