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Focusing on a private collection of 60 postcards of modern architecture in
Mumbai, New Delhi, Kolkata, Chennai and Agra, the contributors to this
volume explore the many dimensions of modern architecture in India from the
1890s to the 1970s and share their own perspective on these objects. Experts on
architectural history and visual studies, as well as postcard collectors provide
new insights into a territory and its architectural heritage which is still largely
unknown in Europe, and reflect on the postcard as a medium for historical
research.
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Architectural modernity in India
Sources and perspectives for research
An introduction

Eléonore Muhidine

This collection of architectural postcards and urban views of Indian
metropolises between 1900 and 1970 was born out of the observation,
by the European researcher that I am, of the acute lack of online visual
sources for historians of architecture and 20th century cities who wish
to immerse themselves in the architectural modernity of the Indian sub-
continent. Despite the globalisation of exchanges between researchers
and the stimulating perspectives offered by contemporary historical
research—whether cross-cutting, comparative, connected or transna-
tional—and despite the many projects for the digitisation of sources
being carried out in parallel in Germany or the United States, India is
still in the early stages of this process of digital preservation of archives,
particularly with regard to making them available online. However, the
threat posed by a general lack of interest in India’'s modern architectural
heritage makes this need all the more pressing. This lack of interest
is more marked than in Europe, for example, where initiatives for the
documentation, preservation and transmission of this contemporary
heritage are receiving some institutional attention, notably thanks to
the activities of ICOMOS and of the DOCOMOMO chapters. But this
historical and cultural heritage is also threatened by the tropical climate
in some major urban centres—Mumbai and Kolkata—which has a direct
impact on the conservation of the built environment and of the sources
of architectural and urban history. Recent initiatives in several Indian



12

Eléonore Muhidine

metropolises include the creation of the Mumbai Art Deco Society Trust'
and the Kolkata Immersive Trails research group” in 2016, two private
research institutes that are working for the recognition—on a local scale
and by individual rather than institutional actors —, transmission and
preservation of the 20th century heritage of Indian cities.

Fig. 1: Marine Drive Boulevard: Bombay’s waterfront
in the 1970s.

Twentieth century architecture in India experienced several move-
ments and experimented with important stylistic transitions, compa-
rable to those that swept across Western countries, although in a time
frame that lagged slightly behind French, German or British architec-
ture, particularly before 1947. Art Deco, which developed in France,
and particularly in Paris, between the wars,’ flourished in Bombay and
Calcutta around 1937-1947 at the dawn of Indian independence, while
European countries were engaged in air warfare that led to massive de-

1 Art Deco Mumbai Trust (ADMT): https://www.artdecomumbai.com/ (02.02.
2023).

2 Kolkata Immersive Trails: https://de.immersivetrails.com/ (02.02.2023).

3 Bréon, Emmanuel (ed.), Art déco France-Amérique du Nord, Paris, Norma, 2022.
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Architectural modernity in India

struction.* Similarly, hygienist functionalism and its idea of the garden
city, expressed in the Paris region from the 1910s-1920s, thanks in par-
ticular to the commitment of Henri Sellier, saw various local interpre-
tations towards the end of the 1930s. This is illustrated by the buildings
on Marine Drive in Bombay, with their inner courtyards and large bay
windows, all promising access to modern comfort in a city marked by
squalor. The post-1947 period saw the spread of the international style,
adopting the forms of inter-war modernism. The production and use
of reinforced concrete in construction became systematic, supported by
economic nationalisation: this is a feature of architectural production
worldwide, also found in this region of Southeast Asia.” Major figures
in modern Indian architecture emerged: Charles Correa (1930-2015),
Balkrishna Vithaldas Doshi (1927-2023) and Raj Rewal (1934) succeeded
in transforming this modernity, with its forms and theories largely
imported from Europe and the United States, into a local architecture
inspired by Indian traditions and adapted to climatic constraints.® The
environmental thinking that accompanied Indian architecture of the
1960s and 1970s was a singular and innovative development at global
level. In the 1970s, the political rapprochement with the USSR accompa-
nied the birth of new architectural forms steeped in the socialist idea.
The frescoes and glass mosaics that adorned public buildings during
this period (postcard from the Calcutta cultural centre) reflect these
cultural exchanges with the Eastern Bloc.

But 20th century Indian architecture is fascinating in that it shows
a surprising (even disconcerting) capacity to absorb trends, beyond the
Cold War ideological divides that entrapped the Western world. Thus,

4 Cohen, Jean-Louis, Architecture in Uniform. Designing and Building for the Second
World War, New Haven, Yale University Press, 2011.

5 Stierli, Martino (ed.), The Project of Independence. Architectures of Decolonization in
South Asia 1947-1985, MoMa, New York, 2022.

6 Mehrotra, Rahul (ed.), World Architecture 1900—2000 A critical mosaic: South
Asia, New York, Springer, 2000. The projects reproduced in this book give an
overview of the international modernity also taking hold in this part of the
world.
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post-modern ideas and, in particular, the principles of architectural ci-
tation and collage of references, can be found in certain urban projects
of the 1970s. The Shalimar cinema (1979) in Bombay, with its film reels
unrolled on the fagade, is a striking example.” Taken as a whole, this ar-
chitectural output (but also intellectual output, thanks to the publica-
tion of books and architectural magazines) constitutes a formidable ter-
rain for the historian. Whether it be train and bus stations, cinemas,
housing estates, foreign embassies, scientific research institutes, mu-
seums and art centres, or even international hotels, the forms and as-
pirations of the modern school of thought penetrated Indian territory
from the beginning of the 20th century and attest to powerful exchanges
and transfers between Europe, the United States and metropolitan In-
dia. This dynamic circulation of knowledge is driven by a dual flow of
exchanges: those developed by architects and artists trained in the West-
ern avant-garde and who chose, for economic, political or more personal
reasons, to build closer ties with India (the esoteric movement took off
in the enlightened circles of Germany in 1900 as part of the Lebensreform
movement), and those initiated by the Indian cultural elites who trained
in London, Berlin, Paris, New York or Chicago. The exchanges between
the spirit of Weimar Germany and modernist Bombay were brought to
light by the seminal works of historians such as Margit Franz,® Rachel
Lee,” and Kris Manjapra.'® This approach to Indian modernity through
the prism of transfers between the West and India highlights exchanges

7 But architectural citation was already present before 1947, particularly in
cinema architecture. See Jean-Louis Cohen's lecture on citation in architecture
at the Collége de France on 3 March 2021: Cohen, Jean-Louis, « Le travail de la
citation en architecture et en urbanisme », URL: https://www.college-de-fran
ce.fr/agenda/cours/formes-urbaines-en-mouvement-architecture-de-interur
banite/le-travail-de-la-citation-en-architecture-et-urbanisme (02.02.2023).

8 Franz, Margit, Gateway India: Deutschsprachiges Exil in Indien zwischen britischer
Kolonialherrschaft, Maharadschas und Gandhi, Graz, CLIO, 2015.

9 Lee, Rachel, OK INDIA: Otto Konigsberger, Urban Visions and Architecture in India,
University of Liverpool, TAG Press, 2015.

10 Manjapra, Kris, Age of Entanglement: German and Indian Intellectuals across Empire,
Cambridge, Harvard historical studies, Harvard University Press, 2014.
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that were long ignored by research. But cultural modernity also pene-
trated India through other transnational and interdisciplinary channels:
the Pathé film company, present in India since the early 20th century,”
contributed to the development of this new leisure activity and of the In-
dian film industry,"* which today ranks first in the world, ahead of Holly-
wood. The impact of foreign industries was decisive in the introduction
of new urban practices and shapes. The presence of Italian lifts of the
Stigler company in most of the modern buildings—including the Eros
cinema palace (1938)—of Bombay in the 1920s and 1930s is a reminder of
this.

Fig. 2: Eros Cinema (1938): an Art Deco-style monu-
ment built by Indian architects but furnished with lifts
from Stigler (Italy).

While the enlightened Europe of the intellectuals and artists of the
1900s projected its fantasies of parallel worlds onto the ancient tradi-
tions of India and its spiritual movements, Western artistic modernity

i8 Préval de, Jitka, Camille Legrand. Un opérateur Pathé sur la route des Indes
1895—1920, Paris, Riveneuve, 2021.

12 Foranapproach to the diversity of Indian cinema, see: Weil, Ophélie, Bollywood
et les autres. Une histoire du cinéma indien, Paris, Buchet Chastel, 2011; Rousseau,
Julien; Kessous, Héléne (eds.), Bollywood Superstars - A Short Story of Indian Cin-
ema, Dijon, Les presses du Réel, 2022.
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penetrated Indian territory via several channels (first through philan-

thropists and the colonial administration® then, more individually,

through social relations between Western and Indian intellectuals),

Indian urban infrastructure was taking shape under the impact of un-

bridled industrialisation—a reflection of a colonial system that led to

the plundering of local resources.

Onthis point, we should bearin mind the contextin which these build-
ings were constructed, which no doubt explains the lack of interest in
this built heritage. We recall Samia Henni's statementin the catalogue
of the 2021 Venice Architecture Biennale, which reads: "Histories, the-
ories, and practices of architecture and urbanism are intimately inter-
related to processes of colonization. The world's territories and peo-
ple have been constantly and continuously disturbed and marked by
violent activities of war, occupation, exploitation, dispossession, de-
struction, and construction. Since the fifteenth century, Western Euro-
pean architects, both civil and military, have been actively participat-
ing in constructing empires and framing their representations. These
designers were commissioned to imagine and realize various infras-
tructures, public buildings, and private settlements across the mul-
tiple territories of the empires they worked for. The vastness and di-
versity of colonial spaces around the world that resulted from these
conditions have been instrumental in settling in the colonized land,
exploiting, and transporting resources, and representing an unevenly
distributed power [..] Stories of globalization are an extension of his-
tories of colonization. An effort to understand architecture, its histo-
ries and theories, as an integral part of the dynamic of the world's or-
der and disorder rather than simply as a passive spectator and sup-
plierof space, is fundamental. [...] Architecture operates on a planetary

scale and depends on accumulated and distributed capital "™

Chopra, Preeti, A Joint Enterprise. Indian Elites and the Making of British Bombay,
Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press, 2011.

