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The historical narrative presented in this book has
delivered us to the mid-i93os. Via many twists and
turns, it has taken us from the earliest moments of
nationalist organization through to the period of the
most intense anti-colonial activity by organizations
that ranged from Congress to the Hindustan Socialist
Republican Army.
Here I aim to present an overview of the political
engagements of mass-produced images. We have seen
that some presses (notably Chitrashala) had explicitly
anti-British political agendas and we have seen that for
many other presses commercial interest encouraged
the production of images for diverse audiences that
may well have simultaneously included anti-British
and pro-British constituencies. I intend also to study
these images in circulation in order to understand the
complex and often cross-cutting interests that can be
seen at play when we study their reception. In earlier
chapters we have looked at images through the prism
of specific printing presses. Here the method will be
different, proceeding through the analysis of broad
political movements and the colonial state's response
to these. In pursuit of this we need to return to the
late nineteenth century.

COW PROTECTION

The idea that the growth of nationalist sentiment was
intimately linked to the development of what Benedict
Anderson calls 'print capitalism' was prefigured in
the conclusions of some British officials as they
thought through the consequences of new media
during the early 1890s. The Marquess of Lansdowne,
the Viceroy, and others1 expounded such a thesis in a
memo in 1893. This was in part a response to the Earl
of Kimberley's earlier question as to 'why ... disturbances are becoming more frequent than in past years'
and Lansdowne argued that:
One of the causes [is] the greater frequency of
communication and the interchange of news by
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post and telegraph between different parts of the
country...
This rapid dissemination of news and increasing
activity of controversy, carried on through the
Press, by public meetings, and by the addresses of
itinerant preachers, is in some respects a new
feature in Indian life, and is one which is likely to
grow and add considerably to the difficulties of
administration ... pamphlets, leaflets ... and
placards of an inflammatory tendency have been
disseminated throughout the country.2
In the later phases of the Cow Protection agitation,
locally produced images were mobilized through
collective action in a manner that prefigured the use of
the ubiquitous Hindu chauvinist images of the 1980s
and '90s. The historical record is unusually rich in the
detail it provides of the consumption of visual images.
There were two distinct phases to the Cow Protection
agitation,3 an earlier urban phase originating in the
Punjab and after 1891 a later rural campaign focused in
rural eastern districts bordering Bihar.4 Ideological
opposition to Muslim and Christian practice is more
apparent in the early urban phase5 and parochial intercaste conflict emerges more strongly in the rural
phase.6 Dayananda Saraswati, the founder of the Arya
Samaj, had formed the Gaurakshini Sabha (Cowprotecting Association) in 1882 and published a book
(Gokarunanidhi) whose purpose, according to Farquhar,
was 'to rouse Hindu feeling against Christians and
Muhammadans on account of the killing of cows
and oxen, and to present a monster petition to
Government, begging that the practice might be
prohibited.'7
The cow, an enormously potent and sacred sign,
was to emerge as a symbol of the nation and these
visual symbols were to play a vital role in the
organization as well as the ideology of the Cow
Protection movement. Cow Protection involved a
struggle not only over a 'sacred symbol' but also,
locally, over 'sacred spaces' and the specificity of local
struggles also forged new senses of community: 'the

common experience of being incorporated in a
"process of sanctification" defined group solidarity'.8
At a regional level this spatialization took the form of
a network of messengers and travelling preachers who
could rapidly disseminate the cause over wide areas.
Geographic reach was combined with the insertion of
Cow Protection into the spaces of the everyday: 'no
space, no occasion, it seemed, was inappropriate to
organize and direct attention towards the issue of the
cow'.9 This colonization of quotidian space replicated
the infestation of the body of the cow itself with the
divine; in numerous lithographs the cow becomes
a proto-nation, a space that embodies a Hindu
cosmology. One of the earliest images was published
by P. C. Biswas of Calcutta, and designs that had
circulated in the 1890s were to be widely produced
commercially after the turn of the century. These
lithographs can be seen as mythic charters whose
metaphors were instantaneously transformed into
everyday spatial practice, an iconic mythopraxis that
convulsed much of northern India.
In much of the visual imagery the cow encompassed all the gods, but was also depicted as
succouring all the diversity of India's communities.
In practice, however, and in the use made of these
images, a more discriminatory message was stressed
in which the cow came to represent a Hindu identity
and nationality that required protection from nonHindus. The riots of 1893, indeed, assumed an overtly
communal flavour.
The elements of this strategy are apparent in a
series of images depicting this cow, all of which share
the common feature of the presence of 84 gods within
the body of the cow and a group of figures kneeling
beneath the udders. One sees in these images the
literal inscription of the sacred onto the body of the
disputed sign, a strategy that continued throughout
the twentieth century.10 One might also see these
images as visual records of the foundational violence
that, as Arjun Appadurai has suggested," accompanies
much locality building. The changing nature of the
images vividly reveals the manner in which the cow

became an inclusive symbol that was also grounded
simultaneously in an exclusional foundational
violence, which marked out Islam and Untouchable
beef-eating practices as incompatible with this new
space of the cow-nation.
Sometime after the P. C. Biswas image, the Ravi
Varma Press issued two similar chromolithographs
that developed the Cow Mother iconography (one
of which is illus. 79). In both, Hindus, a Parsi, a
European and a Muslim are seen accepting milk from
the milkman with the slogan 'drink milk and protect
the cow'. These, however, need to be considered in
the context of other images, namely early Chitrashala
prints and Ravi Varma's later painting Milching a
Cow,12 which was also produced in various chromolithographic variants. These record a splitting of
the unified iconography of the Biswas image, a
separation almost of the overtly political and the
devotional, but it is easy to imagine how this
separation also allowed for a more intense amalgamation in the viewer's mind as he or she internalized
this spectrum of cow iconography.
Milching a Cow and its chromolithographic
variants extract the woman who milks the cow in
the earlier images, together with the small figure,
identified as a 'Hindu', who leans against her back.
In the latter rendition this woman is transmogrified
into Yashoda, the small figure into Krishna.13 By so
transforming the 'Hindu' into Krishna, the Ravi
Varma print undermines the putative democracy of
the figures representing Hindus, Muslims, Parsis and
Christians and opens the way for the communalist
readings to which the image was subject in practice.
How were these images - or images very similar
to these - used and read in the context of the Cow
Protection movement of the 1890s? Fortunately
several detailed documents exist that allow us partly
to answer this question. The first of these, the memo
from Lansdowne referred to above, provides a clear
sense of the gamut of visual and performative signs
that were made to do the work of cow protection
during this period. I quote at length:
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In addition to the inflammatory harangues
delivered to meetings of Hindus, [wandering
ascetics] have distributed throughout the country
pictures of the cow, of a kind calculated to appeal
strongly to the religious sentiment of the people.
One of them, for instance, depicts a cow in the act
of being slaughtered by three Muhammadan
butchers, and is headed 'the present state'. Another
exhibits a cow, in every part of whose body groups
of Hindu deities and holy persons are shown, being
assailed by a monster with a drawn sword entitled
the 'Kali Yug' but which has been largely
understood as typifying the Muhammadan
community.
Another memo written in 1893, this time from Forbes,
Commissioner of the Patna Division, to the Chief
Secretary of the Government of Bengal, gives another
description of the image after it had been seized in
Champeran: 'the picture of a cow stamped with
images of Gods, also contained a representation of a
Musalman advancing to slay the cow and a Hindu
beseeching him to refrain'.14
But these images did not simply freely circulate
alongside written images, they were also used in
contexts and events that constrained their meanings
by providing a framework within which images could
be read collectively. Freitag has also drawn attention to
an account of a meeting in Azamgarh district in 1894,
which provides invaluable data on how meanings were
constructed in the process of consuming these images.
A wealthy landholder named Ram Saran Singh
organized the meeting in the town of Lar on 18 March
1893. A lithographed copy of rules adopted by other
societies was circulated and amended after discussion.
Attention then turned to the visual propaganda that
the organizers had brought with them:
A cow picture was placed on a stool before the
platform and copies of it were circulated. This
picture represents a cow in whose body all the
Hindu gods are depicted as residing. A calf is at her
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udder and a woman sits before the calf holding a
bowl waiting for her turn. This woman is labelled
'the Hindu'. Behind the cow, above her tail, is a
representation as of Krishna labelled 'Dharmraj',
and in front of the cow, above her head, is a man
with a drawn sword labelled 'Kaliyug'. The Hindu
who produced this picture expatiated on its
meaning. The Hindu must only take the cow's milk
after the calf has been satisfied. In the 'Dharmraj'
of the Satyug no Hindu would kill a cow, but the
Kaliyug is bent upon killing the cow and
exterminating kine.
In the speaker's further explication we can delineate
the structure of thought through which the 'cow' as
a symbol of divinity and nationality would, within a
mere ten years, be transformed into 'Mother India'
(Bharat Mata) signifying nationality and divinity:
As every man drinks cow's milk just as he as an
infant has drawn milk from his mother, the cow
must be regarded as the universal mother, and so is
called 'Gao Mata'. It is matricide to kill a cow. Nay
more, as all the gods dwell in the cow, to kill a cow
is to insult every Hindu. The Magistrate [at Deoria]
found Muhammadans excited because they heard
a picture was in circulation representing a
Muhammadan with a drawn sword sacrificing a
cow, and this they considered an insult.15
The 1915 Ravi Varma Press version of one of the images
referred to in the reports, which would attract the
attentions of the colonial censors (see below), is shown
here (illus. 79). The figure with drawn sword is clearly
labelled in the image as a representative of the kaliyug,
presumably the demon kali. The caption above his
head reads he manusyaho! kaliyugi mansahari jivom ko
dekho ('mankind, look at the meat-eating souls of
the kaliyug'), and the figure in yellow (labelled as
dharmaraj) beseeches him with the words mat marogay
sarv kajivan hai ('don't kill the cow, everyone is
dependent on it').16

