Towards the Space of the Beholder

Christopher Pinney

There is an apocryphal story which stages an encounter between Picasso and a naïve believer in the representational qualities of photography. This man takes out his wallet, removes a photograph, and proffers it to Picasso saying “This is my wife”. Picasso peers at it, feigning surprise and responds, “She’s a bit small and flat, isn’t she?”

Photography’s smallness and flatness, and Indians attempts to make photographs larger and less flat is one of the themes that will concern me today. In this process we will see the emergence of a concern with the space between the surface of the image and the beholder, rather than the space that we might describe as “behind” the photograph, that is, between the surface of the image and the anterior event recorded by the photograph.  Of this, more shortly.

First, however, I want to engage what might be termed the “normative” approach to photography and consider some of the reasons that certain Indians found it problematic. Consider, for instance, the views of the 19th century Calcuttan sage Ramakrishna.

Ramakrishna was photographed - it appears – on only 4 occasions.  One of these was taken in the studio of the Bengal Photographers on 10th December 1881.  After this experience Ramakrishna told a disciple [Keshab]: ‘Today I enjoyed very much the machine by which a man’s picture is taken. One thing I noticed was that the impression doesn’t stay on a bare piece of glass, but it remains when the glass is stained with a black solution. In the same way, mere hearing of spiritual talk doesn’t leave any impression. People forget it soon afterwards. But they can retain spiritual instruction if they are stained with the earnestness and devotion.’

There is ample evidence that Ramakrishna and his followers valued photographs for the quality which in current theorization (following Peirce) would be termed ‘indexicality’. The Holy Mother, Sri Sarada Devi, it is said gave the ‘example of how one’s body and its shadow are the same; similarly she said a photograph of a spiritual person is his shadow – a living representation of divinity.  Such is the immediacy of reality caught through a photograph.’
 A further photograph of Ramakrishna seated is undated but almost certainly predates his Bengal Photographers’ portrait, and precipitated an interesting discussion by The Mother:

“Mother: … that picture is very, very good….Several prints were made of his first photograph….The picture was at first very dark, just like the image of Kali…I kept the photograph with the pictures of other gods and goddesses and worshipped it… One day the Master came there and sat and at the sight of the picture he said, “Hallo, what is all this?”…Then I saw the Master take in his hand the bel leaves and flowers there for worship, and offer them to the photograph. He worshipped the picture.”