Essay by Henni, Samia, in: Sarkis, Hashim; Tannir, Ala (eds.), Expansions. Re-
sponses to How will we live together?, Venice Architecture Biennale 2021; p. 95-96.
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For applied arts, as for architecture, sources remain scattered between
public institutions (Asiatic Society of Mumbai, National Archives of
India, for example), private institutes (MARG Foundation, Mumbai;
Charles Correa Foundation, Panaji/Goa) and isolated individual collec-
tors that need to be identified through in-depth search via the abundant
data available on social networks. This dispersion of sources is combined
with a tropical climate that makes it difficult to preserve the originals.
The political turbulence in 20th century India—notably the Indepen-
dence 0f 1947, the partition of India with Pakistan, the military tensions
in Kashmir with China in the 1950s and 1960s, and then the creation
of Bangladesh (1971)—redrew the Indian national boundaries several
times in the second half of the 20th century, disrupting the political
and social order and impacting the preservation of historical sources.
In this sense, a digitization of the archives is an emergency of primary
importance for international historical research on India.”

Fig. 3: “Bombay: Souvenirs de passage” (Memories of a
Journey) and the Hamidiya Masjid (1880).

15 What the ongoing DFG research project “MIDA Das Moderne Indien in
Deutschen Archiven 1706-1989” (Zentrum Moderner Orient, Berlin) is high-
lighting. https://www.projekt-mida.de/ (02.02.2023).
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The European research project Metromod™ has addressed this need
by presenting digitised archival material on its website and is contribut-
ing to future research on modern Bombay in the years 1910-1940. With
the necessary modesty implied by the stance of the historian as much
as by the reality of this collection, limited to just 60 postcards, this book
project aspires to partially fill this gap through its contribution to this
field of research.

The postcard as a tool for architectural and urban research

Despite the limitations of the postcard medium as a historical source,
these 60 cards offer a relatively complete and original overview of the
European view of India in the 20th century. The postcard as a medium
for the dissemination of modern architecture is still more rarely used
in research than other media such as architects’ archives, specialised
magazines, and the cultural press. However, while the postcard is an
integral component of the cultural practices of its time and produces a
discourse on the city and architectural modernity in the 20th century, it
also permeates the architectural culture of architects. Examples include
the controversial postcard taken from a photomontage showing the
“Weilenhofsiedlung” of 1927, which crystallises the debates on archi-
tectural functionalism in the interwar period; the collection of 2,000
annotated postcards that Le Corbusier accumulated during his career
(including postcards of the city of New Delhi, then under construction
in the 1950s, and of the Jantar Mantar observatory in Jaipur),” or the
use of postcards by Rem Koolhaas to illustrate his essay Delirious New
York (1978). Their potential has also fascinated writers: among others,

16 METROMOD research project, LMU, Munich: https://metromod.net/project/
(02.02.2023).

17 The author thanks the archivist of the Le Corbusier Foundation, Arnaud Dercel-
les, for his valuable assistance. See also : Burriel Bielza, Luis, Le Corbusier La pas-
sion des cartes, Paris, Mardaga, 2013. On the postcard as an art history medium,
see: Tillier, Bertrand, "The Postcard, a Documentary Multiple of the Masterpie-
ce", Perspective, 2019/2; p. 239—48.
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Georges Perec (series of texts entitled “243 real colour postcards”, 1978)
and Jacques Derrida with his satirical essay The Post Card. From Socrates to
Freud and Beyond (1980). As symbols of imagery for the masses, products
of a commercial strategy, postcards form an invaluable visual resource.
And when they represent urban views or specific buildings, they ac-
tively train the viewer’s eye and nurture the culture of architectural
travel. While they reflect a vision—necessarily idealised, that being
their primary function—of a building or a city (we send a postcard to
tell our loved ones about a pleasantly exotic trip, generally reserving
any accounts of bad experiences for our return), photographs attest to
a given moment, a moment captured in the history of a building or the
urbanisation of a metropolis and provide an archive of the city.

Fig. 4: Mumbai, View from Malabar Hill in the 1970s.

Postcards do not reflect the real state of the architecture, they do not
give any information on the preparatory phase of the project, nor on the
construction phase and the difficulties encountered. These photographs,
designed to advertise a building or a city, highlight their aesthetic qual-
ities (undeniable qualities for the flineur), capture an ultimately fleeting
moment in the history of an urban architecture. They celebrate the mo-
ment of the photographic shot rather than providing precise historical
information to reconstruct a necessarily more complex architectural his-
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tory, involving economic, political, and cultural reflections and a plunge
into the controversies of an era. Thus, the postcard as a medium fits in
with Siegfried Kracauer’s definition of photography when he wrote: “Un-
der the photograph of a human being, his history lies buried as under a
blanket of snow.”®

But viewed from the perspective of the architectural culture of an
era, a culture of the people rather than the elite, these postcards allow us
to trace the series of famous buildings that marked their time. Viewed
in this light, these postcards provide a visual chronicle of a collective
view of architecture, a chronicle captured in the present moment, not
in the historian’s reconstructed time. Far from the disturbing views of
French seminarians teaching the language of the coloniser to the chil-
dren of Pondicherry, or the countless views of the Taj Mahal mausoleum
in Agra or the Mughal Fort in Old Delhi, these postcards have the com-
mon denominator of making 20th century architecture their central mo-
tif. It would undoubtedly be necessary to explore the companies that spe-
cialised in the production, printing and distribution of postcards in the
colonial context, and to question the alliances underpinning this highly
lucrative industry, especially since, in the case of these Indian cards, it
is not unusual to find the words “Printed in Germany” on the back. Pho-
tographed in Bombay or Calcutta by professionals whose equipment was
manufactured and imported from the West, then sometimes printed in
Europe before being sent back to India where they were bought by trav-
ellers who in turn sent them to their families in Europe, these cards seem
to have travelled further than their writers. Printed in series of millions
of copies, the postcard embodies economic capitalism and the globali-
sation of trade, but also the democratisation of travel in the 20th cen-
tury, previously the preserve of the privileged social classes to which the
great explorers belonged (Alexander von Humboldt, Alexandra David-
Neel, Paul-Emile Victor, for example). It is undoubtedly the mercantile
and popular side of the picture postcard that led architectural histori-
ans to lose interest in them. However, the architectural postcard calls for

18 Kracauer, Siegfried, "Photography’, in: 'Ornement de la masse. Essais sur la moder-
nite weimarienne (1963), Paris, La Découverte, 2008; p.39.
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a critical analysis wherein lies its scientific value, as the historian Igor
Marjanovic points out: “Postcard collections remove objects from their
original context of consumer tourism into a world of subjective spatial
and temporal narrative, replacing everyday consumption with the pro-
duction of history.””

An original feature of this book is that it brings together authors
who, in some cases, have an in-depth knowledge of the Indian terrain in
its current state. Their texts reflect a profound gulf between the idealised
urban visions of postcards and the reality of Indian megacities today.>
As a collective work that aims to build bridges between the different
disciplines and communities of researchers represented (art history,*
architecture,” economics,”® media sociology,* heritage studies®),
this book intends to contribute to the scientific discussion on certain
aspects of architectural modernity in India, rather than to provide a
complete overview. It is guided by the desire to raise the profile of this
rich Indian heritage in the humanities and in the history of architecture
over the long 20th century. However, the postcard approach provides
only a tiny glimpse into the possibilities open to a necessarily collective,
preferably international, research undertaking, which will need to con-

19 Marjanovic, Igor, "Postcards and the Making of Architectural History", 92nd
ACSA Annual Meeting, 18—21.03.2004, https://www.acsa-arch.org/chapter/po
stcards-and-the-making-of-architectural-history-the-case-of-the-alvin-boyar
sky-and-rem-koolhaas/ (02.02.2023).

20 Bansal, Anupam, “Delhi Beyond its appearance”.

21 Khan, Omar, “Building Postcards: Rossler’s Calcutta 1896”.

22 Sanyal, Saptarshi, “Framing Fragments. The Image, Modernity, and Architec-
ture”; Muhidine, Eléonore, “The Taj Mahal Hotel, Imperial, Sun’n’'Sand, Oberoi,
and others: the Indian chapter of the 20™-century grand hotel”.

23 Rault-Chodankar, Yves-Marie, “Before take-off: waiting for India’s globalization
at the Sahar International Airport in 1974".

24 Kaden, Ben, “Image, recto, verso, context. Approaching Deltiology as a
method”.

25 Chopra, Preeti, “Greetings from Bombay! Pictures of Colonial Complex-
ity”; Bhatawadekar, Shraddha, “Transport and Communication as Symbols of
Modernity in India: A Cultural Perspective”.
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front the problems of rapidly deteriorating physical sources and their
geographical dispersion.

Modern architecture in India: a history of transfer over
the long 20th century

Indian architectural modernity is complex and hybrid; its history has
been shaped by national turning points and transnational transfers. This
modernity is taken on board over the long 20th century and is nurtured
by foreign influences that are imposed, but also projected and desired,
by certain local backers. Indeed, while the colonial context imposed cer-
tain trends, notably a neo-Gothic style in the public buildings of Bom-
bay 1880 (a style that can be found in London buildings of the same pe-
riod*®), openness to international trends claiming a simplicity of form
and means—was also very marked within enlightened circles.

Fig. 5: Visweswaraiah Industrial and Technological
Museum, Bangalore, 1962, architect: unknown.

26  Thesimilarities between the buildings of Farrington Road in London and those
of the Fort district of Bombay are spectacular. The gothic revival fashion, of
which Viollet-le-Duc was the spokesman in France and John Ruskin the theorist
in England, was thus exported to the colonized countries, without any prior
reflection on the specificities of the climate and its impact on architecture.



Architectural modernity in India

After 1947, the Indian architectural community was confronted
with the need to define a modern aesthetic that was specifically Indian,
marked by a reflection on function rather than on form. This gave rise,
in the 1960s, to a school of environmental and sustainable architectural
thought that was ahead of its time, and notably represented by the
projects ofBalkrishna Doshi (School of Architecture, CEPT, Ahmed-
abad, 1966—68) or of Laurie Baker (Loyola Graduate Women’s Hostel,
Trivandum, 1970).

In architecture, India received large projects that were sometimes
modern, sometimes borne by a modernising ideal,”” and which were
to have an impact on the scale of the continent and of neighbouring
countries, while also broadening the architectural vocabulary of smaller
projects on a regional scale. The case of cinemas is still exemplary in
this sense: the Bombay 1940 cinema palaces, designed to accommodate
more than 3,000 people, were reproduced in series and on a smaller
scale in the secondary towns of Maharashtra. In Calcutta, the same
phenomenon occurred for the cinemas of Bengal, and in Delhi, for
those of Uttar Pradesh. India is a complex territory, marked by modern
projects that belong to a global history of modernity, involving major
figures: Eckart Muthesius in Indore,*® Otto Kénigsberger in Mysore and
Bangalore, Le Corbusier in Ahmedabad and Chandigarh,” Balkrishna
Vithaldas Doshi in Ahmedabad, Raj Rewal®* in New Delhi, Charles
Correa in Bombay, New Delhi and Kolkata. Less well known is the in-

27  Stephens, Robert, Bombay Imagined: An Illustrated History of the Unbuilt City,
Mumbai, Urbsindis, 2022.

28  Niggl, Reto, Eckart Muthesius. Der Palast des Maharadschas in Indore. Architektur
und Interieur, Stuttgart, Arnold, 1996.