79 Chaurasi Devata Auvali Gay (the Cow with 84 Deities), c. 1912, Ravi Varma Press. The original image.

We can see here - in the use of the didactic image
and its exegesis - the appropriation of missionary
techniques of propaganda,17 as befits a movement
started by Dayanand Saraswati, who applied
missionary rhetoric to Hindu concerns. Freitag notes
that in addition to the distribution of pictures at
meetings, plays were also staged and placards and
pamphlets distributed.18

WORKING WITH THE 1910 PRESS ACT

The colonial state's response to the 'increasing
activity of controversy' was the 1910 Press Act, which

would become the chief means of controlling the
'native press' and the huge upsurge of topical
broadsheets and visual images.19 The colonial state's
paranoia about the representational genii it had
unleashed was expressed not only through the
proscription of complete images but also in a prohibition of individual elements of images in an
attempt to mitigate their power. However, although
the colonial state could quite easily prohibit it could
not interdict, since it could not unsay what it had
itself helped to create and authorize. Proscription thus
operated within a double-bind in which every denial
was simultaneously a reinscription of representational potency: to proscribe was also to specify a
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powerful abject seemingly more powerful in its
absence. This process can be seen clearly at work in a
confrontation between the Bombay Government and
the Ravi Varma Press. Ravi Varma had sold his
interest in the press nine years earlier and it was now
under the control of Fritz Schleicher, who had started
work there as a litho transfer artist when the Press
opened in 1894.2O
In December 1911 the Bombay Government invoked
section 12(1) of the Indian Press Act of 1910 to proscribe a Ravi Varma Press image titled Ashtabhuja Devi
(illus. 80) and a month later proscribed matchboxes
bearing 'a somewhat similar but less mischievous
picture'.21 Also in January 1912, the Local Government
of the Central Provinces issued a notification under the
Press Act to prevent the dissemination of the same
Ashtabhuja Devi image. All copies of the picture found
in the Central Provinces were to be forfeited to His
Majesty. The justification for this was that the picture,
in which:
the Hindu Goddess called Ashtabhuja Devi is
depicted riding a lion and furiously attacking two
butchers who have apparently just decapitated a
cow, printed at the Ravi Varma Press Karla and
elsewhere,22 contains visible representation likely
to incite to acts of violence and to bring into hatred
and contempt certain classes of His Majesty's
subjects in British India .. .23
A memo from C. A. Kincaid, Secretary to the
Government of Bombay, was to make clear that 'the
picture was interpreted by the Government of the
Punjab and by the Bombay Government as an anticow-killing document'.
In a petition to the Bombay High Court, Schleicher
claimed that the description of the picture given in the
notification of proscription was 'gravely erroneous
and absolutely misconceived'. He argued that the
image was no more than a mimetic visualization of an
episode in the Mahabharata. Ashtabhuja Devi, otherwise known as Mahishasuramardini, rode on a lion to
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battle with the demon Mahishasur, whom Vishnu had
requested she slay. Schleicher's petition continues:
When she saw the extensive army of demons which
occupied the ten directions, she was annoyed and
assumed such a big form that her eight arms
reached the eight directions and the crown on her
head reached the sky above. The battle commenced
and the result was that hundreds of thousand[s]
[of] demons fell down and the bloodshed was so
great, that even the elephant, chariots and foot
soldiers in the demon's army were swept away in
a flood of blood. Then Mahishasur with the
assistance of his general Bidalaksha pushed forward
to fight a duel with the great Goddess. The lion gave
a blow to Bidalaksha with his paw and lay him flat
on the ground. The Goddess pierced Mahishasur
with her Trishul (trident). As soon as the demon
was shot in his chest with the Trishul he assumed
the form of a buffalo. The Goddess mounted on
him and separated his head from his body.
The picture shows the lion springing on Bidalaksha
and the Goddess is shown simultaneously severing
Mahishasur's head, piercing the demon/buffalo with
her trishul, and treading on the decapitated buffalo.
An initial reading suggests something hugely
comic in a German businessman cobbling together
this recension of the Mahabharata in an attempt to
persuade anxious colonial officials that what they
perceive to be an innocent cow is a demon buffalo
in whose death the Hindu consumers of the image
glorified.24 Schleicher claims in his petition that 'it is
erroneous to interpret the two demons shown in the
picture as butchers and that it is also erroneous to
interpret that they are apparently decapitating a cow'.
But a closer look complicates the matter greatly, for
the buffalo is very definitely cow-like in colouring and
physiology. Similarly there is a subtle displacement
of agency marked by the presence of blood on
Bidalaksha's sword and its absence on the goddess's.
The implication is clearly that it is the foregrounded
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80 Ashtabhuja Devi, the original Ravi Varma Press chromolithograph.

figure with the sword who has just slain the
buffalo/cow and upon whom the lion wreaks
vengeance. In the absence of clear textual knowledge
among the popular consumers of this image a reading
that constructs it as the goddess's retribution upon
two Muslim or Untouchable butchers who have just
slaughtered a cow seems highly plausible.
The precise nature of the agreement reached
between Schleicher and the Government indicates that
those who sought to proscribe it had a clear sense of
the deliberate mis-recognition that the image was seeking to provoke. Following advice to the Government
that they were likely to be unsuccessful in their
prosecution, they proposed that if Schleicher consented to 'make certain alterations in the pictures' and

withdrew his suit they would pay compensation for
the pictures seized earlier by the police. In return
Schleicher agreed that in future copies of the picture
'the blood stains on the sword of one of the two men
will be removed and the animal will be coloured
black'. Schleicher did this and the print was quickly
reissued with these marginal changes (illus. 82).
A similar undertaking25 was given in respect of
another Ravi Varma Press picture that we have
already seen (see illus. 79). This was but the latest in
a line of similar images stretching back two decades,
and under the terms of the compromise Schleicher
agreed that in future copies 'the figure of the demon
in front of the cow shall be removed'. Shortly
thereafter a similar print was issued, this time in
vertical portrait format, in which Dharmaraj
beseeches the empty void where once the swordwielding demon stood (illus. 81).

NATIONAL ALLEGORY AND THE RISE OF
NATIONAL FIGURE

... if it is through the historian one learns of
national destiny, the paradigmatic figure of the
national community is the artist.26

81 The amended version of the Ravi Varma Press Chaurasi Devata
Auvali Gay (see illus. 80).
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In early Calcutta lithography (for instance depictions
of Nala Damayanti), and in the disputed Ravi Varma
Press images described above, it is clear that the
nation is invoked primarily through allegory. This
is an allegory open to 'linguistic' decoding and was
highly susceptible to colonial control. Within a few
decades, however, it was superseded by what we
might term 'figure' or the affective. In part, this
history was determined by a dialectical constraint:
figural affective intensities required the semiotic
infrastructure of allegory and other political
significations, which of necessity had recourse to
substitution. Once allegory has done its laborious
work, figure could transform these associations into
immediate identifications.

82 Ashtabhuja Devi, the revised Ravi Varma Press chromolithograph.

Allegory offers the theoretical possibility of
closure. 'Meanings' can be specified and secured:
producers and consumers can agree (or rather attempt
to agree) that under the prevailing code a particular
sign stands in for another sign. This is the basic
mechanism of allegory, which the Oxford English
Dictionary explains as the 'description of a subject
under the guise of some other subject of aptly
suggestive resemblance'.
Bharat Uddhar, a proscribed image from 1931 (illus.
83), presupposed knowledge of its missing allegorical
referent: the story of Markandey. Images produced by
Chitrashala and the Ravi Varma Press (illus. 84)
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83 Bharat Uddhar. Prabhu Dayas. Published by Shyam Sunder Lai,
Cawnpore. A proscribed image in which Gandhi saves Mother
India from the depradations of colonial rule.
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depicting Shiv saving the young Markandey from Yam,
the lord of the dead astride a buffalo, had circulated
widely since the 1880s. Bharat Uddhar appropriated this
basic structure but substituted Mother India for
Markandey, British Rule for Yam, and Gandhi for Shiv.
With foreknowledge of the Markandey image, the
viewer of Bharat Uddhar could readily translate the one
narrative into the other.
Allegory's referentiality was certainly presumed by
the colonial state, and its method of surveillance was
(to use Dan Sperber's term) 'crypotological', that is
predicated on the assumption that signs could be
decoded for their 'true' meanings.27 Thus Kunja Behari
Gangopadhyaya's early twentieth-century Bengali
drama Matri Puja was 'a seditious allegory on the
present political situation of the country',28 despite
being 'ostensibly founded on a well-known incident
of Hindu mythology'.
But the colonial state was also ethnographically
concerned with audiences' reception of signs, seeking
confirmation in the ability of the wider audience to
decode the 'message': 'It will be clear from the
newspaper criticisms printed at the end of the book
that it has been generally understood as referring
"to many present day political and social ideas'".29
Many Home Political Department proscription
orders describe pictures under a crypotological
rubric,30 assuming that the image can be disassembled and its signs checked off against their presumed
referents. Alongside court judgements on the
'meanings' of contentious images, there are a number
of remarkable adjudications on seditious poems and
plays in which colonial judges turn their hands to
practical criticism, minutely analysing the possible
intentions and effects of words and phrases.

