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While their exteriors claim bold 
expertise in the latest digital 
cameras and drones on vinyl 

signs, the interiors of northern Sri 
Lanka’s photography studios are 
often intriguingly old-fashioned 

and ill-lit. It is as if we have been 
invited to share in the secret of 

the imminent enchantments that 
might manifest by the sleight of 

the photographer’s hand. 
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The windowless grottos are painted 
into vividness in baby blues and bright 
purples or marigold yellows and lime 
greens evoking something of the 
locality potently shaped by religiosity 
and cinema. Outmoded photographic 
paraphernalia, from old film cameras 
to sample prints and albums 
sheltering smiling strangers, litter 
dusty cabinets stickered with years-old 
Kodak-Fujifilm-Konica advertisements 
pledging goods no longer sold. 

Beyond the antechambers, where 
apprentices busily slip photographs 
into stamped envelopes, we are 
summoned to wonder how we 
might fashion our unfolding present 
ourselves to be realised into future 
photographic selves by the camera. 
Slender dressing tables readied 
with sandalwood talcum and neon 
plastic combs beckon to us to 
spruce ourselves up for the occasion. 
Offerings of men’s clothing, taking 
the shape of polyester ties and rayon 

‘coats’ (suit jackets) pinned to the 
walls, entice us to assume new identi-
ties. Plastic flowers spill out of ornate 
vases perched on plywood Grecian 
columns. We might steady ourselves 
against these imported relics of the 
Grand Tour, as we gaze into the blithe 
panorama painted onto a tall canvas 
backdrop. With the quick tug of an in-
tricate system of pulleys, we could find 
ourselves in the magnificent archway of 
a stately home or against the lavish vel-
vet drapes of French doors opening out 
to blossoming springtime meadows. 
Another turn of the lever transports us 
to an Italian coastal town in the warm 
glow of summer or the autumnal rose 
garden of a dainty cottage in the English 
countryside. A wall of antiquarian books 
might attest to our implied or projected 
accomplishments. Practised constel-
lations of reflectors and softboxes are 
arranged to illuminate us into fleeting 
film stars. In this ‘chamber of dreams’ 
we momentarily evade the humdrum 
logics of self, time, and geography.  
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It is easy to imagine a workshop of 
prophet artisans channelling glimpses 
into these elsewheres and otherworlds 
we might pass briefly through in the 
space and fantastical vernacular of 
the photography studio. Possibilities 
of and for the future are folded into 
brushstrokes that make up what 
appear to be the quaint remnants of 
photography past. They weave together 
disparate but shared dreams and 
aspirations of movement, elsewheres 
and otherworlds in the wake of war.  

In the everyday makings of 
photography, analogue techniques 
have long since given way to the 
potentials of the digital. Desktop 
computers and off-brand editing 
software are deftly wielded in the 
place of now obsolete needle-thin 
brushes and delicate tints in the 
capable hands of studio ‘touching’ 
artists. At least one such retoucher, 
now in his 70s, swiftly adapted his 
precise but outmoded craft to a series 
of expert mouse clicks turning out 
digital images as if they had been 
overpainted by hand. Revitalised 
portraits are zipped off on WhatsApp 
to dispersed island communities 
in Paris or London to make up the 
contents of family albums or death 
notices. The shadows of long war 
loiter in even the most hopeful 
studio interiors – in the inclining 
daily demands for passport and 
visa photography, captured against 
staid grey, blue, white, and red cloth 

VFUHHQV��+HUH��WKH�SKRWRJUDSKHU�V�
lucky hands mediate the promise and 
opportunity of passage to new states 
and new citizenship to re-imagine and 
re-build home among kin displaced 
to elsewheres and otherworlds by 
decades of violence. In the promising 
portraits of young women and men 
to be dispatched to marriage brokers, 
instructed with the demand for a 
spouse with ‘status’ (residence or 
citizenship) elsewhere, are the accrued 
impairments of postwar citizenship 
that continue to hinder and hamper 
futures and aspirations. 

Against these painted backdrops, new 
loves, new homes, new freedoms, are 
envisioned, setting up the photographic 
premise for a different kind of mobility 
as they witness, evoke, and catalyse 
individual desires for movement. 

The long war has been unkind to 
photographers and their archives; an 
accumulation of displacements and 
devastations wearing away at the 
community and the landscape. Where 
the photography studio may evoke 
nostalgic visions of technological 
obsolescence or photographic debris 
past, in practice, these have always 
served as sites and means of imagining, 
experimentation, and novelty. 

Conflict compelled certain 
instabilities. Studios would become 
further entangled with state and 
border actors and the expanding 
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security apparatus on account 
of the rising demands for the 
production of identity photography 
to authenticate personhoods and 
citizenships in the form of national 
identity card or passport snaps. In 
spite of this, photographers would 
become maestros of invention and 
improvisation in photographic 
soothsaying. The war has now long 
since ended, but the countless 
cruelties making up its causes and 
consequences endure. In the unease 
of the postwar, bright little shops 
offering to realise glamorous wedding 
portraits of Kollywood dreams or lucky 
visa headshots for aspiring migrants, 
preside over the local image world as 
the unassuming arbiters of fates and 
futures. Within their painted walls and 
trifling sceneries, they make possible 
myriad real, imagined, aspirant 
identities and mobilities. 

2. In his ethnography of popular photography in Central India, Camera Indica, Christopher Pinney poetical-
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���‘Image world’ after Vision, Race, and Modernity: A Visual Economy of the Andean Image World by Deborah Poole 
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1. This essay draws on visual and ethnographic material from fieldwork carried out in northern Sri Lanka 
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