29  Moos, Stanislaus von, Chandigarh 1956, Ziirich, Scheidegger & Spies, 2010; H6-
gner, Barbel, Chandigarh nach Le Corbusier. Ethnografie einer postkolonialen Plan-
stadt in Indien, Berlin, Reimer, 2016.

30  Gill, Sandrine, Raj Rewal, From Architecture to Cultural Landscape, Marseille, Par-
enthéses, 2020.
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volvement of Frei Otto in Ahmedabad in the 1970s (Prototype tent project
for climate refugees).”

Beyond building projects, the European influence is reflected in
Indian architectural journals, in particular in the magazine MARG*
(founded in 1946) and in the Journal of the Indian Institute of Architecture,
both published in Bombay. Theoretical texts by Erich Mendelsohn,
Patrick Geddes, Andrew Boyd (a British architect who contributed to the
spread of modernism in Ceylon in the 1940s)* were published in MARG
under the impetus of progressive intellectuals, such as the writer and art
critic Mulk Raj Anand (1905-2004), and Indian architects receptive to the
idea of modernity as a project for reforming society.> Unquestionably,
there are strong links between modern architectural thinking and the
garden cities of England, the German art schools (Darmstadt, Bauhaus)
and theatres (Piscator’s theatre) of the avant-garde, the cinema palaces
of Paris 1930 (the Grand Rex), and the modernist architecture of Bombay
1930-1940. The innovative character of this urban Indian modernity lies
in a synthesis between functionalism, Art déco and traditional Indian
decorative motifs. The bas-reliefs of the New India Assurance Building
(1936), showing stylised Indian workers, are a major example. In Cal-
cutta as in New Delhi, European influences, and resonances with the
modern cultural metropolises of London, Paris, and Berlin® can also be
retraced. Numerous studies have shown that architectural magazines,
the main medium for reproduction of architectural images, were widely
circulated during the 20th century. This was also the case in India, and

31 The author would like to thank the archivist of the Frei Otto Archive, Martin
Kunz, for his advice. (SAAI-Archive, KIT, Karlsruhe, Germany).

32 Lee, Rachel; James-Chakraborty, Kathleen, “Marg Magazine: A Tryst with Archi-
tectural Modernity”, ABE Journal, 2012, http://journals.openedition.org/abe/62
3 (02.02.2023).

33 Dalvi, Mustansir (ed.), 20th Century Compulsions. Modern Indian Architecture from
the Marg Archives, Mumbai, Marg Foundation, 2016.

34  Notably Balkrishna V. Doshi, Durga Bajpai, Charles Correa.

35 Cohen, Jean-Louis, Cycle at the Collége de France, Paris, "Formes urbaines en
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mouvement: 'architecture de I'interurbanité’, 2021.
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Architectural modernity in India

circulation may even have been boosted by the British colonial presence
in architecture schools and their university libraries.*®

The collection (based, of course, on the limited resources available)
comprises a total of 60 postcards, 41 in colour, representing the diversity
of architectural forms in India between 1880 and 1970. Before we present
it in more detail, it should be stressed that a collection is the fruit of sev-
eral elements of chance: that of the search, fruitful or otherwise, of the
choices made, necessarily subjective, and of the budget allocated to its
expansion. The subjects represented reflect the places visited by Euro-
peans travelling in India between the 1910s and 1980s, and not the centres
of modern architecture in India. Thus, Ahmedabad, Madras, Lucknow
and Chandigarh, which deserve to be included in this collection, are ab-
sent because no postcards of these cities sent to Europe could be found.
In this sense, the collection presented is fragmentary. But this is a con-
stant dimension of this project of collected essays and resonates with a
definition of 20th century modernity and its spatial reproduction via an
almost infinite range of major projects and secondary realisations.

The subjects have been deliberately chosen to represent the richness
of this 20th century heritage. They are essentially photographs (with the
exception of a model of the Taj Mahal Hotel and its counterpart, the Taj
Mahal Tower) which can be classified under 6 thematic categories:

Communication and urban development

« Floral Fountain, Mumbai, 1864, architect Richard Norman Shaw
(Fig.18; 24; 29; 32)

- Old pontoon Bridge, Kolkata (Fig.14)

. Victoria Station, Mumbai, 1888, architect Frederick William Stevens
(Fig.21;31)

«  General Post Office, Mumbai, 1913, architect John Begg (Fig.30)

« New Railway Station, Howrah (Fig.33)

36 Here, the involvement of the British architect, educator and author Claude Bat-
ley between 1923 and 1943 at the J. J. School of Architecture in Bombay should
be mentioned (Bombay's Houses and Homes, 1949).
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Western Railway Office, Mumbai (Fig.35)

Kennedy Sea-Face, Mumbai, 1920, planner unknown (Fig.17)

View of Churchgate, Mumbai, 1940s, author unknown (Fig.56)
Connaught Place, New Delhi, 1931, architect Robert Tor Russell
(Fig.25)

New Telephone Exchange, Kolkata, date and architect unknown
(Fig.34)

Hornby Road, Mumbai (Fig.40)

Urban view around Churchgate, Mumbai (Fig.47)

Marine Drive Promenade, Mumbai, 1930-1940;> several views in-
cluding Kapur Mahal, Zaver Mahal, Keval Mahal and Soona Mahal
(Fig.1; 55; 46; 49)

Airport Terminal, Mumbai, Santacruz Building, 1948, architect un-
known (Fig.36;37)

Brabourne Road, Kolkata (Tea Board India, 1954, architect unknown)
(Fig.57)

Mumbai suburbs, 1960s, large housing estates, architect unknown
(Fig.38)

Economy

Crawford Market, Mumbai, 1869, architect William Emerson (Fig.19)
Petroleum House (Esso-Building), Mumbai, 1954, architect un-
known (Fig.48)

View of the Port, Panaji (Goa) in the 1960s (Fig.7)

Luxury hotels

Taj Mahal, Mumbai, 1903, architects DN Mirza and Sitaram Khan-
derao Vaidya (565 rooms, 42 suites, 11 restaurants) (Fig.22)

The Imperial, New Delhi, 1936, architect F. B. Blomfield and Edwin
Lutyens (225 rooms, 44 suites, 6 restaurants, 2 bars) (Fig.44)

37

This seafront avenue has an exceptional heritage and was added to the list of
UNESCO world heritage sites in 2018.
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«  Clarks Shiraz, Agra, 1950s (Fig.60)

. The Ashok Hotel, New Delhi, 1956, architect E. B. Doctor (550 rooms)
(Fig.41)

« Claridge’s Hotel, New Delhi, 1955, architect unknown (Fig.61)

«  Oberoi Inter Continental, New Delhi, 1965 (many foreign designers,
including the American Joseph Grusczak, Irene D’Alessio, 350 rooms)
(Fig.40; 43)

- Sun'm’Sand, Juhu Beach, Mumbai, 1962, architect unknown (Fig.42)

« Taj Mahal Tower, Mumbai, 1972, architect Melton Bekker, decorator
Dale Keller (Fig.23)

Cultural spaces

- Kali Temple, Kolkata (Fig.9)

. 19 century hotel, Old Delhi (Fig.45)

« Hamidiya Masjid, Mumbai (Fig.3)

- ErosCinema, Mumbai, 1938, architect Sorabji K. Bhedwar, decorator
Fritz von Drieberg (Fig.2)

«  View of Malabar Hill, Mumbai, 1970s (Fig.4; 39)

. All Air India, Radio House, New Delhi, 1940, architect unknown
(Fig.27)

« Jehangir Art Gallery, Mumbai, 1952, architect Durga Bajpai (Fig.8)

- Rabindra Sadan, Kolkata, 1961, architect unknown (Fig.6)

. Visweswaraiah Industrial and Technological Museum, Bangalore,
1962, architect unknown (Fig.5)

Places of power

«  Parliament House, New Delhi, 1927, architects Edwin Lutyens und
Herbert Baker (Fig.26)

« National Physical Laboratory, New Delhi, 1950, architect unknown
(Fig.53)

« German Embassy, New Delhi, 1962, architect Johannes Krahn (Fig.51)
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Places of Modern Indian Memory

« Black Hole Memorial, Kolkata, 1901 (Fig.13)

- Mahatma Gandhi Memorial, Sanjay Gandhi National Park, Mumbai,
1969 (Fig.58)

« Valluvar Kottam (memorial to the poet Saint Thiruvalluvar), Chen-
nai, 1976, architect V. Ganapati Sthapati (Fig.59)

Modern India through the eyes of European intellectuals

The backs of these postcards convey a wide variety of travel impressions,
fragmentary messages, sometimes cryptic, often quite mundane. This
section aims to compare these anonymous writings with those of famous
European artists whose literary or cinematographic work was nurtured
by their experiences and discoveries during their travels to India. The
French intellectual André Malraux (1901-1976) met Jawaharlal Nehru for
the first time in Switzerland in January 1936, after discovering India in
1930 on a private trip. Other visits followed, in 1958, 1965, 1973 and fi-
nally 1974. India was his last trip abroad, before his death in 1976. De-
spite this passion for India, reflected in his political engagement and in
his essay, Le Musée Imaginaire (1947),°® a seminal work in the history of
art, Malraux never wrote a novel about India. In this essay, he quotes and
reproduces photographs of sculptures from the caves of Elephanta, El-
lora and Ajanta, creating parallels with the monumental Mexican sculp-
ture of Teotihuacan, the Egyptian pyramids and Buddhist sculptures in
China. With visionary genius, he proposes a world history of sculpted
art, and invites the reader-viewer to compare these ancient works be-
yond their regional context alone. But Malraux’s India is also one of cul-
tural action deeply rooted in the modernisation of India in the 1950s. His
internationalist spirit found affinities with Nehru’s political project, and
the two men met regularly in Paris (1936, 1960, 1961) and New Delhi (1958).