84 Markandey, c. 1900. Ravi Varma Press. The mythological
template for the previous image.

OF STAMPS, DHOTIS AND THE EVERYDAY

Popular anti-colonial interventions appear to have
created an increasingly congested circulation of signs
continually available to public recall in this semiotically saturated domain of the everyday. In this
circulation, events and their representations crisscrossed media — from lithograph to theatre, from
theatre to cinema, from cinema to leaflet, a pattern
with which the reader will by now be familiar.
In July 1930 the Bombay Provincial Congress
Committee issued stamps bearing the words
'Boycott British Goods' with the intention that its
supporters would affix these to envelopes and
postcards. The colonial state's response to these

'boycott stamps' was to throw into stark relief the
difficulties it faced in regulating the visual 'everyday'.
Initially it appeared that there would be no
objection to the use of such stamps. The Bombay
Presidency Postmaster told the Indian Daily Mail on 4
July that 'You can write anything you like on your
cover. If you like you may even affix your
photograph to it. So long as it bears our usual stamp
there can be no objection.' Such indifference caused
concern to others in the Government and legal
clarification was sought as to whether the slogan
('Boycott British Goods') might be considered
'seditious', 'scurrilous' or 'grossly offensive' under
the relevant section of the Post Office Act. The
advice given indicated that the Government could
act if it wished, but it would then also have to
proscribe slogans such as 'Shop with Selfridges'.
Extensive correspondence between the Home
Political Department and the Bombay Postmaster
General ensued, and suggestions for further
legislation were made before the Legal Department
again pointed out the difficulties of isolating these
specific stamps in any new proscription. T have
found great difficulty' opined D. G. Mitchell, 'in
devising a formula which is free from obvious
objection':
I have tried several variants of the term 'political
significance', but could not find one which did
not cover harmless activities . .. The difficulties
may be seen from a consideration of the
following actual cases - or probable cases (1) Photographs of Mr. Gandhi with no
accompanying text; (2) reproductions of the
'national flag'; (3) the device of the Overseas
League, from whom I have just received a
communication; (4) an open post-card soliciting
a vote at an election; (5) post-cards bearing the
slogan "Vote for Swaraj' (or any other political
cause); (6) the device on the envelopes of the
P. & O. [Company]
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85 Bharat Ki Lut. Devnarayan
Varma. A proscribed image
from 1930: an engorged and
rapacious England loots a
starving India.

This domain of indeterminate 'political significance'
is precisely the domain that 'national figure' comes
to occupy.
Perhaps the most striking anti-colonial cross-media
artefact was a dhoti sold in Calcutta in 1910, on which
was printed a song in praise of Khudiram Bose, who
had been executed in 1908 (see below). The Bengali
text both began and ended with words that are still
widely sung in Calcutta: 'Mother, farewell/1 shall go to
the gallows with a smile./ The people of India will see
this./ One bomb can kill a man./ There are lakhs of
bombs in our houses./ Mother, what can the English
do?'31 The appearance of this dhoti triggered a surreal
debate as to whether it could be considered a
'document' under section 2(6) of the Indian Press Act
1910 (it was finally deemed to be so and Notification
no. 1350-P was published in the Calcutta Gazette
Extraordinary, declaring that all such dhotis should
be 'forfeited to His Majesty').
This is one of many examples of nationalist signs'
continual challenge to the colonial state's ability to
categorize and control them. Many Nathdvara images,
such as Narottam's Maharana Pratap (see illus. 77),
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presented a similar, though more successful, challenge:
allegory (intentional politics) becames 'figure' and is
mutated into a realm of the unclassifiable, a corporeal
domain beyond analysis and constraint. This process
can perhaps be seen most clearly in the transformation
of the artist Rup Kishor Kapur from allegorist to
figuralist. His career is discussed in the next section.
My use of'figure' here loosely follows the
philosopher Jean-Frangois Lyotard's use of it to
connote a domain where 'meaning is not produced
and communicated, but intensities are felt'.32 Lyotard
invoked 'figure' as the opposite of'discourse', a
domain of the knowable characterized by linguisticphilosophical closure'. My own usage of'figure' differs
from Lyotard, however, in not assuming the same
ontological independence that he grants it. I use it to
invoke, in a deliberately flexible manner, the densely
compressed performative and the affectively and
libidinally charged domain that escapes conventional
signification.

GANDHI VERSUS BHAGAT SINGH

I opened this book questioning whether there might
be a 'visual' history, that is a history constituted by the
visual in which the visual was something other than
simply a reflection of something already established
'by other means', to recall Carlo Ginzburg's phrase.
This question, with its implicit possibility of
alternative historiographies, acquires its greatest
saliency when thinking about the histories of two
Indian freedom fighters, Gandhi and Bhagat Singh.
M. K. Gandhi is of course an internationally recognized name, one of the few figures to have made it into
the sanctum of global saintliness. Bhagat Singh is on
the other hand probably an obscure name to many
readers of this account. If indeed he is so, it could
not be said that this necessarily reflects my readers'
ignorance of Indian academic history, for in that
version of history the reader will find very few clues
as to the nature and actions of Bhagat.
When I first started research in India I was
fascinated (but mystified) by the presence of a figure
whom I often glimpsed in images for sale on vendors'
stalls, or hanging in the offices of radical lawyers, or
of certain trade unions. In some of these images he
seemed to wear a trilby. In others he seemed to wear
a Brahmanic sacred thread across his bare chest and
clutch a pistol while nonchalantly twiddling his
moustache. It was only after many, many months that
I managed to grasp that these were in fact two quite
separate persons - Bhagat Singh and Chandra Shekhar
Azad - despite the fact they seemed to be presented
with an identical physiognomy. Subsequently I have
read what I have been able to find about these two
individuals and the movement of which they were
a part, but I have remained acutely aware that their
historical trace has largely existed in India's public
spaces rather than in institutional archives. Official
history has diverged so fundamentally from the
popular narrative that it has left us few tools with
which to understand a figure such as Bhagat Singh. His
pictures are, as we shall see, the greatest resource we

have and can give us some insight into the ways in
which hugely significant visual traces can endure in
the gaps between official forms of knowledge.
Once we start to examine the figure of Bhagat
Singh, however, we will discover that his trace is one
element in a longer train of signs and events that runs
through the history of those who chose violence in
their attempts to end British colonial rule. Bhagat's
historical moment ineluctably tightens us to a chain
of connecting events that seem to be locked into each
other with a grim retributive inevitability. The echoes
that resonate through this long chamber impel us to
move back as far as 1908 when a series of events start
to unfold.
On 30 April of that year, in Muzaffarpur, Khudiram
Bose threw a bomb at a carriage that he believed
contained Chief Presidency Magistrate Douglas
Kingsford. In fact the carriage contained two women,
a Mrs and Miss Kennedy, who were both killed. Within
two days Khudiram was arrested. His accomplice shot
himself dead on arrest; the following year the SubInspector who arrested him would be shot dead (in
Serpentine Lane, Calcutta) in revenge.33 The naive
Khudiram, who further implicated himself as he tried
to defend himself at his trial, was found guilty and
then executed on 11 August 1908. Chromolithographs
of his trial and execution issued in the 1930s and '40s
powerfully evoke the retributive technology of the
state with its complex infrastructure of telephones,
temporality and slow death (illus. 86, 87 & 88). It is
likely that these are later renditions of images that
were circulating shortly after Khudiram's execution,
but these are the earliest to have survived.
They provide a powerful sense of the resonances
that colonialism's techno-rational grid had acquired
by the early 1940s. A Calcutta image (see illus. 86)
depicting Khudiram Bose's trial shows Khudiram in
the dock, but the grid here is more than simply the
wooden cage that contains him. It is also made up of
the coercive paraphernalia of the state: its personnel,
such as the judge and court officials, systems of
knowledge and communication signified by the judge
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KHUDIRAM'S TRIAL

86 Khudiram's Trial, c. 1940. Unknown Bengali artist and publisher. 87 Brojen, execution of Khudiram, c. 1930S-40S. Unknown
A later image depicting events in 1908. Note the clock and
publisher. A barbarous colonial temporality again features
calendar at top left.
prominently.

writing and the telephone to his right, and above all bysystems of temporal regularity - the clock and
calendar hanging on the wall behind Khudiram.
The image presents what is literally a carpentered
universe - the perspectival regularities of the judge's
desk expand to trap Khudiram within its wooden
constraints, and this space of colonial jurisdiction is
further defined through linear rigidities of the
background wall and the door, which are arbitrarily
truncated by a photographic framing. Unlike the
Nathdvara idealized landscapes, whose completeness
curls up and around the picture frame, the realist
framing of'Khudiram's Trial' suggests its relation to a
continuum of other hostile spaces and this linkage is
further suggested by the telephone, whose wire leads