Viewed from the hindsight of the early twenty-first century what is so striking about these early enthusiasms for the indexical nature of photography is how short-lived they were. Ramakrishna, as also Swami Vivekananda, initially subjected to photographic regimes, were very soon circulated through the technology of chromolithography – a way of disseminating photos of the gods (bhagwan ke photo) which was more phenomenologically adequate to the task of impressing quasi-divine power. The same would soon also be true of the political pantheon as it merged towards the end of the nineteenth century. Tilak, Gandhi, Ambedkar and numerous others were endlessly photographically documented (many of them by the Bombay based photographer V. N. Virkar
), but is as coloured lithographs that they sedimented themselves among the wider populace.
The authority of the black and white photograph was not as appealing to devotees as painted images mass-produced via chromolithography. Popular Indian engagements with the photograph, as a site of ritual engagement, reveal that its phenomenological field is under-achieved. Time and time again the photograph serves as the first stage in a process of enfleshing images into life-size chromolithographs. The magical technology of impressing, and staining with black solutions which so enchanted Ramakrishna gives way to a more public technology in which what matters most is not the space between the subject and the camera lens but the devotee and the picture surface. Photography’s surface – it seems – simply wasn’t up to the demands of a mass “corpothetics”, or corporeal aesthetics. We can see here a fundamental divergence between what we might crudely describe as a ‘colonial’ semiotics, backward looking and concerned with the image as a site of deposition, and a popular Indian enthusiasm for the future potential of images. 
In this context it is especially fascinating to see in this wonderful exhibition the mixed media image of Shrinathji. An instance of a genre known as manoratha  this form of Krishna is shown in the haveli at Nathdwara in Rajasthan flanked by a  priest to the left and devotee to the right whose photographed faces peer through a dazzle of painted accretions left by the chitrakar  Jujiram Gopilal.
Nathdwara and its visual world also appears in several other image in the exhibition such as the two image of gosains or priests in the Pushti Marg tradition. Jujiram’s manoratha is dated at approximately 1890, but several decades later – in the mid 1920s – Nathdwara would become the location for the playing out of the pictorial, evidential, and ethical struggle which I will focus on in this presentation. For it was in Nathdwara that the pushtimargi Brijbasi brothers – Shyamsunderlal and Shrinathji – would seek painters for hire for their new picture publishing business. 
I have elsewhere argued that Gandhi’s ‘pastoral realism’ was nurtured by the impact of ‘Nathdvara pastoralism’ in the form of pictures mass-produced by the publisher S. S. Brijbasi.
 Their story engages and disengages various aspects of photography. Some are matters of simple historical fact such as that the brothers ran a picture framing shop in Karachi for several years and were only awakened to the possibility of becoming picture publishers by the coincidence of a travelling sales representative from a German printing company, and a client requesting the framing of a photograph of his son dressed as Krishna in 1927. The client’s image materialised the engagement of photography with the Mathura/ Brindaban performative ras lila tradition and was the ideal prototype for images which the Brijbasi brothers would subsequently commission from Nathdvara artists. The Nathdvara images were initially reproduced photographically in Dresden in the form of postcard size bromide prints. 
We see here the nexus of adjacent mechanical reproductive technologies, but more importantly, these developments are driven by what we might call a politics and ethics of media. Crucially, the Brijbasi brothers’ intervention in picture publishing marked a decisive moment in the struggle between a colonially imported image world and an emergent nationalistic neo-traditionalism. Crudely stated this involved a choice between – on the one hand - single point perspective as the preferred mode of representation, and oil paint or photography as individual media to be used in their pure form, uncontaminated by each other - and on the other – the reimagination of an Indian image world characterised by symmetry, and a promiscuity of media.
This choice also dramatized the different spaces conjured by these two modalities: the colonial immersed in an anteriority, the Indian engaging a proleptic futurity – looking to an already acheived future. Let us flesh out this stark opposition in some more detail. Single point perspective conjured an illusionistic space behind the picture plane in which mathematically knowable and legible objects were brought to the surface of the image for inspection by the viewer. The viewer comes to this space belatedly, to view what is already there, to see evidence of a past event deposited in the image. Photography – in which as Roland Barthes noted “the referent adheres” merely intensifies this temporal expectation. The photograph captures a past event the “there then” and transports it to the viewer in the present – what Barthes calls the “here-now”. 
By contrast, the Indian image world (or at least thew one promoted by S.S. Brijbasi), inclined towards a different space: that of the beholder. Symmetry   expressed a yearning for the presence of the beholder without whom the images did not properly exist, the paint applied to the surface of the photograph testified to the inadequacy - the “smallness and flatness” -of the indexical trace. Pastness on its own just didn’t cut it, and phenomenological excess generally triumphed over the image’s role as the trace of an event.
The Brijbasi brother’s intervention dramatized this contest through their dissemination – and its rapid pan-Indian hegemony of the new space towards the beholder which Jujiram’s manoratha so perfectly exemplifies. Through their patronage of Nathdvara artists, and their fusion of a devotional aesthetic and disposition with nationalism (Braj pastoralism melded with Gandhian pastoralism), S.S. Brijbasi would eventually displace the residue of colonial perspectivalism evident for instance in Ravi Varma’s images. Nathdwara thus plays an important role in the decay of colonial anteriority and the triumph of Indian futurity; the attenuation of the space behind the picture plane and the increasing importance of the space between the picture plane and the beholder.
The application of paint to the surface of the photograph contributed - as I have suggested -  to the dominance of this new space, and was in large part an attempt to compensate  - through an aesthetics of voluptuousness – for the phenomenologically under-achieved surface of the photograph. But there was also a powerful ethics isat work, and it is towards that which I now turn.
The triumph of the Brijbasi  version of the Nathdvara aesthetic was in part due to its supercession of the morally problematic nature of  colonial perspectivalism and desire for something which (to quote Alejo Carpentier) “flees from all geometrical arrangements”. Something similar is at work in the recognition of what we might think of as “straight” photography’s burden – its imprisoning of the past in an inaccessible space, its ‘optical unconscious’ and its aesthetics of the same.
Ashish Rajadhyaksha has addressed a similar issue in relation to the way in which “Indian artists […] faced massive formal, really ethical problems when in the nineteenth century they encountered European technologies that emphasized the Renaissance still-frame.”
  Among the Indian responses to this new technology were the emergence of symmetry as a decorative sign rather than by-product of perspective, and the flattening out of depth. Many aspects of the colonial technology of representation were “simply drained out” in Indian responses.  Later Indian uses of still photography (for instance by Lala Deen Dayal) were also characterized by a move away from perspectival representation: “flat planes actually resisted potentially disruptive perspective forcelines.”
 Rajadhyaksha draws our attention to an Indian reaction against many of the features of photography which in other ‘localizing’ traditions were embraced and came to constitute the currency of avant-garde practice. 
The revolutionary potential, which Walter Benjamin supposed to inhere in photography’s ‘dynamite of a tenth of a second’, did not - in India - produce photographers like Rodchenko, or filmmakers like Vertov. The practitioners that did emerge frequently had neo-traditional visual agendas, and often embraced conservative visions of popular religiosity, and of nationalist imaginaries. We need, of course to acknowledge the vision of photographers such as Sunil Jannah and the influence of the director and screenwriter Khwaja Ahmad Abbas on the aesthetics of Bombay film in the 1940s and 50s. However, these are figures who stand apart from the mass of their fellow practitioners who used the arts of mechanical reproduction to very different ends. 