38  Grasskamp, Walter, André Malraux und das imagindre Museum. Die Weltkunst im
Salon, Berlin, C. H. Beck, 2014; p. 232.
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In aletter to Charles de Gaulle on 13 November 1958, he described his
programme for the coming weeks:

"Then | would like to visit, not the universities of today, but rather the
great centres of art or thought which, in India, play the role of our
medieval universities: the Institutes of Indian Culture in Bangalore
and Bombay, the Institute of Oriental Research in Poona, the Music
Academy in Madras, the Bose Institute, Sanskrit College in Benares,
etc. In each of these cities, | would gladly receive a number of visitors.
(No doubt it would be agreeable to visit the new capital of Indian
Punjab, Chandigarh, built by Le Corbusier and dominated by the
'‘Open Hand’)”*

These words resonate with the collection presented here, which in-
cludes a physics research institute in New Delhi and a cultural centre in
Kolkata. The cultural links between 1950s France and independent India
were strong, with the great Chandigarh construction project headed by
Le Corbusier (a Swiss who took French nationality in 1930) being the
most important example.

Fig. 6: Kolkata, Rabindra Sadan Cultural Centre
(1967).

39  Perrier, Jean-Claude (ed.), André Malraux et la Tentation de I'lnde, Paris, Galli-
mard, 2004; p. 182.
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A few years after the "Art Treasures of India” exhibition at the Petit
Palais in Paris (1960) organised by André Malraux, it was the French film-
maker Louis Malle (1932-1995) who discovered Indian culture in 1968,
when he was only 26 years old. Interviewing European travellers on the
mythical “hippie trail”, Malle recounts in his Travel Diaries their astonish-
ment at this “initiatory journey” (an astonishment he shared), the dream
of awhole generation of Westerners. His impressions of these travellers,
who appear to be profoundly out of touch with Indian reality, shed light
on some of the texts on the back of postcards sent in the 1970s:

"They live completely on the fringes of the countries they travel
through, which puts them at the total mercy of the authorities and
the people of each country. They tell stories of prison, beating, rape,
they are charming with their Parisian accents, incredibly first-hand.
[..] They talk about love, war, the West, money, communism. [..]
They are nineteen years old. One of them is exempted from military
service, but the other refuses to report for duty. [..] They claim to be

Fourierists, they want to set up a phalanstery, to abolish money." *°

Louis Malle went to India to make a series of documentary films (LInde
fantome: Réflexions sur un voyage, a series of seven documentaries for tele-
vision broadcast in 1969, and a film, Calcutta), capturing scenes of daily
life in the India that fascinated him. “For the rest of his life, India was re-
ally an immense ghost that never stopped haunting him. He often spoke
to me about it, he looked at pictures, he asked me about it, as if it were
a dream he had accidentally entered at a certain point in his life, and
from which he could not detach himself”, wrote his friend, the film di-
rector Jean-Claude Carriére, on this subject.* For Calcutta, Malle filmed
the ghats—the staircases that descend into the sacred Ganges River—the
Howrah Bridge (also shown on one of the cards in the collection), the sec-
ond-hand book sellers on College Street, the stalls manned by sculptors
carving statues of deities in the alleys of Kumortuli. Taking a sociological

40  Malle, Louis, L'lnde fantéme. Carnet de voyage (1967—1968), Paris, Gallimard, 2005;
p. 167.
41 lbid; p. 7.
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look at the capital of Bengal, Louis Malle’s film offers a beginner’s guide
to life in Calcutta, showing street scenes that are like emblems of polit-
ical, economic, cultural and religious facts. For the series of television
films, he shot a scene during a public education session of the Madras
family planning centre (an episode that echoes a stamp, found on many
of the cards, representing “Family Planning” in 1976), followed by a scene
depicting a handout of Soviet-made condoms, a reminder of the political
links between 1970s India and the Soviet bloc. His more personal recol-
lections, collected in travel diaries published after his death, are evoca-
tive of the texts of some of the postcards in the collection:

"This morning | am writing on the terrace of the hotel in Gopalpur, it
is 6.30 a.m., the sun is still very low. In front of me, the beach, the wa-
ter, the fishermen bringing in their nets, the very soft, slightly fune-
real light of tropical mornings. | feel an incredible rush of nostalgia
[..]. Seeing this boat struggle against the waves, | feel a strange im-
pression, which, if | analyse it, combines both the obvious feeling of
the beauty of nature and its total harmony with this group of men, to
which | add a whole potential of emotions comprising both my past
memories and my dreams, the same dreams that | have had since my
first journeys, and which have impelled me to make this one [..]. It is
precisely when travelling that you find your bearings, that your char-
acter takes his place more clearly, in relation to beings and situations
with which the contrast is sharper than at home. | travel to escape my
character as a little Frenchman, and it is the journey that makes it per-

ceptible to me."#

Finally, the Italian writer Antonio Tabucchi (1943—-2012) discovered India
in the 1980s. This journey and these discoveries gave rise to a short novel,
Indian Nocturne, a story full of mystery and which inspired Alain Corneau
to make a film, in equally twilight tones, in 1989. In this novel, more like
along hallucination, the narrator goes in search of an old friend who has
disappeared and who is none other than himself.

42 |bid.; p. 168—69.
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Fig. 7: Panaji (Goa), View of the port, 1970s.

This search takes him to places as eclectic as the Taj Mahal Hotel in
Bombay, to slum hotels in a dilapidated “Cage District [which] was much
worse than I had imagined. I'd seen it in the photographs of a famous
photographer and thought I was prepared for human misery, but pho-
tographs enclose the visible in a rectangle. The visible without a frame
is always something else.”* We also discover the setting of a hospital in
which the narrator talks to a doctor, then a mysterious Theosophical So-
ciety in the state of Goa, and finally a bus-stop on the Madras-Mangalore
Road, a bus station depicted in a night scene (“The night was soft and
damp with a strong scent of herbs. I took a turn round the bus, smoked a
cigarette leaning on the steps at the back, and then headed for the wait-
ing-room. On the door jamb someone had stuck a picture of a divinity
unknown to me, done in coloured chalk”).* It is both a realistic and mys-
terious vision of the traveller’s India that unfolds in this novel. The first
scene, set in a taxi along Marine Drive, illustrates some of the maps in
the collection which show several views of this mythical boulevard bor-
dering the Arabian Sea and featured in many Hindi films. The last chap-
ter of this short, yet extremely rich novel features a mailman character

43 Tabucchi, Antonio, Indian Nocturne, Edinburgh, Canongate Books, 1984; p. 3—4.
44 |bid.; p. 62—63.
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who seems to enter into a direct dialogue with this collection. His cryp-
tic words resonate, once again, with this collection. Tabucchi’s mailman
seems almost to be talking to the collector when he confides to the nar-
rator on a beach in the state of Goa:

"I worked as a mailman in Philadelphia, at eighteen already walking
the streets with my bag over my shoulder, without fail, every morning,
in summer when the tar turns to molasses and in winter when you slip
on the city snow. For ten years, carrying letters. You don't know how
many letters I've carried, thousands and thousands. They were all up-
perclass, rich, the people on the envelopes. Letters from all around the
world: Miami, Paris, London, Caracas”** The narrator then asks him,
"And what are you doing today? His surprising answer is clear: "l write
postcards. It's me who writes the ladies and gents of Philadelphia now.
Postcards with a nice sea and the deserted Calangute Beach, and on

the back | write best wishes from mailman Tommy”*¢

In conclusion, we have chosen to reproduce three handwritten texts from
the corpus that stand out for their originality. They reflect powerful emo-
tions felt during a journey, or more concrete experiences, preserved only
through the medium of the postcard. We felt that they deserved to ap-
pear, at the end of this introduction, in a collective work that aims to
capture the diversity of possible views on India and its metropolises in
the 20th century, on modernity in architecture and on the postcard as a
medium of modern architectural culture.

9 August 1965

"Dear friends,

When | arrived here, | wanted to come and chat with you and tell you
about my trip. But the damn old sun sucked the little energy | had
left after two weeks of amoebic dysentery where | thought | would
collapse. Now it's too late, I'll have to tell you in person when | get
back. The violent monsoon rains seem to have subsided, but the sky

45 Ibid; p. 83.
46 |bid.; p. 87.

33



34

Eléonore Muhidine

is leaden. The heat is so heavy, so humid that you only have to take
three steps outside to come home dripping sweat. We are in a real
hole, clustered around the industrial complex: coal mine, aluminium
factory and rolling mills, all in a flat country in the middle of rice
fields. Everything is exuberant: bugs of all kinds and sizes (especially
rats, cockroaches, and ants), the scent of flowers (I've never seen so
many species of jasmine!), the misery of human masses beyond our
European imagination. No meat, no wine, no whisky, and no car. And
yet the morale is good. Sometimes we dream of a holiday in the snow.
Have a good trip and be assured of our warmest sympathy. Monique”
Sent to France

10 May 1975

"My darling, | still have not received any letter from you. Should |
come back or not? | would like to return, of course. Here it is... No fun
atall. Please write quickly.”

Sent to Germany (West-Germany, West-Berlin)

1975 (stamp date)

"Many warm greetings from beautiful Bombay from your Roland.
Yesterday is 33 degrees as it is for us during summer. Maybe you have
seen me in the "Current Camera"? | hope so. See you soon!" Sent to
Cermany (East-Germany, Hoyerswerda)
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Building Postcards: Rossler’s Calcutta 1896

Omar Khan

Fig. 9: This colorized photograph of the Kali temple in
Calcutta (mow Kolkata) shows a street scene around
1890.

One can reasonably argue that the best postcards were the first post-
cards. Wafer-thin rectangles that fell out from multiple stone pressings,
court-sized lithographic postcards are today considered among the
finest exemplars of the craft for their rarity, rich colors and elaborate
designs. They appeared in Alpine hamlets and mountain villages in
Germany, Austria and Switzerland in the early 1890s, became popular
in those countries by 1895, and then spread through the world like an

“infesting microbe.”

1 Perry, Katharine, “Tirade a La Carte,” Putnam’s, 3:336, reprinted in Postcardy.com.
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Itis the relationships between images suggested by these multi-view
“Greetings from” cards that make them most interesting, the dynamics
on atiny space intentionally designed to be iconic, aloaded object calling
attention to itself. Competitive cost and price pressures grew with the
product’s sudden popularity. International treaties, ships and trains,
the need to be brief as time seemed to speed up, all combined to make
the postcard the first global image communications platform by 1900.
Market pressures led publishers to reach for less expensive production
alternatives like the collotype, halftone, and real photograph postcard.
The cost of the “poor man’s phantasm™ became critical once they started
to flood the market. The colored lithographic multi-view card was
driven underground almost as soon as it emerged. Something was lost
in the transition. The quick switch from lithographs to collotypes and
halftones accompanied the move of written messages from front to
the back of postcards in Europe around 1902. It simplified the press,
facilitating the quick-to-print single view card. One picture became
one postcard. These were usually made from photographs, similar to
the pretty little boxed views in lithographic cards had sprung from. But
early lithographic postcards left about a third or quarter of the space
on the front blank for the sender to write on by hand, add a personal
mark or stamp, setting up another relationship between image and text,
visual meaning and inky materiality. If no message or mark was added,
images wrapped in designs with shimmering borders stood out against
the creamy emptiness.