Il8

PHOTOS OF THE GODS

out of the bottom of the picture, the recipient of the
letter the judge is writing and the 'meanwhile' of all the
other colonized spaces in which similar clocks tick
away in this barbarous and violent 'empty
homogenous time'.
Lithographs of Khudiram's execution continue to
explore this confrontation with the 'calculating
analytic'34 of colonialism. Brojen's image (see illus. 87)
traces the causal connection between the judgement
shown in the top-right corner and the execution that
is the main subject of the image, and counterpoises
this on the left with an open doorway. The main part
of the Brojen image shares much with a Rising Art
Cottage lithograph (illus. 88): the retributive state
technology of death is represented in detail, with

Khudiram and to praise the bomb as a weapon of
offence against unpopular officials was Tilak', whose
connection with the Chitrashala Press from the late
1870s onwards we have already discussed (see chapter
3).35 One of the manifestations of this was an article
entitled 'The Country's Misfortune', which appeared in
Kesari, the Marathi paper that Tilak himself edited, on
12 May 1908. In this, Tilak expressed his sorrow that a
country 'which by its very nature is mild and peaceloving' has fallen into a condition akin to European
Russia. He noted that even Khudiram felt sorry for the
two women he had killed, but that since the partition
of Bengal 'the minds of the Bengalis have become most
exasperated' and that:
under these circumstances, no one in the world,
except the white officials, inebriated with the
insolence of authority, will think that not even a
very few of the people of Bengal should become
turn-headed and feel inclined to commit excesses.
Experience shows that even a cat shut up in a house
rushes with vehemence upon a person who
confines [it there] and tries to kill it.36
88 Khudiram's execution. Rising Art Cottage chromolithograph
C. 1940. The British figure on the left times the event precisely.

Khudiram suspended from a wooden frame and his
noose controlled by a complex system of pulleys.
Other foundations of the colonial state (the gun and
the bible) are shown, and controlling the whole event
is a red-uniformed, sola-topied English soldier who
looks at his watch, synchronizing this particular act of
barbarity with a 'meanwhile' of countless other
brutalities. In the Rising Art Cottage print the technorationalist grid of this barbarity is mapped by the
chequered floor and the striations of the brick wall
over which, nevertheless, an Indian sky can be seen
and thus the immortal can be contrasted with the
temporal and corrupt.
'Among those', in the words of the 1918 Rowlatt
Sedition Committee Report, 'who united to excuse

It was this article, together with a subsequent piece
published on 9 June 1908, bearing a title that translated
as 'These remedies are not lasting', that was the official
provocation for Tilak's trial in Bombay later in 1908,
following which he would be imprisoned for six
years.37 'These remedies are not lasting' forecast the
end of an iniquitous British rule in India. Earlier
oppressive and unjust colonizers such as the Mughals,
Tilak suggests, prompted discontent and extreme acts
of self-sacrifice but no report of this ever reached 'the
ears of the Government'.
In the twentieth century all this had changed: 'turnheaded men' now had access to the bomb and could
make everyone sit up and listen. Tilak articulates this
historical transformation not simply in terms of the
oppressed's new access to weaponry but to the
dissemination of a very particular chimerical technology of vernacular bomb-making. 'The bomb', he
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told Kesari readers, 'is not a thing like muskets or guns
... it is a simple sport of science':
Muskets and guns may be taken away from the
subjects by means of the Arms Act; and the
manufacture, too, of guns and muskets without the
permission of Government, may be stopped; but is
it possible to stop or do away with the bomb by
means of laws or the supervision of officials or the
busy swarming of the detective police? The bomb
has more the form of knowledge, it is a [kind of]
witchcraft, it is a charm, an amulet.38

informational flows ('the interchange of news') floating
free of their earlier infrastructural constraints were
potentially highly destabilizing.
In his summing up, the judge had sections of the
disputed translations of Tilak's piece written out for
him in what he termed a 'readable calligraphy'. The
original of the passage translated as 'The bomb has
more the form of knowledge, it is a kind of witchcraft,
it is a charm, an amulet' was hi ekjadu ahe// ha ek mantra
todga ahe}9 In Marathi, as in Hindi, jadu connotes
'magic, sorcery, witchcraft'. Likewise, mantra, as in
other north Indian languages, connotes 'a charm, an
incantation'. For todga the Arya-Bhushan Marathi-English

Tilak's argument appears to be that bombs should
be thought of as a kind of 'knowledge' because their
production was inscribed primarily through information rather than technology:
It has not much the features of a visible object
manufactured in a big factory. Big factories are
necessary for the bombs required by the military
forces of Government, but not much (in the way of)
materials is necessary to prepare five or ten bombs
required by violent turn-headed persons. Virendra's
big factory of bombs [was stored in] one or two
jars and five or ten bottles.
Vernacular bombs can be produced from materials
stored in a few bottles. What is more, the knowledge
need to produce vernacular bombs is simple: 'the
formula of the bomb does not at all appear to be a
lengthy one and [its] process also is very short indeed'.
If the bomb, for Tilak, was significant because of its
portability, non-industrial and essentially indigenous or swadeshi — identity, it was also a technology that
revealed itself to be an intellectual strategy. Its 'witchcraft' lay in its knowledge-based nature and its
transformation of an infrastructural practice into
an epistemological one.
The parallels with the small printing press are
striking for, as Lansdowne and the colonial state had
already nervously discovered as early as 1893, new
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Dictionary gives Any wild, magical or superstitious
device for the removal of demon [ic] influence or
disease; a charm, an amulet, a spell'.40 In its opening
address the prosecution questioned 'How does a bomb
become a witchcraft, or amulet or charm, unless it
is intended to be used', and the judge suggested that
'in the similes you have the effects of the bombs
explained [in] various ways'.
That the intent of this phrase should have become
the central focus in the trial is intriguing and revealing.
One reading might stress the ambivalent colonial
anxiety centred on the possibility of a 'deformed'
political theology - a fusing of Hinduism with a
politics of alterity - in the analysis of which ordinary
political theory would be useless. The prospect of this
paradigmatic shift, which might transform rational
political action into a cosmological strategy, was at
once thrilling and terrifying.
Only a few months earlier, the colonial official
Herbert Hope Risley had expressed severe anxieties
about such a 'deformation' and would find in a
chromolithographic image of Kali, seemingly garlanded with European heads, a prediction of the fall
of the British empire.
'We are overwhelmed with a mass of heterogeneous material, some of it misguided, some of it
frankly seditious', Risley had declared in 1907.41 It
was in pursuit of such material that Risley despatched
his assistant, B. A. Gupte, to Dalhousie Square,

Calcutta, to monitor popular chromolithographs for
seditious intent. Gupte wrote to Risley that 'Of those I
could collect last evening, I feel that the one printed for
a cigarette manufacturer is the most effective and
significant.'42 Gupte was referring to a Calcutta Art
Studio lithograph of Kali (illus. 90) which had been in
circulation in various forms since the late 1870s.43
Gupte was alarmed, although quite why is sometimes
hard to discern. He remarked on 'the artistically
cunning "modulation" of the caste marks' on Kali's
garland of heads, noting that some lacked these marks,
Gupte's conclusions seemingly being that they must be
Europeans. In a similar vein, Gupte notes 'the symbolical British lion couchant in the ... N. W. corner, his
fall in the N. E. corner and a decapitated red coated
soldier in the S. E. corner'. The falling head near the
toes of the prostrate "husband" [Shiv]', he continues,
'leaves no doubt as to the intention of the designer'.44
Gupte concludes with the observation that he is
'promised more "editions'", and that they will be
forwarded to Risley.45 It was Risley's awareness of
such 'seditious' material, freely available on the
streets of Calcutta, that encouraged him to draft
the 1910 Press Act.
For Tilak the sense of a technology that had 'more
the form of knowledge' must have had an earlier
resonance as the result of his intimate relationship
throughout the 1870s and '80s with the picture
publisher Vishnu Krishna Chiplunkar. Lithography
itself, which had been so important in democratizing
Indian print culture, might also be considered a
technology that has 'more the form of knowledge'.
If the bomb was, for Tilak, especially attractive
because of its new democratic technology, it was
mobilized in counterpoint to a much older weapon the sword. Like the bomb, the sword embodied a
technological simplicity, but it was also a sign that
linked the contemporary struggle to a mythic
infrastructure that validated the freedom-fighters'
actions. We have already seen some aspects of the
complex pan-Indian linkages between images of
Bhavani's sword that criss-cross from Maharastra to

Bengal and back again, and we will return to this
shortly.
The 1908 trial is interesting in another respect: the
verbatim proceedings published by Kelkar, the editor
of Mahratta, had as its frontispiece a striking studio
portrait of Tilak (illus. 89), beneath which was printed
Tilak's proclamation that 'In spite of the verdict of the
Jury, I maintain that I am innocent. There are higher
Powers that rule the destiny of things and it may be the
will of Providence that the cause which I represent
may prosper more by my suffering than by my
remaining free.' The photograph itself is attributed to
'Phalke and Co. Dadar Bombay'. It is impossible to be
certain, but it is overwhelmingly likely that this was a
BAL OANGAOHARTHAK 11 A. L. I.. II.