Photography’s radical potential – which I am suggesting here was largely refused by Indian practitioners – is clearly visible in several important photographic artefacts produced in late nineteenth-century colonial India. John Tressider’s remarkable 1857-63 album of Agra and Cawnpore- a document in the Alkazi Collection of Photography of the utmost historical importance – for instance, demonstrates photography’s ‘aesthetics of the same’. In the extensive series of portraits of Indians and Europeans there is little sense of a society hierarchized through race. Tressider photographed many different Europeans and Indians from all strata of society and on one page he presents a mixture of individuals and couples, and one group, some Indian, some English. At the top left of one page, side by side are two images, captioned (on the left) ‘Lala Jootee Persad (The Richest man in NW India)’ and to the right of this a smaller blurred shot of a figure shot against the same background captioned: ‘The Poorest man in NW India (an insane fakeer or religious mendicant).’ 

Here photography makes possible a new kind of fundamental juxtaposition – individuals who outside the studio might not inhabit the same terrain are here brought within a common epistemological space. Recall Walter Benjamin’s observation concerning ‘the peeling away of the object’s shell, the destruction of the aura, [which] is the signature of a perception whose sense for the sameness  of things has grown to the point where even the singular, the unique, is divested of its uniqueness – by means of its reproduction’.
 

In the light of this let us consider the most striking Indian negation (and simultaneous affirmation) of photography in the whole of the nineteenth century, voiced by Syed Ahmed Khan, the most significant Indian Muslim of his time.
 The objection was voiced in a letter of 1869 from London to the Aligarh Scientific Society, a reformist organisation founded by Syed Ahmed and concerned the summa bonum of nineteenth century Indian colonial photography, The People of India. 
  In this letter – full of a disturbing self-loathing – he reports that:

‘In the India Office is a book [The People of India] in which all the races of India are depicted both in picture and letterpress, giving the manners and customs of each race. Their photographs show that the pictures of the different manners and customs were taken on the spot, and the sight of them shows how savage they are – the equal of animals.  The young Englishmen…desirous of knowing something of the land to which they are going…look over this work. What can they think, after perusing this book and looking at its pictures of the power or honour of the natives of India? One day Hamid, Mahmud [Syed’s two sons], and I went to the India Office, and Mahmud commenced looking at the work. A young Englishman … came up and after a short time asked Mahmud if he was a Hindustani? Mahmud replied in the affirmative but blushed as he did do, and hastened to explain that he was not one of the aborigines, but that his ancestors were formerly of another country. Reflect therefore, that until Hindustanis remove this blot they shall never be held in honour by any civilised race”