The Calcutta series by W. Rossler

W. Réssler’s six “Calcutta” postcard set from 1896 is probably the very
first of its kind in British India. They appeared just as similar cards had
become common in cities like Vienna, Frankfurt, Budapest and Berlin.

2 Alloula, Malek, The Colonial Harem, Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press,
1986; p. 4.
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Rossler’s cards offer a novel way to explore the myths and physical struc-
tures of the Raj. For the problem of the building architect was the same
as that of the postcard artist and publisher: how to fill a space, whether
two or three dimensional. Réssler’s Calcutta series shows how buildings,
people and icons fit into the battle for space between East and West in
early lithographic cards.

Fig. 10: W. Rossler’s six “Calcutta” postcard set from 1896.
Collection Omar Khan.
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What Christopher Pinney calls a “common epistemological space™
is formed on these dramatic little stages that branded the capital of the
Empire’s richest province, Bengal. One sender of a card below (Nautch
Girl) called it “My dears, a little picture [Bildchen] of Calcutta.”* Perhaps
these cards are like proto-movies (the dancing girl aside), moving from
scene to scene, except that it is the eye of the viewer not the cut of the
director that decides when.

Fig. 11: “Nautch Girl”, Omar Khan Collection.

William Rossler was an Austrian photographer, probably born in
what is now Czech Bohemia, in 1864. He came to India in 1888.° He
is said to have joined the old and leading photography studio in the
city, Johnston & Hoffmann at 22 Chowringhee road, in the heart of

3 Pinney, Christopher, The Coming of Photography to India, London, The British Li-
brary, 2008; p. 114.

4 Mathur Collection, Nautch Girl, postally used in Calcutta Dec. 8,1900. The Cer-
man “lhr Lieben, ein Bildchen von Calcutta.”

5 W. Réssler first appears in Thacker’s Indian Directory entries for Calcutta in 1900,
and in most subsequent years until 1915 with premises at 30 Creek Row. He
does not appear in earlier Thacker’s as an independent operator.
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the colonial shopping area in 1890.° His profession is given as artist
in the Certificate of Marriage from October 31%, 1894 between William
and Priscilla Louise Wintgens (“Louisa”), under the heading “British
Subject.” She was a widow, the daughter of a deceased Superintendent
of Police, he a bachelor. She was previously married to Adolphus Edward
Wintgens, then himself a widower in 1888 (cemeteries were busy for
colonists in old Calcutta).” In Thacker’s Indian Directory 1897 Rossler is
listed as an assistant at Bourne & Shepherd’s studio at 8 Chowringhee
road.® This is interesting because Thacker’s entries refer to the year before
they were published, when the information was collected.

Given that the first Réssler Calcutta postcard is postmarked in 1896’
(Fig. 1, Native Ayah), their publication may have been an entrepreneurial
effort preceding the setting up of his very own studio. In the 1900 edi-
tion “W. Roessler, Photographer, 30, Creek Row,” is listed for the first
time in Thacker’s, among a dozen or so major city photographers, which
would make his independent business as a photographer having started

6 Letter to the India Office dated 6 Oct. 1914 by W Rdéssler. IOR-L-P]-6-1343.

7 Certificate of Marriage between between William Réssler and Priscilla Louise
Wintgens, Oct. 31, 1894, Registrar General of Births, Deaths and Marriages,
Bengal. Louise Wintgens (then Strettell) was also listed as a widow when
she married Custave Adolph Wintgens June 1, 1888, Register of Marriages at
St. James Church, Calcutta. All these records were seen at FindMyPast.com,
(02.02.2023). Archive references Z/N/11/8/304 and N-1-204/149 respectively.

8 Thacker’s Indian Directory 1897, Calcutta, Thacker, Spink & Co.; p. 3526. He is also
listed as a Resident living at 29 Convent Road, Entally [Calcutta]. Bourne &
Shepherd had nine named European assistants at studios in Calcutta, Bom-
bay and Simla that year, and for photographic assistants to bounce from firm
to firm was common.

9 Mathur Collection dated Dec. 1, 1896 and postmarked in Calcutta, December
2,1896.
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in 1899."° He will continue to appear at 30 Creek Row through the 1915
edition of Thacker’s.™

Interferences and cultural transfers between India and Europe
around 1900

Germans and Austrians were welcomed by Indians. There were many
such photographers working in India at the time, including Thomas
Paar, another Austrian who had a studio in Darjeeling, the Himalayan
hill station frequented by Calcutta’s elite and tourists in the summer
(Paar was also an early postcard publisher).” The freedom movement
was beginning to get traction (the Congress Party had been formed
in 1885). Bengal would soon be rocked by the Swadeshi (“self-rule”)
movement among educated and middle-class Bengalis undergoing an
intellectual and political renaissance that would bring the city’s Ra-
bindranath Tagore the first Nobel Prize awarded to an Indian in 1913. In
the words of the fine chronicler of the city, Krishna Dutta, “during the
second half of the nineteenth century..beneath the surface there was
a gradual deterioration of the relationship between the rulers and the
ruled.”

We know from Fritz Schleicher, the German entrepreneur and man-
ager of the pioneering Ravi Varma Press in Bombay, the first publisher of
postcards printed in India in 1898, who told a German paper magazine

10 Heis listed in Thacker’s Indian Directory, Calcutta, Thacker, Spink & Co., 1900;
p. 375, and the 1899 date is also mentioned in a letter from W. Réssler to the
India Office, 6™ October 1914, IOR-L-PJ-6-1343.

M Rossler is shown in Thacker’s intermittently in 1903, 1906, 1910, 1912, 1914 and
1915, in all cases at 30 Creek Row, this after a non-exhaustive search of Thacker’s
over this period.

12 Many thanks to Clare Harris for this fact and reference, which was disclosed in
a suit against him in the Times of India, September 1, 1916. Paar was a prolific
publisher of court-sized cards of Darjeeling.

13 Dutta, Krishna, Calcutta A Cultural and Literary History, Oxford, Singal Books,
2003; p. 11.
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in 1906 that “in recent years natives have more strongly than ever felt that
colonialism was impossible to endure” and that they prefer “to purchase
as little from English businesses and favor unfamiliar merchants.”* 1
point this out here because what may have given Rossler an initial ad-
vantage in his business would later prove fateful—he was both an out-
sider to India, and an outsider within the British colonial apparatus that
governed it.

Rossler was not one of Calcutta’s major photographers. Few of his
photographs seem to survive in the albums of British residents who
returned home with them. Calcutta was home to great photography
firms such as Bourne & Shepherd (founded 1864) and Johnston and
Hoffmann (1880). One wonders if his clients were not mainly continen-
tal Europeans—for there were quite a few central European merchants,
photographers, artists, archaeologists, and scholars that came out to
serve as co-colonists. Many were genuinely interested in this distant
civilization. Most of Réssler’s postcards in fact were sent by Central
Europeans (Germans, Austrians, Hungarians, Czechs and Italians).
William Rossler may or may not have been related to the family of
Arthur Rossler (1871-1955), the renowned Secession art critic and theo-
rist, or Rudolf Réssler, a lithographer listed as active in Vienna in 1907."
He certainly was educated, as one would guess from his meticulous
handwriting in later letters and the postcards he himself mailed, one
to Dr. Leo Bouchal, the head of the Austrian Geographer’s Society.’® In
any case, he may also have been pursuing other, less visible businesses

14 Schleicher elaborated was later quoted in the article as saying that “the hate
against the British goes so far, that a Victoria driver did not want to take a fare
further because he was smoking an English cigarette, and a shopkeeper de-
clined another customer because he wore American boots (American because
of language being taken for English).” Papier Zeitung No. 57 (19 July) 1906. Many
thanks to Helmfried Luers, editor of The Postcard Collector, for this information.

15 Khan, Omar, Paper Jewels Postcards from the Raj, Ahmedabad, Mapin Publishing/
Alkazi Foundation for the Arts; p. 52. Rudolf Réssler is listed in the records of
the Albertina, Vienna.

16  Personal communication from Ratnesh Mathur, Dec. 19, 2018, referring to
a postcard sent by Rossler on October 21, 1897 from a Calcutta address (8,
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in Calcutta: he sent one of his own postcards to Karl Hatta in Bohemia,
Austria, in English, “A merry Xmas and a happy New Year to you” and
signed it as the representative of another firm."”

The postcard: a European invention and its introduction
in India

The concept of the postcard was invented by an Austrian in 1869, and it
is no accident that Rossler had his Calcutta series printed there, most

6™ district. There, lithographic presses weighing hun-

likely in Vienna’s
dreds of kilos were fit into the basement rooms of five storied Hapsburg
apartment buildings with large courtyards, small business at its best.
Printers vied to bring out the most colorful and resonant examples of
lithographic printing; sunsets were a competitive battlefield. The more
colors, crayons and paper could dazzle the eye like fine pastries the
better. Vienna was the cutting-edge of European postcard manufac-
ture around 1895. In 1897, the tri-language (English, German, French)
journal The Illustrated Post-card, the “Official Organ of the ‘International
Association of Collectors of Illustrated Postcards’, Vienna’ heralded
this new illustrated mass communications medium. It focused on
printing processes and examples of fine art. The Czech (Roessler’s Bo-
hemia is now part of the Czech Republic) Art Nouveau painter Alphonse
Mucha designed postcards and flagship 6 district printer Philipp &
Kramer’s exquisitely designed works for the medium today command
the highest praise and prices. “Postcard printing is one of the most
beautiful branches of lithographic art,” wrote Oscar Meta, a master
printer in a trade journal in Vienna in 1898.” High technical aptitude

Chowringhee road). As discussed above, this was the address of Bourne &
Shepherd, where he was apparently still employed as an assistant.

17 Postmarked Calcutta December 3, 1898, Author’s Collection. He signs it [Recto]
“W. Rossler Representierung [Representing] J.G.d.A. [sp?].”