1
" In spile oi tht fentict o( the Jury I maintain thai I Kfcjnn
I There are liinWer Powers that rule tlie <lcstiuy of things, aii'l it
t the will of I'rmiik-ncc that the cause whkfc T represent "lay prosper
f im>ti- by my •uttering than by my remaining free. " f 22«d .July 1908. \
\

•

89 Portrait of Tilak by 'Phalke & Co.'. Pasted in photographic
frontispiece to N. C. Kelkar's verbatim report on the 1908 trial.
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Made by the East India Cigarette Manufacturing
CALCUTTA. '

90 Calcutta Art Studio chromolithograph of Kali, collected by B. A. Gupte in Dalhousie Square, Calcutta, in December 1908.
The advertising messages around the image urge Indians to buy Kali cigarettes 'to look after the interests of this country's
poor and humble workers'.

product of D. G. Phalke's period working as a photographer, before the founding of Lakshmi Art Printing
Works, his work for the Ravi Varma Press and his
emergence as the 'father' of Indian cinema (see chapter
4). We should recall that it would be Tilak's Kesari in
which Phalke would announce the nationalist
aspiration that had impelled him to make films: the
desire to 'see Indian images on the screen'.46
Tilak's closeness to another major figure, Lala
Lajpat Rai (the 'Punjab Kesari'),47 was marked in some
visual propaganda. The Om Arya Kailendar (illus. 91) for
February 1919 pictures them both beneath a swordwielding Mother India. The sword is inscribed 'shakti'
and she bears a book inscribed 'vidya' (education).
'Awake brave Indians', the calendar (which was proscribed) implores. Each month of the year delivers a
new energizing proclamation:
Indians should now give up their natural humbleness ... we must avoid expressing our demands
in doubtful and ambiguous terms.
Arise, Mother India! Awake, Mother India!
Wipe the tears from your face! Do not be anxious.
Your sons have determined to give their lives for
your sake, if you require it.
Be ready with body, mind, wealth and
strength to obtain your birth right.48
During the widespread opposition to the Simon
Commission's arrival in 1928 Lala Lajpat Rai was
injured when police charged with lathis and subsequently died. The Intelligence Bureau's Terrorism in
India 1917-1936 report claimed that his death was
'falsely alleged' to have been 'the result of his having
been beaten by the police' but that 'in point of fact
L. Lajpat Rai received no injury' at their hands.
Contemporary press images, however, suggest the
contrary (illus. 92).
The Hindustan Socialist Republican Army (HSRA),
which had been founded two months earlier in
September 1928,49 then targeted J. A. Scott, the Senior
Superintendent of Police in Lahore who was held to

91 Om Arya Kailendar, 1919, with vignettes of Tilak and Lala Lajpat
Rai beneath Mother India. A proscribed publication.

be guilty of Lajpat Rai's death. On 17 December the
HSRA assassinated Assistant Superintendent
Saunders whom they mistook for Scott; Rajguru fired
at him, causing him to fall from his motorbike, and
Bhagat Singh shot Saunders several times as he lay
on the ground. Chandra Shekhar Azad killed Head
Constable Chanan Singh as they made their escape.
Posters subsequently appeared (in Bhagat's handwriting) announcing that 'Saunders is dead, Lalaji
is avenged'. Following this Bhagat Singh went to
Calcutta, seeking instruction in explosives technology
from Jatindra Nath Das.
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is usually cited noting Bhagat's 'sudden and amazing
popularity'. The Terrorism in India 1917-1936 report also
commented on this remarkable popular acclaim:
Public opinion, unsettled by the Civil Disobedience
Movement, ran wild and was further excited in
favour of the revolutionaries under trial by most of
the nationalist newspapers, which painted the
accused as oppressed martyrs placed on their trial
by an Imperialistic Government for purely patriotic
acts. Bhagat Singh especially became a national
hero, and his exploits were freely lauded in the
nationalist press, so that, for a time, he bade fair to
oust Mr. Gandhi as the foremost political figure of
the day. His photograph was to be met with in
many houses, and his plaster busts found a large
market.50
Bhagat Singh has also been the subject of numerous
chromolithographs since 1931 and of several films:
jagdish Gautama's Shaheed-E-Azam Bhagat Singh (1954);

92 Newspaper image of Lala Lajpat Rai's wounds received while
demonstrating against the Simon Commission in 1928 (source
unknown). It is these wounds which led to Rai's death, triggering
some of the actions of the HSRA.

Further HSRA actions included Bhagat Singh and
B.K. Dutt throwing bombs into the Legislative
Assembly in April 1929. Bhagat was arrested,
sentenced to death by a Special Tribunal under
Ordinance No. Ill of 1930 and, together with Shukhdev
and Rajguru, hanged on 23 March 1931 (illus. 93 & 94).
The images of Bhagat Singh's execution complete,
with Khudiram, the circle along the other arc of which
lies Lala Lajpat Rai and Tilak.
Bhagat Singh's popular appeal was (and still is)
enormous, and this is usually presented as an
intriguing anomaly: Jawaharlal Nehru's Autobiography
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K. N. Bansal's Shaheed Bhagat Singh (1963); S. Ram
Sharma's famous hit Shaheed (1965), starring Manoj
Kumar; and most recently Rajkumar Santoshi's The
Legend of Bhagat Singh (2002). At the time of writing
there are a further three films on Bhagat due for
release.
Bhagat remains prominent in many South Asians'
consciousness: I. K. Gujral's speech on the fiftieth
anniversary of India's independence commenced with
his 'gratitude [to] those innumerable martyrs who
suffered in jail', and he then listed Ashfaq, Bismil,
Bhagat Singh, Rajguru and Shukhdev.51 The Tamil Tiger
leader Velupillai Pirabakaran, interviewed by a Jaffna
literary magazine in April 1994 and quizzed as to what
had impelled him to take up arms against oppression,
replied that 'I developed a deep attachment to the
Indian freedom struggle and martyrs like Subhash
Chandra Bose, B[h]agat Singh and [Balgangadhar]
Tilak'.52 And this celebration by national figures has
been reciprocated consistently at a grass-roots level.
Thus, for instance, in November 1998 the Chandigarh

93 Bhagat Singh, Rajguru
and Shukhdev, anonymous
print c. 1931. Watched over
by Nehru and Gandhi at the
top of the image, the three
martyrs are depicted within
a tomb to sacrifice.

94 Lahore Case Conspiracy
Decision, c. 1931. The main
protagonists offer their
heads to Mother India on
the left. Krishna hovers
above and on the right a
ship takes revolutionaries
across the Bay of Bengal to
incarceration in the
Andaman Islands.

Shaheed Bhagat Singh

95 Shaheed Bhagat Singh, c. 1940. A later colour version that
develops Rup Kishor Kapur's iconography. Published by
Rising Art Cottage, Calcutta.

socialism and - equally remarkable, perhaps, given
the strong Hindu religiosity of the earlier terrorists militant atheism'.55 Bhagat Singh's remarkable prison
notebooks, which have been published recently,
provide ample testament to his rigorous materialist
mind.56
But this puzzle can be partly unravelled by attending to the images themselves and their chief feature the trilby. In so doing we will find an echo of Tilak's
trope of the bomb as 'a practice of knowledge' in
Bhagat Singh's audacious mimicry. The trilby will
emerge as the chief sign of Bhagat's ability to 'pass'.
Since the first popular images of him appeared in
1931, Bhagat has nearly always been depicted wearing
a trilby. Although born into a Jat Sikh family and
returning to the turban just prior to his execution,
under the influence of Bhai Sahib Randhir Singh,57 his
popular visual incarnation has nearly always been as
a mimic of the English sahab. His trilby, it transpires,
has a historical explanation: pursued by the police,
Bhagat Singh escaped disguised as a wealthy official.58
J. N. Sanyal's proscribed 1931 publication gives this
account:
He dressed up as a young Government official,
adopted a big official name, put labels on his
trunk and portmanteau, and in the company of a
beautiful lady, entrained a first class compartment
at the Central Railway station in the face of those
very CID officials who were specially deputed to
arrest the assassin of Mr Saunders.59

Bharatiya Vidyalaya celebrated its Annual Day (with
Finance Minister Kanwaljit Singh presiding) by staging
a play: Bhagat Singh, Prince among Martyrs.53 Continuing
buoyant sales for H. R. Raja's images (see chapter 7)
suggest that this popular enthusiasm is pervasive,
especially in the Punjab and Uttar Pradesh.54
Sanyal, we should remember, was sentenced to two
years' imprisonment for the publication of this book.
Bhagat Singh's huge popularity is on the face of
Other key texts in the Bhagat cult, such as those by
it very surprising, indeed it is one of the puzzles of
K. K. Khullar60 and Manmathnath Gupta, concur in
twentieth-century Indian history. The HSRA represemphasizing this episode. Gupta explains that
ented the antithesis of Gandhianism not only because
Chandra Shekhar Azad, who is commonly represented
of its commitment to violence, but also in its militant
with Bhagat, had to adopt a different disguise:
atheism. This, as Sumit Sarkar notes, was most
marked in Bhagat Singh (the HSRA member who most
captured the popular imagination), who was 'marked
Chandrashekhar Azad, owing to his unique
by an increasingly deep commitment to Marxian
personality, could not fit into this bourgeois set up.
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The contours of his person were so sedulously
imprinted on the minds of the policemen that
he would have been immediately recognised.
So he invented his own disguise. He joined a
group of holy beggars and sang and danced out
of the city, which had now become too hot
for revolutionaries.61
In an illuminating consideration of the continuities
and disjunctures between the images of Dalip Singh,
M. K. Gandhi and Bhagat Singh, Simeran Gell has
suggested that Bhagat Singh is such an especially
alluring figure to many Indians precisely because of
his mimicry - or rather his performative/deformative
incarnation of the Englishman. She narrates her
discomfort as a Delhi schoolgirl at being confronted
with images of Gandhi in London - 'his emaciated
frame and rickety legs strikingly exposed under a
white "loincloth"'. This somatic transparency (the
surface inscription of an interior moral truth)
provoked mixed emotions - pride in a figure whom
she had been taught to venerate but also
embarrassment. Gandhi, she recalls was surrounded
by 'British men in pin-striped suits set off with jaunty
hats and solid, gleaming black shoes', but this picture
sparked feelings of what she describes as 'racial
ambivalence': T did not want to identify with this
man but with his manly English protagonists, whose
generosity in treating this seemingly poor, shambling
man on a par with themselves was only too
apparent.'62
Bhagat Singh was the antithesis of this 'poor
shambling man'. Whereas Gandhi was thrown out
of a first class compartment, Bhagat Singh, by
'impersonating a Britisher shortly after killing one'
defiantly claims what is his by right. Simeran Gell
suggests that:

regarded as a struggle against oppression in its
elementary form: one person against another, one
man against another, one body against another,
not one 'race' or 'culture' or 'community'.63
Gell further argues that Bhagat Singh's popularity is
due in large part to the fact that he symbolizes 'the
triumph over the most insidious prison of all - the
body' and that his strange image 'expresses the death
of race'. One might propose Bhagat Singh as a
universally appealing trope who symbolizes all of
our desires to transcend our bodies and our identities:
perhaps there is no more basic human fantasy.
But Bhagat Singh bears a particular local inflection,
not least because of his relation (and opposition) to
Gandhi.
Gandhi also, of course, fought his own battle with
the body, but it was one explicitly articulated within
a neo-traditionalist paradigm that was branded 'made
in India'. His attempt to make politics an experiment
in truth, in which the surface was all you got, may
well have tapped into powerful notions of bio-moral
substance. My experience, however, has been that the
sense of his irrelevance to contemporary India reflects
judgements that the predicament of living in an era
of globalization and/or the kaliyug64 has simply
invalidated that strategy as a practical option. By
contrast, Bhagat Singh's strategy may be seen as a
pragmatic reflection of the demands of modernity.
Bhagat Singh pushed mastery towards a powerfully
deformative practice that struck at the very roots of
the British colonial state's immune system. Recoding
himself, like some dangerous KNA virus, he was able to
trick that system and its defenders (the numerous CID
officers who flooded Lahore railway station) because
he no longer manifested any signs of a colonially
instituted alterity. This, to echo Bhabha, is mimicry
65

Bhagat Singh's image broadcasts the fact that
ultimately all confrontation is encountered and
experienced at the personal level, and that the
struggle against colonialism and racism should be

as menace.
Bhagat Singh's popularity among Indians was
reciprocated by a unique place given to his eulogies in
the colonial archive of proscribed publications. Items
related to him form the largest single categories in the

THE POLITICS OF POPULAR IMAGES: FROM COW PROTECTION TO M. K. GANDHI

127

proscribed sections of both the India Office and the
Indian National Archives. The peculiar anxiety that
Bhagat Singh seemed to provoke in the colonial
authorities needs to be understood precisely in terms
of the potential collapse of differential identity that
this mimic man posed. If Macaulay's minute on
education was intended to produce a class of subjects
who were, in Homi Bhabha's phrase, 'almost the same
but not quite', the anxiety that was Bhagat Singh was
produced through an uncanny and menacing mimic
representation in which an emphatic non-Englishness
could not be semiotically differentiated from
Englishness itself. Bhagat Singh shook the very
classificatory differences on which the Raj was built.
His mimicry seemed to expose not merely some
inconsequential gap in the system of the Raj, but
rather some fundamental aporia, the exploitation of
which promised a peculiarly modern freedom. It is
this freedom, this same duplicitous ability to 'pass',
that his images celebrate.

FROM BHAGAT SINGH TO DURGA

Rup Kishor would later move to Dehradun, and then
to Mussoorie, where his studio in Mall Road was to be
gutted by fire. The images produced in his Kanpur
period include many images of the martyrs of the
Lahore Conspiracy Trial.67 Sardar Bhagat Singh's
Wonderful Presentation depicts Bhagat Singh (behind
whom stand Raj Guru and Shukhdev) giving his head
on a plate to an enthroned Mother India (illus. 96);
Three Heroes in the Prison depicts the three 'under-trials'
chained and behind bars; another image depicts B. K.
Dutt in prison; and Azad Mandir, one of Rup Kishor's
most complex images, arranges vignettes of Bhagat,
B. K. Dutt, Rajguru, Sukhdev and four other martyrs
around a portrait of Chandra Shekhar Azad and the
scene of his killing in Allahabad (illus. 97).
Azad Mandir is a fascinating assemblage of images
whose dissemination was originally authorized, in
many cases, by the colonial state through the press.
The single portraits (with the possible exception of the
corpse of Roshan Singh) were all police portraits and
only in the public domain because they had been
made available officially.68 The Home Department
contemplated court action against The Pioneer, the
Hindustan Times and Bande Mataram (Lahore) for

Just as Bhagat's images have proliferated in the
proscribed files in the archives, more images by Rup
Kishor Kapur (1893-1978) appear in the proscribed
sections of the India Office and National Archives
than those by any other single (known) artist. Born
in Sambal, he moved to Kanpur where he worked
as an art teacher in a middle school and was active
in Congress. This was the period when the city was
known as 'lal kanpur' (Red Kanpur) and Rup Kishor
played his part in revolutionary activity. Then, as
his grandson phrases it:
The day Bhagat Singh was hanged, he painted in a
day [a picture] of Bhagat Singh beheaded, giving his
head on a plate to Bharat Mata. Bharat Mata is weeping. He painted it and [displayed it in Sambal] and
shouted Bande Mataram and he was taken by the
police and was imprisoned for one or two years.66
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printing pictures of Bhagat Singh and B. K. Dutt, but
this was only on the grounds that they did so before
a second identity parade had been held and that this
might potentially have been used by the defence to
invalidate the parade (in fact they didn't and the Home
Department's interest waned).69
It is unclear whether the photograph of Azad's
corpse under a tree in Allahabad was released by the
police (as seems possible) or was taken by a newspaper
photographer and disseminated directly by the press.
Whatever its origins, it quickly became potent
propaganda once linguistically framed. The Home
Political files in the National Archives in Delhi record,
in exceptional detail, a public meeting held in memory
of Chandra Shekhar Azad under the auspices of the
Naujawan Bharat Sabha on 13 March 1931.70 Songs and
poems were sung and recited, and printed copies of
the photograph of Azad's body under the tree were
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96 Sardar Bhagat
Singh's Wonderful
Presentation, Rup

Kishor Kapur,
published by
Lakshmibilas Press,
Shyam Sunder Lai,
Cawnpore, 1931.
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SHYAM SUNDER LAL
Picture Merchant
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97 Azad Mandir,

Publuhcd by
SHVAM SUNDER LAL
Ptcton Merchant
Cfaowk Cawnpor

Rup Kishor Kapur,
Published by
Lakshmibilas Press,
Shyam Sunder Lai,
Cawnpore, 1931.
The scene of
Chandra Shekhar
Azad's killing is
depicted in the
lower centre.

sold 'for one anna a copy'. These foolscap sheets
reproduced the photograph with two lines of Urdu
text above and below reading:
On the place of sacrifice for freedom
We shall have our name included in the
List of these living whilst dying
we shall save the honour of India/1
Rup Kishor Kapur undertakes a similar captioning
in Azad Mandir/2 but instead of words he frames the
central image with other images, other celebrations
of martyrdom, which create what Eco calls 'chains of
syntagmatic concatenation imbued with argumentative effect'.73 The argumentative effect is such that
the image would surely have been immediately
identified as seditious, even in the absence of the
didactic title Azad Mandir (temple of freedom).
My conversations with the picture publishers and
Rup Kishor's grandson (Kamal Kapoor), and the
evidence of those Rup Kishor images lodged in the
Proscribed section of the India Office Library,
indicate that nearly all his early politically motivated
images were proscribed and that he was imprisoned.
In 1937-8 he met Kalicharan, the son of a blacksmith,
with whom he would paint (under the imprimaturs
'Chitrashala Kanpur' and, later, 'Chitrashala
Dehradun'):
[Kalicharan] saw my grandfather's religious
paintings as well as Gandhiji, as well as Bharat Mata
and Shahid Bhagat Singh. He came running from
Jhansi to Kanpur. It was the afternoon, about 2
o'clock. A young boy of about twelve years old
standing with a bag. A skinny boy with a dark
complexion who touched his feet. He said 'Who are
you?' 'I'm Kalicharan.' 'Why have you come here?'
'I've seen your paintings and I'm inspired by you.
Please can you adopt me as your student?' He told
Kalicharan 'I don't have a place and I don't have
money to bring you up but I'll do it.'