How might we best understand this powerful reaction? Syed Ahmed had located quite precisely what Walter Benjamin termed the ‘sense of sameness in the world’ that photography uniquely engendered. While for Benjamin - the Marxist critic of traditional hierarchy and authority -this sameness offered revolutionary potential, for Syed Ahmed Khan this was perceptually threatening, for it suggested a representational levelling and uniformity. In 1893 in a letter written at Shelidah, Rabindranath Tagore would express a similar rejection of this law of the same: when he wrote that ‘Curiously enough, my greatest fear is that I should be reborn in Europe! For there one cannot recline like this with one’s whole being laid open to the infinite above…. Like the roads there, one’s mind has to be stone-metalled for heavy traffic – geometrically laid out, and kept clear and regulated’.
 A year later he would write of his repugnance of Calcutta which ‘is as ponderously proper as a Government Office. Each of its days comes forth like a coin from a mint, clear cut and glittering, Ah! Those dreary, deadly days, so preciously equal in weight.’ Roland Barthes’ description of cameras as ‘clocks for seeing,’
 helps us conjoin Tagore’s horror of colonial modernity’s temporal homogeneity with Syed Ahmed’s apprehension of photography’s optical homogeneity. For Syed Ahmed, The People of India, by virtue of its reliance on photography’s normalisation, its sense of sameness in the world’ was equally deadly: it threatened the destruction of the heterogeneity, hierarchy and aura, which constituted his learned and value-laden life world. 

Later colonial projects such as  Abbas Ali’s Rajas and Taluqdaars of Oudh from 1880 would pursue this sense of sameness even more systematically.
Several images in the current exhibition demonstrates clearly how paint was used to counteract photography’s intrinsic “aesthetics of the same”. Consider for instance how the selective overpainting of figures within images reinserts that very heterogeneity that the camera has banished. Two images in the exhibition form an intriguing pair and can help lead us towards a clarification of the logic of photography and the logic of painting. One of the images shows three men from Rajasthan and the other from the 1920s-40s shows six Swetambara Jain monks with three attendants. You will notice that some of the figures are overpainted and some of them are not.  In the case of the three Rajasthani men the two – we assume higher status – Shaivaite figures on the right are heavily overpainted, while their Vaishnava attendant on the left is not. Photograph deposits the three figures equivalently, unable to impose a hierarchy between them. The painter however wields his brush selectively, demonstrating through the time and precious substances invested in the figures on the right their differential value. The ratio is inverted in the image of Jain monks whose status claims proceed from their renunciation of the life of the householder. The camera again was unable to register difference between these various figures and certainly not able toi understand the claim made through the absence of ornament. Only the painter can impose these gradings, signalling through the opulence of the attendants how much the monks have left behind.
Here we see perfectly what photography does and how painting is able to countermand it. What Syed Ahmed called the “blot” – photography’s systematic inability to discriminate, and the potential it has to write new histories in its radically different prophetic epistemological space – is here over-scripted by a different hierarchizing language of signification. 

The photograph as index, or chemical trace, and non-discriminating data ratio, was unable to differentiate: it merely recorded whatever was placed in front of the camera.  An image of the merchant L.E. Ruutz-Rees (subsequently celebrated for his Personal Narrative of the Siege of Lucknow, 1858) in Ahmed Ali Khan’s ‘Lucknow Album’ is captioned ‘Mr Rees in native Costume,’ but what the photograph actually does, non-judgmentally, is record a body in Indian clothes: it has nothing to say about the normativity or identity of that body or its adornment. I am put in mind of Bernadette Boucher’s observation that the visual (in general) is incapable of negating. She contrasts Theodor de Bry’s late 16th century copperplate engravings of Brazilian Tupinamba “cannibals”  which can only present their nude bodies in a state of non-judgmental positivity, with Montaigne’s observation – in his essay On Cannibals – “Look they have breeches”.  Her point is that language is capable of discriminating, of asserting difference, in a way that the visual cannot. The image of Ruutz Rees bears this out and reveals the way in which the syntactical quality of language can assert identity and difference (“Mr Rees” versus “native costume”) in ways that the photographic image – fated simply to record whatever is placed in front of it – cannot. My suggestion today has been that for many Indians, paint – as a supplement to photography - was attractive because it bore similar promise: the promise of an added value and discrimination. Photography’s radical - and dangerous egalitarianism - could be tempered by the archaic and hierarchical potentiality of paint. 
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