18  Meta, Oscar, Freie Kiinste Fachblatt fiir die Lithografie, Steindruckerei und Buchdru-
ckerei [Journal of Lithography, Stone Printing and Book Printing], Vienna, Leipzig,
No.1,1898/1; p. 34.
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was demanded. The design had to be inscribed finely with a burin on
limestone, on separate twenty-five kilo blocks for each major color. The
choice of dyes and chalks (Oscar Meta recommended “Bologna chalk™?)
was critical.?® The registration of stone vs. paper had to be perfect each
time to not look even slightly mis-printed, which many early cards
do, including Rossler’s Calcutta cards as close examination bears wit-
ness—image titles can be a little misaligned, colors bleed beyond the
outlines (see below).” The size of the printing “bow” or unit on many
of these presses allowed for 20-24 postcard sized images to be sent
through at one time. Bows were worked on for days, as paper had to dry
properly before the next of a dozen or more colors was applied. The type
of paper and how it absorbed inks mattered. Titles and any inscriptions
on the back (“electrotype”) had to be run separately.”” Every choice was
costly and consequential. Many firsts in postcard publishing were cele-
brated in The Illustrated Post-Card. These included the first artist-signed
postcards of India in July 1898 by the Viennese landscape painter Josef
Hoffman (1831-1904).” The same issue advertised a series of eighteen
postcards “in finest display” of “Calcutta, Himalaya” by Hugo Bolke at 12
Government Lane, Calcutta (only one of which I have ever seen).** This
was at least eighteen months after the first Rossler card was postmarked
December 2, 1896 in Calcutta.

Yet it hardly came too soon: local competitors like Johnston & Hoft-
mann and retailer Thacker, Spink & Co. released similar lithographic

19 Ibid., No. 3,1 Feb 1898; p. 33.

20 Ibid., No.12; p. 183.

21 Rossler’s Greetings from India cards often have the elephant grossly misaligned,
which makes me think it might have been printed earlier than some of the
Calcutta cards.

22 Ibid., No. 3,1 Feb1898; p. 33.

23 Dielllustrierte Postkarte. The Illustrated Post-Card. La Carte Postale Illustrée.Vi-
enna, No. 7,July 1,1898; p. 15.

24 1bid.; p. 14. The single Bolke card known to me thus far is Greetings from Dar-
jeeling, a three-panel court-sized lithograph dated March 18, 1898, Mathur Col-
lection.
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multi-view “Greetings from” Calcutta postcards by the end of 1897.%
(Incidentally, the first cards of India published in Britain are from
1902,%¢ the colonial metropolis more advanced than the motherland.) A
large part of the initial regional and global market, as The Illustrated Post-
Card articles and notes from correspondents makes clear, was driven by
collectors. Many of these were women: postcard albums were usually
put together by women, most cards from India and even these very early
Calcutta cards by W. Rossler & Co. were sent to women. Female aesthetic
tastes and portraits were integral to the postcard’s rise.””

Fig. 12: “Snake Charmers”, Omar Khan Collection.

25  Examples in the Mathur Collection (Greetings from Calcutta, Thacker, Spink &
Co., postmarked December 1897), and Author’s Collection (Greetings from Cal-
cutta, Johnston & Hoffmann, postmarked Calcutta, December 2, 1898).

26  The first British-published postcards from India | have found thus far were
from F. Hartmann & Co., 45 Farringdon Street, London, and were announced in
The Picture Postcard and Collector’s Chronicle, London, Dec. 1902 and advertised in
the February 1903 issue. Hartmann, an indigo merchant with business in India,
helped push the British postal authorities to accept the divided back postcard
in1902.

27  See Khan, Paper Jewels, op.cit.; p. 72.
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International orchestration on many levels brought the product to
market. Rossler would ship photographs from Calcutta to Vienna, the
scenes in these six cards seem mainly to be from his photographs. He
may or may not have worked with a design template, and/or given sug-
gestions to the printer. In Europe proofs were often exchanged between
printer and publisher before the final order was made, and it is hard to
see how Réssler would not have been part of their design. Once settled,
it took a month or two for cards to be shipped back for sale in retail out-
lets like Rossler’s studio on Creek Row, just oft Chowringhee road. Each
print run was one or two thousand postcards, but in those early days a
few hundred might comprise a reasonable order as well.

The Calcutta series: a visual approach

Let us turn to the cards and their performance of the city. All six cards
feature views of Calcutta and two primary subjects or objects, people,
and buildings. There are three or four major images per card aside from
design and vegetal elements and identifying titles. About a quarter of
each postcard, sometimes up to a third, is left blank for a message. This
space sets off the rich color and design of the lithographed area. Each
card has a significant image of Indian “types,” which we will use to refer
to them: Indian Beauty, Native Ayah [Nanny), Nautch [Dancing] Girl, Fakir
[Holy Manl], Snake Charmers, and Bengaleee Babos [Babu or Clerk]. Five
cards are pedestalled with Hindu gods and goddesses. One, Fakir, seems
to balance the old East and the new West. A single card, Nauich Girl, has
only Indian themes on all panels. The cards are of varying quality. Fakir
shows the most blotchiness of color compared, say, to Snake Charmers
(one sender of Fakir in 1898 claimed it was “not particularly beautiful”*).

28  Calcutta Fakir postally used April 14,1898, Mathur Collection. “Den14. April 1898.
Mein liebes Maronitti, hiermit haltest du die letzte der Ansichtskarten, die hier
herausgekommen sind. Wenn sie auch nicht besonders schon ist, so illustrierte
sie doch gut, das ganze indische Leben u. Treiben. Mit besten Griifien an Onkel,
Tante u. Dieter [sp?]. Dein Cousin, Adolf” [“April 14, 1898. My dear Maronitti,
Here you have the last of the postcards that were published here even ifitis not
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One electrotype font is used on one card, another on three, one does not
have “Made in Austria for W. Réssler, Calcutta” in the corner. The mas-
ter-title “Calcutta” is lettered differently on each, and the little image ti-
tles vary in font too. While they may have been intended as a series of
six—the standard for a set—the cards could have been printed at differ-
ent times, even one printer changing methods along the way. The back
isidentical across all six cards. From what we can tell, Réssler only made
one order of this set of Calcutta cards, either separately or together. The
argument for separate printings is strengthened by the fact that around
this time he also published single Greetings from Darjeeling and Greetings
from India lithographic postcards in a similar style, with identical backs,
maybe in smaller volumes than the Calcutta set.”” These were, after all,
start-up days for printers in Austria. Rossler was just emerging on his
own, the medium was certainly brand new to India.

Four postcards are dominated by Western buildings, and they seem
to take up the most visual space, about a quarter to a third across the
cards, maybe just a bit more than the people. Postcards are an exten-
sion of architecture—if you cannot visit the place, it visits you. “Histor-
ical monuments, one can argue, live their modern lives primarily as im-
ages,” writes Tapati Guha-Thakurta.*® We should also note how sharply
buildings and people are separated in these cards. Thomas R. Metcalf
describes how “Indian decorative motifs,” among which we can include
the people and deities sprinkled throughout the cards, “one might say,

particularly beautiful, it does illustrate Indian life and drive. With best wishes
to Uncle, Auntie and Dieter [sp?]. Your cousin Adolf"]

29  The Greetings from India cards (postmarks go back to Jan. 7,1897) seem affected
by a registration problem alluded to above (fn. 21). Réssler’s Greetings from Dar-
jeeling postcard (postmarked Calcutta 2 January 1900, Author’s Collection) uses
what may be an image of Sherap Gyatso, the much-photographed lama iden-
tified by Clare Harris in Photography in Tibet; p. 41—42. He is a bit indistinct and
is holding his prayer wheel in his left hand, suggesting that if the basis was a
photograph, it was reversed along the way.

30  Guha-Thakurta, Tapati, “The Compulsions of Visual Representation in Colonial
India,” in: Pelizzari, Maria Antonella (ed.), Traces of India, Montreal/New Haven,
Canadian Centre for Architecture/Yale Center for British Art, 2003; p. 110.
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had much in common with a classically styled architecture in India. The
one announced a fascination with India, the other an assertion of con-
trol over it, but neither constructed a vision that incorporated these peo-
ple and their buildings in an architecture of empire.”*" The most differ-
ent card of the six and interesting for its dialectic is Indian Beauty. The
sprawling Roman Government House that symbolized British Calcutta
pours outwards to a seated woman who visually stops it cold. Beneath
her feet, people are being cremated. Whether or not the composer was
evoking the city’s chief patron, the goddess Kali, is not known. Nicely
woven atop a Grecian column on the woman's right sits another god,
Ganesha, overlooking the city and also silently confronting the thrust of
Government House. The contrast of Western buildings and Indian peo-
ple and powers is a theme across all the cards. No Europeans are shown
on any of the six cards.

“Architecture represented the authority of Britain’s Raj in the colo-
nial city from the outset,” writes Metcalf. “By its very nature, indeed, the
colonial city embodied an assertion of conquest. Two buildings, placed
strategically at its very heart, made visible its essential character: a mas-
sive fort and an imposing Government House.”* The many photographs
in albums of Calcutta’s premiere building in albums of former British
residents, other postcards like a popular interior shot in Government
House of a huge Grecian-columned room with chandeliers®® make the
building’s iconic status for Europeans clear. “Isolated at the head of
the Calcutta maidan,” writes Metcalf, “in its own extensive compound,
marked by neo-classical gates crowned by lions, without even trees to
obscure the view, the Government House loomed over the city, so that all
might see, and appreciate, the power of the Raj.”* In the message area
of this card, sent on November 24, 1898 from Calcutta to a Miss Jane P.

31 Metcalf, Thomas R., An Imperial Vision Indian Architecture and Britain’s Raj, Lon-
don, Faber & Faber, 1989; p. 18.

32 |bid; p. 8.

33 Calcutta. Government House Throne Room was a popular view, both in black and
white and hand-tinted collotype versions published by D. Macropolo & Co.

34 Metcalf, An Imperial Vision; p. 14.
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Barnes at the Hotel Britannique in Naples, Italy, a sender who goes by
“Restless Spirit” offers choice verses in German,* tossing the card into
yet another dimension:

Summer takes with it the flower’s bloom
Which allowed us such brief laughter

A cold wind growls through forest and floors
And rolls life’s lint at our feet

What leaves, what leaves

Best wishes from Restless Spirit.

Most of Rossler’s Calcutta cards that have survived have messages on
them. While these remain particular and at times deeply meaningful to
the people involved in a way that we cannot fathom today, they remind
us that the visual terrain of a postcard can be no less significant than the
words that are threaded through it.

Back to postcards sans messages. Western classical buildings domi-
nate the horizontal space on five of the six cards. They are on top in four
of them. About thirty percent of the combined visual spaces, the largest
proportion on the six cards, consists of these modernizing structures:
besides Government House, we see the General Post Office, the Writer’s
Buildings, the High Court (standing firmly against Durga and Pagoda,
taking just a bit more space), and the Great Eastern Hotel and the Tele-
graph Office. The latter two flank Snake Charmers, The two buildings
can barely be contained by their frames with the menacing, protective

35 In2018 | wrote (Paper Jewels; p. 35): “The postcard seems to have the year stamp
of 1895 on it, but because | have found no cards clearly postmarked from 1896,
and the fact that the earliest cards from a number of series start in 1897, | am
inclined to think the 5isan 8, and it was 1898.” (Paper Jewels; p. 32) That, the new
evidence that Réssler card in the Mathur Collection is from 1896, and a closer
look at one cancellation which could be from 1896, make dating this card very
difficult, but the Naples 189X cancellation seems most likely to be 1898, but
1895 cannot be ruled out.