In Chitrashala Kanpur and Chitrashala Dehradun
images there is a striking transformation of the
explicitly political and topical into the divine. But the
powerful evocations of divine potency that Rup
Kishor and Kalicharan jointly conjured seem to pursue
politics by other means, a means that evaded the
proscriptional net of the state. I do not wish to negate
other factors that may have been at play. The Meerut
painter Yogendra Rastogi recently observed that he no
longer paints contemporary political subjects since
they lack weight':74 he has rejected the 'timely' in
favour of the enduring.75 In part this reflects Rastogi's
increasing years and his desire to address the
permanent, and it is reasonable to presume a similar
preoccupation on the part of Rup Kishor. However, by
the late 1930s a substantial anti-colonial allegorical and
metaphorical infrastructure was sufficiently in place
for politics to be articulated through 'religious' images.
Thus Rup Kishor/Kalicharan's Sudarshan Chakra,
depicting Krishna on the battleground, operated in a
field conditioned by Tilak's discussions about political
action and the Mahabhamta, and their Mahamaya Shakti

(illus. 98) belongs to a long line of political
manipulations of the Mahishasuramardini trope/ 6
These resonances, however, would have operated at
the level of narrative and motif identification (i.e.
Krishna on battlefield equals political action by
Hindus). In Mahamaya Shakti and other images there is
a repertoire of figural effects that work much more
subtly and build upon an apocalyptic expressivity.
One of the earliest mass-reproduced forms to
demonstrate this quality is the Calcutta Art School
lithograph of Kali (c. 1879; see illus. 90). I am suggesting that part of Mahamaya Shakti's power lay in its
ability to evoke a (by now easily recognizable) apocalyptic scene of destruction and cleansing by means,
for example, of the shadowy sword-wielding armies in
the background and the ominous clouds of smoke
illumined by a (blood?) red sun. And all this, of course,
in a securely 'religious' image, whose apparent lack of
political content placed it beyond the reaches of the
1910 Press Act and its definitions of sedition. As with
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98 Mahamaya Shakti, 'Chitrashala Dehradun' (Rup Kishor Kapur and Kalicharan) c. 1940s. Published by Hem Chander Bhargava.

many Nathdvara images it was the figural (a certain
range of colours, a certain sweep of the brush, a
particular kind of stippling) that acquired the power to
evoke an affective intensity. The informational flows
that had so concerned many in the colonial state were
not only proliferating beyond control, but changing in
their modality into new forms that were simply not
recognizable to those seeking to police their flow.

GANDHI, NEHRU, BOSE

The historian Shahid Amin has shown in wonderful
detail how Gandhi was treated, by many, as a god. In
one Bihar village a 104-year-old woman reportedly
told Gandhi that 'Just as we had Ram and Krishna as
avatars, so also Mahatma Gandhi has appeared as an
avatar'. The Mahatma found himself trapped, to an
extent, within 'existing patterns of popular beliefs'.77
In 1921 the Pioneer newspaper commented on his
'unofficial canonization'. The rural public demanded
to see and be seen by the great soul: 'The sight and
sound of uncouth peasants invading the train carrying
Gandhi, rending the sky with cries of "jai" and
demanding darshan at an unearthly hour, could be
annoying and unnerving.'78
Shahid Amin concludes his study by noting that, in
eastern Uttar Pradesh and north Bihar, peasants' ideas
about Gandhi's 'powers ... were often at variance with
those of the local Congress-Khilafat leadership and
clashed with the basic tenets of Gandhism itself'.79
Amin also stresses the way in which much of the
nationalist press sought to distance itself from this
popular messianism.
In popular visual culture of this period a similar
split is apparent. The majority of colour prints produced by the larger presses generally depict Gandhi
in a rational and empty space, whereas a very
different engagement is apparent in some locally
produced photographic montages.
The earliest chromolithographic Gandhi images
are simple elaborations of the sort of photographic

portraits used frequently in newspapers. The Ravi
Varma Press's Mahatma Gandhi, which probably dates
from about 1931, depicts him staff in hand. Two
portraits published by the Modern Litho Works,
Bombay, and dating from about the same time are also
clearly modelled on photographs. Similarly
Chitrashala Press's image of a thoughtful, seated
Gandhi, inscribed 'D.B. Mahulikar. Artist.
Ahmedabad.', is without doubt an over-painted
photograph.
The most famous image of this period, Brijbasi's
exquisite lithograph printed in Germany, was prepared
by the artist M. C. Trivedi from a photograph taken
as Gandhi left Karachi en route to the Round Table
Conference (illus. gg). All these images establish
Gandhi's purity and simplicity. Apart from the
garlands in the Modern Litho Works's example there
is nothing ostentatious in the images, indeed there is
in fact almost nothing else apart from Gandhi. Only
one of the images has any figurative backdrop
(Chitrashala's Mahatma Gandhi), and this is simply a
cushion propped against a wall. Some, especially
Trivedi's wonderful image, have an auratic potency
attached to them, but there is no obvious sense in
which we might say - except with hindsight - that
this was the beginning of a process of deification.
With a few odd exceptions this appears to be the
case until Gandhi's assassination. There are isolated
images that suggest his avatar-like status, but these
are rare. For instance, one image in a 1930s booklet,
a Gandhi panegyric detailing the Round Table
Conference, depicts the 'S.S. Rajputana which carried
Mahatmaji to London' and is captioned 'THE LUCKY
SHIP'.8° The perception of this vessel as some sort of
peculiarly fortunate vahan (divine mount) suggests
something of the aura that by this time surrounded
Gandhi. It is also apparent in two photographic
montages, probably dating from the mid-i94OS and
made in central India, possibly in Mhow.& One of
these depicts a central figure of Gandhi, blessed from
above by Krishna, and aflag-wavingMother India,
whose body is infused with signs of political potency
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99 M. C. Trivedi, Mahatma Gandhi, c. 1931. Chromolithograph published by S. S. Brijbasi.

(illus. 100). These take the form of the montaged heads
of contemporary national and international political
leaders, including Nehru, Maulana Abul Kalam Azad,
Subhash Chandra Bose, Hitler, Mussolini, Bhagat
Singh, Tilak and many others. This unlikely cohort
clearly share a common concern with power and
efficacy, rather than ethics. A further montage from
the same source, beneath the slogan 'Jay Hind' (victory
to India) shows Gandhi on the right of the image
pointing towards the central figure of Subhash
Chandra Bose. Bose, as is customary in such images, is
attired in the uniform of the Indian National Army
(INA), with whose forces he hoped to free India (illus.
101). His auto-beheaded figure (of the sort we have

100 Photographic montage of Gandhi embodying other figures
of political potency, c. mid-i94os, central India.

seen commonly used for Bhagat Singh) is captioned
Subhash balidan (Subhash's sacrifice) and he kneels
amidst the severed heads of others who have suffered
or died in the struggle. Underneath the figure of
Mother India, who is receiving Bose's gift, is a
garlanded monument. Barely readable, this would have
been immediately recognizable to Bose admirers as
the INA martyrs monument to Bose, following his
probable death in an air crash on 8 July 1945. Other
figures included in this astonishingly complex
montage are Chandra Shekhar Azad and Sardar Patel.
We are confronted with an interesting paradox:
during Gandhi's lifetime chromolithography generally
positioned him within the 'empty, homogenous time'
of the documentary photographic image.82 But local
photographic practice, at least as evidenced by the
two Mhow prints, was able much more easily to
discard a disenchanted chronotope and inhabit a
messianic space. The technology of production and
its economic/ideological constraints may supply the
answer to this: the artisanal montage techniques of
the local photographer were more likely to reflect the
popular messianism of the streets than the capitalintensive products of national colour presses.
An overview of local print culture suggests,
however, that the 'official' vision of Gandhi as an
inhabitant of an empty, homogenous, space is - in
the broader scheme of things - the exception to the
general messianic rule. We have already noted the
prevalence of pictorial affirmations of Bhagat Singh's
violent actions. Even more striking are the images
that question the relationship between what we might
term 'official' and 'unofficial' nationalism. Images
commonly suggested the indebtedness of official
nationalism to revolutionary terrorism. Among the
Bhagat Singh related images proscribed in the early
1930s were some that depicted B. K. Dutt tearing open
his chest to reveal the face of Bhagat Singh and other
co-revolutionaries. This gesture, signifiying devotion
to one's personal master, has as its visual archetype
the monkey-deity Hanuman's cleaving of his chest to
reveal his master, the god Ram. Circulating alongside
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ioi jay Hind, photographic montage of Subhash Chandra Bose
Gandhi and others, c. mid-i94OS, central India.

102 Gandhi reveals his true allegiances to B. K. Dutt, c. 1931. Just as
Hanuman, the monkey-god tears open his chest to reveal his
allegiance to his master, the god Ram, so here Gandhi tears open
his (inferior) peaceful exterior to reveal his faith in revolutionary
struggle.
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these images of B. K. Dutt were even more astonishing
ones that position B. K. Dutt opposite Gandhi (illus.
102). Gandhi, who has cast down his staff, is himself
tearing open his chest to reveal Bhagat Singh, Rajguru
and Shukhdev. In a similar way an image by Sudhir
Chowdhury, Shaheed Smirity (Remembrance of
martyrs), dating from about 1948 and published by
the Calcuttan 'S.N.S.', shows Nehru as the recipient of
the blessings of a free Mother India, made possible
only through the sacrifices of revolutionary terrorists
(including Bhagat Singh), whose severed heads are
placed alongside a lota and puja lamp (illus. 103).
Official nationalism may have decried the activities
of revolutionary terrorists, but popular visual culture
asserted the nation's debt to those prepared to kill
and be killed in the cause of freedom.
A similar principle of the accession of nonviolence to the power of violence is apparent in
the Calcutta Rising Art Cottage's Mata Ka Bandhan
Mochan (Mother's deliverance from bondage; illus.
104). This depicts Mother India giving (on either
side) a spinning wheel to Gandhi, and the flag of
Independent India to a crouching Nehru. But in the
centre she bestows the talvar (sword) of freedom
on Subhash Chandra Bose.
For consumers of this image, conditioned by
similar images that show figures identified along the
continuum of Bhavani/Bharat Mata giving a sword to
Shivaji (the narrative that Tilak had propagated; see
chapter 3), there could have been little doubt that this
was the same sword, given once again. The doubling
of Pratap/Shivaji and Bhagat Singh/Chandra Shekhar
Azad (sometimes replaced by their Hindu rightist
antinomies, K. B. Hedgewar and M. S. Golwalkar) and
the occasional interpolation of a mediatory Subhash
Chandra Bose, establishes a messianic time in which
persons and objects leap across empty, homogenized
time. Mata Ka Bandhan Mochan establishes a commensurability between Gandhi's freedom through
spinning, Nehru's freedom through conventional
statist politics and Netaji's liberation through the
sword.

Shaheed-Smirity.
103 Sudhir Chowdhury, Shaheed Smirity, late 1940s. The sacrifices of slaughtered revolutionaries permit Nehru to
receive Mother India's blessing.

image (probably by Sudhir Chowdhury), but here
the Buddha and Jesus take the places of the apsaras,
waiting to welcome Gandhi into a realm of renunciatory beatitude.
Gandhiji ki swargyatra was painted by that great
Nathdvara image-maker Narottam Narayan Sharma
and in the intriguing detail of the image he conveyed
much about the nature of the relationship between
the Brijbasi business and Gandhi. Margaret BourkeWhite witnessed the scene that Narottam painted
at close quarters and has left a moving record:

104 Mata ka Bandhan Mochan, late 1940s. Rising Art Cottage,
Calcutta. Bose accepts Bhavani's sword, repeating earlier imagery
in which Shivaji received the same sword.

The major presses' unwillingness to affirm Gandhi
as an avatar during his lifetime rapidly decayed with
the grief of his assassination on 30 January 1948.
The images issued after this event are radically
different in style and substance and can be divided
into 'apotheosis' images and 'avatar cycle' images.
The former depict Gandhi ascending to heaven in
the manner of eighteenth-century European Imperial
heroes, and the latter present a central atemporal
form around which a biography in the form of
'descents' appears.
Brijbasi's Gandhiji ki swargyatra (Gandhiji's journey
to heaven) shows Gandhi hovering above the heads
of Nehru and Patel as he is borne up to heaven in a
celestial rath drawn by two apsaras (illus. 105). This
mode of locomotion is also present in a similar
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Nehru, Patel and Baldev Singh, the Defence
Minister, performed the final touches on the bier .
.. At the burning ground I made my way to the
pile of sandalwood logs where the cremation
would take place. Three Hindu priests were
pouring pails of ghee ... on the logs ... Then an
oddly assorted little group came and sat down
cross-legged on the ground, as though facing a
camp fire. Among them were Lord and Lady
Mountbatten, the Chinese Ambassador, Maulana
Azad, the Muslim scholar who had been so close
to Gandhi, Mrs Naidu, the warm-hearted poet,
who in happier days called Gandhiji her 'Mickey
Mouse', and Raj Kumari, literally bowed down
with grief.
Suddenly these watchers had to rise to their feet
and cling together to keep from being trampled on.
The procession was approaching, the crowds about
it surging, uncontrollably, close to the pyre.
Although I was within a few feet of the sandalwood
logs, my view of Gandhi's body was blocked off by
the crush of people desperately eager for one last
look before their Mahatma was given over to
flames. Sometimes I could catch sight of Nehru's
haggard face as he stood by the edge of the bier,
then a glimpse of Patel in his toga-like robe ... The
flames rose high into the sky now, and the million
people seemed to have sunk into a low bowl of
darkness.83

105 Narottam Narayan Sharma, Gandhiji ki Svargyatra ('Gandhi's Heavenly Journey'), 1948. Published by
S. S. Briibasi.

Narottam Narayan's image gives little sense of the
grief-stricken panic that Bourke-White evokes so
well, but he provides a remarkably accurate record
of the individuals present at the cremation. We may
presume that he relied on some photographic
reference84 for most of this: Nehru and Patel are
given prominence on either side of the pyre, and
in the background we can see the Mountbattens,
Baldev Singh and others. Among these, however, there
is a curious, though familiar, interpolation: the face of
Shrinathdasji Brijbasi (see also illus. 112) can be seen
peering between the Chinese Ambassador and
Maulana Abul Kalam Azad (see detail in illus. 106).
Narottam here, perhaps inevitably, conjoined two
men who were arguably equally dependent on each

other: Srinathdasji, the businessman who found
in Gandhi a saleable icon who also animated the
divine landscape that his images constructed;
Gandhi, who in Srinathdasji unknowingly found the
ideal liaison officer in the production of the poetic
landscape of a morally pure and independent India.
Brijbasi images also depicted Gandhi's arrival
in the world of the gods. Devlok (illus. 107), painted
by the Nathdvara artist K. Himalal, shows Gandhi
at the front of a group of deceased nationalists
who are being honoured by a group of ancient
rishis (sages). All this takes place under the benign
watch of the three major deities: Brahma, Vishnu
and Shiv. The formal symmetry of the image is
accentuated by the framing arch that contributes to

106 Detail of illus. 105. The face of Shrinathdasji Brisjbasi is shown peeping between Abul Kalam Azad and the Chinese Ambassador
to Delhi.
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107 K. Himalal, Devlok, c. 1948. Published by S. S. Brijbasi. Gandhi, Tilak, and other deceased nationalists
meet with the rishis under the gaze of Brahma, Vishnu and Shiv.

the creation of a meaning-saturated space, which
stands in sharp contrast to the empty homogenous
time of elite nationalist politics.
Ashis Nandy has argued that Gandhi was in many
respects as much 'Christian' as 'Hindu'.85 This
provocative and troubling suggestion seems to have
been taken as axiomatic by painters in the late 1940s,
for a recurring theme is that of the parallelism
between Gandhi and Christ and between Gandhi's
assassination and the crucifixion of Christ.
This visual metaphor occurs in a painting by
B. Mohar, distributed by Hem Chander Bhargava,
which depicts Gandhi seated on top of the world.
Behind his manifest fleshy form is a shadow in
which the yogic contours of the Buddha encompass
the silhouette of the Crucifixion. This morphological
similarity was also used by the prolific artist
M. L. Sharma in an image in which Gandhi's posture
and raised hand are mirrored by those of the Buddha
behind him.
Some images do posit a divine Hindu identity. In
one he is shown standing on top of the world in a pose
associated with Hanuman. Other images make the
association more explicit: an anonymous print from
Tower Half Tone Calcutta positions Gandhi in front of
a celestial Om - the transcendent syllable - above the
clouds. This connotes Gandhi's absorption into the
void of Brahma, but it also draws on a long tradition of
similar imagery dating as far back as Ravi Varma and,
more recently, two Narottam Narayan portraits of
Krishna depicted within the sacred syllable.
Perhaps the most revealing images, however, are
those that suggest Gandhi's status as an avatar through
their appropriation of the pictorial forms of avatar
representation. Since the 1880s, prints have been in
circulation depicting Vishnu and his avatars. All of
these have a common pictorial structure: Vishnu is
depicted at the centre and around this, usually in a
clockwise order, are represented his various avatars
(most commonly 10, but sometimes 22 or 26). The
same structure is also used to reveal the narrative of a
particular avatar: Krishna may be given the central
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place and his biography then unfolds in a clockwise
set of vignettes. These images give form to the notion
that the enduring abstract form of Vishnu is periodically made manifest through different incarnations
who descend to play their role in the affairs of man.
This established template has been used to
document the lives of many major nationalist
figures following their death. Several images by
different publishers position Gandhi within this
avatar-template.86 In the artist Dinanath's Evolution
of Gandhi (illus. 109), published by Kananyalal
Lachoomal of Delhi, the circle of Gandhi's life is
mediated by his corpse shrouded in a flag (bearing
his last words, 'Hare Ram') at the bottom of the
picture. At the start of the circle at the bottom left
we see his birth from a lotus, his early years as a
suited barrister, the Dandi salt march at the top and
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108 The ten avatars of Subhash Chandra Bose, c. 1950.
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109 Dinanath, Evolution of Gandhi, c. 1948. Published by Kananyalal Lachoomal, Delhi.

so on. The same circular biographical visualization
is apparent in a late 1940s image of Subhash
Chandra Bose in which, instead of his corpse, we
are shown the plane in which he mysteriously
disappeared (illus. 108). To the left of this he is
shown as a baby in a cot in a style suggestive of
popular imagery of the baby Krishna. On the right,
above the last scene in which he salutes his Indian
National Army troops, we are shown him meeting
Hitler (Hitler milan).
Taken together, these images serve to show in
a powerful form that, as Ranajit Guha has written,
'Indian nationalism of the colonial period was not
what elite historiography had made it out to be . . .
it derived much of its striking power from a subaltern
tradition going a long way back before the Mahatma's
intervention in Indian politics . . . or Nehru's
discovery of the peasantry of his home province'.87
That historiography privileged certain kinds of textual
archival sources. A new historiographic practice
grounded in the study of popular visual representations reveals with startling clarity the powerful
presence of radically different preoccupations.

144

PHOTOS OF THE GODS