36  [Verso] Der Sommer entflieht mit ihm die Bliitenpracht / Die uns so trost so wonning-
zugelacht / Ein Kalter Wind durch Wald und Flurengrollt / Des Lebens Lenz uns vor die
Fusserollt | Welke Blaetter, Welke Blaetter / Herzliche GriifSe vom Restless Spirit.
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goddess Durga between them. Adjacent to the message space a snake
charmer offers a melody to a cobra. The tension and color in Snake
Charmers rewards looking more closely and unpacking the tiny titles.
As one’s eye travels along its contours and the palm fronds, noticing
the pink and blue alterations in block-shadowed letters that proclaim
“CALCUTTA,” and the careful arrangement of people and carriages on
the roads it seems as if a moving picture has been spun out of nothing.
The Telegraph Office and Great Eastern Hotel were portals of commu-
nication with the homeland for colonists, the primary customer for
Rassler, evoking the people and news going in and out of the city. It is
hard to overestimate the importance of the telegraph to European resi-
dents. Introduced to India in 1840, the Telegraph Office was built in the
1870s. As Megan Easton Ellis writes: “A brief recital of communication
timings demonstrates the irruptive powers of the telegraph ... In 1868, a
telegraph sent from Calcutta to Karachi took 17 hours and 48 minutes to
transmit. By 1870, the same message transmitted in a blistering speed
of 4 hours and 43 minutes. In 1875, a telegraph was transmitted from
London to Bombay in five minutes.” The acre-sized Great Eastern Hotel
(1851) in the top left of Snake Charmers was described “one of the largest
and best appointed hotels in India,” whose “average stock of wines and
spirits kept for the hotel’s requirements is of a value of £20,000, while
the assortments of preserved food dainties of every description in its
storage sections represents the choicest comestibles that the world can
supply.”®

We should add that hotels were frequent subjects of early postcards,
often commissioned by them to advertise their availability, a viral invite
from sender to receiver, just as each of Rdssler’s six cards was silently
prefacing “Greetings from” to “Calcutta.” The crudest of the six cards, dis-
cussed earlier, is Fakir.

37  Robb Eaton, Megan, Print and the Urdu Public, New York, Oxford University
Press, 2021; p. 64. Eléonore Muhidine’s India collection has an analogous post-
card of a modern telephone exchange.

38  Macmillan, Allister, Seaports of India Ceylon, London, W H & L Collingridge, 1928;
p.108.
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Fig. 13: Kolkata, The “Black Hole” Memorial, symbol of
British colonial system in India.

Amazingly, although it is virtually impossible to find an example of a
publisher or photographer expressing their perspective or intentions on
a postcard, we have an example of Fakir which was sent by Rdssler in his
own handwriting! It is one of at least four signed and sent by him, sug-
gesting an enthusiastic proponent of his own product. On a copy of Fakir
sent from Calcutta to S. Gouthier, Esq. Turkenstrasse 95 [Turk’s Street],
Munich, Germany, Rossler writes: “30. December 1897. When one looks
more closely at certain inhabitants of these lands, one starts to compre-
hend Darwin’s theory. W Réssler.”® Rossler’s text reminds us that while
meaning could or could not be resident in a postcard, or its maker’s in-
tentions, the perceptual apparatus the viewer brought to bear was part of
the story, nudged or not by words. Rdssler is connecting his set of beliefs
to the scientific theory of evolution, as racism so often is and was. Many
participants in colonial postcard exchange wore similar filters and would
have seen in the arrangement of figures and spaces their own sentiments
about Indians and superior Western culture. For them, Réssler’s Indi-
ans arranged in frames in each of the postcards are strange and inferior,

39  Original German: “Wenn man gewisse Bewohner dieser Breiten niher betrach-
tet, fangt man an die Darwinische Theorie zu begreifen. W. Réssler.” See also:
Khan, Paper Jewels; p. 42.
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while the buildings are familiar and inviting, symbols of their beneficial
presence. Another sender of Fakir, one Adolf claimed on April 14, 1898
that “it does illustrate Indian life and drive.” The fakir is contrasted with
the defining Hooghly Bridge cutting across the middle of the postcard,
over the river that bisects Calcutta (for a very popular, more crowded sin-
gle view, see Eléonore Muhidine’s The Pontoon Bridge on the Hooghly, 1902).
Once our eyes cross the bridge, a factory tower spews smoke in the dis-
tance.*® To the right of this diagonal axis of the modern, a bathing ghat
juts awkwardly against the frame of the Hooghly Bridge, described by
a postcard sender as “the largest pontoon bridge in the world.”* Built
in 1874, and only meant to last 25 years, the center was “movable so as to
admit of the passage of vessels up and down the river,”**
placed in the 1940s. Each of these postcards is negotiation between mod-
ern European and ancient—or, to Rdssler and much of his community,

and was only re-

primitive—Indian forms and practice.

Fig. 14: Kolkata, The old pontoon bridge (1874).

40 Ibid.; p. 43.

41 CALCUTTA The Hooghly Bridge, C. Valsecchi & Co., Calcutta, postally used May
7,1907 sent to Mrs. W.). Hamlin in New Jersey, USA, Mathur Collection.

42 A Handbook for Travellers in India Burma and Ceylon, London, John Murray, 1938;
p. 106.
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Postcards and architectural views in the colonial context

Rossler’s cards were part of a shared visual vocabulary. Another very early
popular card of the city, Calcutta, a single-image lithograph by Budapest-
based Cosmos-Publishing also emphasized the modern part of the city,
neo-classical buildings with inset columns and billowing red-and-white
Parisian-style blinds. Thacker, Spink & Co. offered its own multi-view,
court-sized black and white halftones as early as 1898, featuring harbour
scenes where European ships dominated.® They also published a three-
panelled Hindoo Temple, Jain Temple Manicktola with a Hindoo Fakir in the
same left pole position as in Réssler’s Fakir postcard. D. Macropolo & Co.,
the Raj’s largest tobacco retailer, offered multi-view lithographic post-
cards by 1900, including a Greetings from India that was strikingly simi-
lar to Réssler’s in lettering and colors, three identical images arranged
slightly differently.** Johnston & Hoffman, Rssler’s former employer,
would also opt for the multi-view lithograph Greetings from Calcutta, with
two panels intertwined among palm fronds and curling around the Tele-
graph Office and a tram rolling into the distance while native boats crowd
on the riverbank between scores of fuzzy black bodies like those in the
right pane of Rossler’s Fakir. Still, prejudice wrapped in beauty need not
be the only part of the story in these cards.

Bengali Babos [Babu] includes two more buildings key to representing
the Raj. The Post Office was another temple to communication, opened

43 Court-sized collotype versions of Shipping on the Hooghly, Thacker, Spink & Co.,
Calcutta, c. 1898 and 1900 are good examples. An earlier version (1898?) has
elaborate palms around ship sails spilling out of the vignette image covering
about a third of the court-sized card. A little later (1900?) the same space was
occupied by the sailboats in a rectangular frame without the design fussiness
and a printed title in the front, illustrating how quickly styles and maybe costs
changed in the postcard market.

44  An example of the Macropolo version was postally used September 10, 1899,
Author’s Collection. This was said to be printed in Italy, which suggests that de-
sign elements could belong to the publisher or be sent from one printer to the
other, or perhaps most likely held in some form by the publisher, e.g. Rossler.
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in 1865, the largest in India, said to have been constructed on the “Black
Hole” where many Europeans died during an Indian uprising.

Fig. 15: Bengali Babos, Collection Omar Khan.

The Writer’s Buildings is where all the men who came out to India to
make their fortunes in the East India Company began their work (they
“wrote” an exam for the privilege) and by now housed the Bengal state
government. The horizontal spread—¢“expressing the expanding power
of the British Raj as it grew to encompass all of India,” in Metcalf’s
words*—is the cleanest looking. So as is the deft splicing together two
corners of the maidan into one visual line with a palm tree. The neatly
clad babu is welcoming you to the city, with an umbrella that shields
and separates him from the buildings. He conveys a certain authority
over his space including the long white writing surface spread in front
of him.* The Palladian columns of the Post Office in the panel above
extend his halo. He is not the same type as the fakir, perhaps a step up
the species ladder, Herr Réssler? It is hard to tell of course. “Properly a

45  Metcalf, An Imperial Vision; p. 12.

46  TheIndian painter M.V. Dhurandhar’s signed postcard Bengalee Babu, Unknown
Publisher, Bombay, c. 1904 is a more complex portrait of this oft-maligned type.
See Khan, Paper Jewels; p. 37.
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term of respect attached to a name, like Master or Mr., and formerly in
some parts of Hindustan applied to certain persons of distinction,” went
Hobson-Jobson, the bible of Raj terminology (1903) when explaining that
babu, “in Bengal and elsewhere, among Anglo-Indians, it is often used
with a slight savour of disparagement, as characterizing a superficially
cultivated, but too often effeminate, Bengali.”*

Maybe. The babu also represented a certain balance between the
European and the Indian. The Maharashtrian postcard artist M.V. Dhu-
randhar had a much more sympathetic Bengalee Babu with the umbrella
on his side in dhoti and waist jacket. In short, people read the babu many
ways, and Rossler’s card lets you do that. The owner of the card seems
to appreciate his, and simply marked it with initials in the bottom right
corner, something like G.E.D. 1/797, in careful (but careless!) pen strokes
next to “W. Rossler Calcutta.” While postcards can and do engage peo-
ple’s prejudices and assumptions, they can also deflect and recast them,
as the Babu might to those who have the receptivity to see him in other
ways. The very putting of things, people and place into play is what made
these early lithographic cards appealing. Not to say that postcards do
not embody a maker’s—photographer’s, designer’s, lithographer’s—bi-
ases, which may be unambiguous to them and contradictory, but that
those intentions can be moderated, intensified, contradicted by their
juxtaposition in the early lithographic multi-view postcard. Whether or
not Réssler’s six Calcutta lithographs were successful commercially is
hard to tell. They are postmarked well into the early 1900s. Réssler put
out black and white single image court-sized collotypes around the time
he opened his store in 1899, including of images that he had used in the
lithographic cards like CALCUTTA. Nautch Girl.*®

One of Rossler's early collotypes, Government House—Calcutta,
showed the building’s other side and was made likely from a photo-

47  Yule, Henry; Burnell, A.C., Hobson-Jobson, London, John Murray, 1903; p. 44. The
definition of Babu continues: “And from the extensive employment of the class,
to which the term was applied as a title, in the capacity of clerks in English
offices, the word has come often to signify 'a native clerk who writes English."

48  See: Khan, Paper Jewels; p. 40.
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graph that was also used by Thacker, Spink & Co. in a hand-tinted colour
version,* suggesting that Réssler licensed some of his images. From
this angle, the building seems to spread its wings.

Fig. 16: Government House—Calcutta, Rissler, Omar
Khan Collection.

Note the telephone wires not airbrushed out by either publisher.
Barely twenty years old, they were fresh as daisies to Calcutta’s resi-
dents. Rassler’s collotypes are rich in tone, with compelling portraits
like Bengali Girl and Bengal Village Scene.>® Many of the collotypes like Gov-
ernment House—Calcutta were of course of buildings already discussed,
some in multiple views. This “colonial adaptation of the Palladian style”
as Lord Curzon described it, was still strong and desirable in Curzon’s
opinion for the Victoria Memorial he was about to help design, more
than a century after Government House, but needed adjustments for
its “severity,” an index perhaps of what (little) had changed.’* Even with

49  Government House—CALCUTTA., coloured collotype, Thacker, Spink & Co., Cal-
cutta, c. 1902, p.u. Lahore 25.8.04, Author’s Collection.

50  Bengali Girl, W. Rossler, court-sized collotype, sent to a Mrs. Agnes Rossler in
Bohemia, Austria, and signed from “W & L,” postmarked Calcutta Dec. 13,1908
[71, Author’s Collection. For Bengal Village Scene, W. Rossler, court-sized collo-
type, see Khan, Paper Jewels; p. 36.

51 Metcalf, An Imperial Vision; p. 235.
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collotype postcards (“Made in Austria”), commercial success seems to
have been elusive for Rgssler. Their quality was high, but it is hard to find
examples today, suggesting that the batches were small. He did make
it into regular-sized collotype postcards around 1901-02, but these too
are uncommon compared to those of competitors previously cited, all
of whom published postcards in much larger volumes in the first years
after 1900.

Rdssler’s impossible return to India

By 1905, Rossler seems to have abandoned the postcard business alto-
gether. The first but minor player, just like lithographic cards were to
collotypes and all that followed. Unforeseen for him, William Réssler’s
adventures were only beginning. Whatever he might have thought or
intended to illustrate with his postcards about East and West, the colo-
nial coalition was to fracture, severely jolting his own relationship to
the city. On April 17, 1913 Louisa Rossler died of “vascular disease of the
heart and edema of the lungs.”* In November that year he would marry
again the widow Margaret S. (“Carrie”) Greiff from a Bengal civil family
of modest means and of German origin. Her former husband was a
stationmaster, her brother a pensioner in England.*® Five months later,
the newly-weds appear in the Times of India on the “list of passengers
proceeding to Trieste and Venice via intermediate ports, per Austrian
Lloyd’s steamer Gablonz on the 1st May from the Alexandra Dock No.

52 Burials at the Military Cemetery of Fort William Bengal Archdiocese of Calcutta
entry for April 13,1913; p. 204, N-1-389, seen on FindmyPast.com, February 2023.

53  See letter dated 6 October 1914 from ].C. Greiff to the India Office, IOR-L-P]-6-
1343. Margaret S. gave birth to a daughter, Margaret Beryl, on Dec. 4, 1893 in
Khagole, Bengal, where her husband, Julius A. S. Greiff, is described in the
record as a Stationmaster, Parish register transcripts from the Presidency of
Bengal, N-1-286. In another record, her father, Julius Creiff is described as a
“Guard, E.I.R. [East Indian Railways],” Birth record for Lionel Walter Kirkpatrick,
May 17, 1885 in: Asanol Bengal, Parish Record Transcripts from Bengal, Record
N-1-202 both seen on FindmyPast.com February 2023.
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4 [Bombay]. The medical inspection of the saloon passengers with take
place at the Alexandra Dock Shed No. 4 on the same day at 1-30 a.m.
Deck passengers and Native servants must be present at the port Health
Disinfecting Station, Frere Road, near Prince’s Dock, with all their luggage
and kit, at 9 a.m. sharp.””* Three months later, in August 1914, World
War I broke out. Two months later this letter was received by the Chief
Secretary to the Govt. of India, Bengal, and then apparently copied to
the Secretary to the Govt. of India, Home Department, Delhi:

“To the India Office.

Sir,

The undersigned, an Austrian Subject of over 50 years of age, who has
been living in Calcutta since 1898 and has a photographic business
there since 1899 left Calcutta at the end of April last year with his wife
to pay a visit to his people in Bohemia.

Now he finds himself unable to return to India and therefore ad-
dresses the India Office if they could furnish him with the necessary
papers for a safe return...

Alinein reply at an early date will much oblige.

Yours etc.

W. Rossler

c/o Mrs. Lydia Sebald, Internazional Traktsgesellschaft, 23 Nonnen-
weg, Basel, Switzerland ™

His request was not granted. Later that month he wrote again to the
Home Department in Delhi:

“He is anxious to become a British subject, because all his interests are
in India. It may be mentioned here that he is over 50 years of age. His
wife was bornin India and has passed all her life there. Four of her chil-
dren2sonsand 2 daughtersareinIndia and the younger of the latteris

54  The Times of India, Bombay, April 29, 1914; p. 10.
55  Letter to the India Office from W. Réssler, dated October 6, 1914, |OR-L-P]-6-
1343.
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depending on him for support. The undersigned has tried every possi-
ble means for obtaining the necessary papers for a safe return to India
but has failed up to now. Having been advised by the British Consul in
Cenevatoapply to India fora permitto return he applied, through lack

of information, to the Foreign Office. Please address. W. Rossler”®

The second letter was filled with a list of references including “the offi-
cial Trustee of Bengal, whose tenant he has been for over 17 years” [this
would put Réssler’s going into business in 1897, within a year of the first
postcards] and other senior civil officials. On December 1™ aletter in
Rossler’s neat handwriting, each word slowly pressed into paper, was
sent to the Secretary of State for India in London: “The undersigned is in
great distress and begs the India Office to grant him a conditional permit
for areturnto India ... his distress increases with each single day of delay,
he most earnestly prays the India Office for help, by granting him such a

757 Six days later he is again referred to the authorities in India

permit ..
by an Assistant Secretary. The British government could not see him as
an ally, even after so many years supporting the colonial enterprise and
marrying a British woman. Government House now condemned him.
The prejudice against Indians thathad in part driven the British com-
munity in Calcutta was quickly directed against Germans and Austrians.
In the crisis leading up to the break out of war, the a European Associ-
ation of Calcutta’s request called “attention to the strong public feeling
that exists in India in favour of taking drastic steps for the immediate
internment of all German and Austrian aliens who are now residing at
large in that country;” it was discussed in the House of Commons.*® In-

deed, originally Austrian photographers like Thomas Paar and German

56  Letter to the Secretary to the Government of India, Home Dept. Delhi from
W. Rossler, received Dec. 18, 1914. The original letter was received by the Chief
Secretary to the Government of Bengal on October 22, 1914. IOR-L-P]-6-1343.

57  Letter to the Secretary of State for India from W. Rossler, December 11,1914, to
the India Office IOR-L-P]-6-1343.

58  Copy Questions discussed in the House of Commons on Thursday, 16 Septem-
ber 1915 referring to two letters from June 12 and August 15, 1915 from the Eu-
ropean Association of Calcutta IOR-L-P]-6-1400 3602.
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ones would see their businesses destroyed.”” Many were sent to camps
like Ahmednagar, admittedly a rather open camp where some German-
speaking lithographers could pass the time making amateur postcards
showing themselves suffering in the sun and send them to relatives in
Germany.®® The treatment of Rossler’s many petitions to the India Of-
fice over the years was not exceptional: American citizens of Swiss ori-

gin were restricted in travel,*"

German wives of inmates at Ahmednagar
were sent back home despite protesting medical conditions,** neutral
citizens like those from Switzerland who were suspected of pro-German
sympathies were prevented from returning to employment in Bombay,*
and more.*

Longstanding relationships that had been formed among colonists
were dissolved, whether on the basis of their citizenship, national ori-

gin, or stated or private opinions. Anyone had the privilege of becoming

59  Thomas Paar’s photography business was listed under the heading “Winding
Up Hostile Firms,” August 5, 1916 in The Times of India, Simla, Aug. 7, 1907, as
was the business of Fritz Capp, photographer of Calcutta and Dacca.

60  Frohliche Weihnacht, for example, is a crude, hand-made lithographic card
showing a European seating in the sun and sent from “H. Pome, “Prisoners of
war Camp Ahmednagar 19.11.19” to Fraulein M. Pome in Austria, Author’s Col-
lection. This camp held over 1,100 prisoners by August 1915, per Communique
from the Home Dept. August 13, 1915, IOR-L-P]-6-1399 (3517).

61  See the case of an American citizen, O. Nussman, whose travel was restricted
leading to protests by the American authorities in 1915, IOR-L-P]-6-1399 (3517).

62  See the case of Frau Rosenthal, “Cerman lady in India,” wife of an inmate at
Ahmednagar, and mother of a young child who apparently was sent back to
Germany in 1916 despite a request from the American government to treat her
case with sympathy, IOR-PJ-6-1427 (573).

63  See the case of the exclusion of Mr. Oscar Bruderer “on account of strong pro-
German sympathies,” as communicated by the India Office to the Foreign Of-
fice on October 26, 1915, IOR-L-PJ-6-1403 (4024—4028).

64  See for example the voluminous file and discussion of this subject as it ap-
plied to citizens of the US, Sweden, Norway, Denmark and Switzerland under-
going special scrutiny, IOR-L-P}-6-1411 (4487) and the examination of letters
and other material to solicit their true sympathies, IOR-L-P}-6-1444 (2503).
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an alien. On June 1%, 1915 The Times of India carried this story under the
headline Calcutta German Killed:

“At least one citizen of Calcutta, who has been killed on the German
side fighting against his will, too, was Mr. W. Réssler, a photographer...
When the war broke out he was swept, despite his protestations of ill-
health and age (he was over 50), into the army and was killed at Neuve
Chapelle [France] after being at the front only two days. A pathetic let-
ter from his death and herarrival in London whither she has been sent

by the German Government.”®

Only nothing of the sort happened. His wife, Carrie Rossler was actually

with him in Basel, Switzerland, appealing to the Under Secretary of State

for India:

“Forin our distress we are at a loss what to do, unless we appeal to your
goodness... We are informed that during the continuance of the war a
permit cannot be granted us to return to India. Under these circum-
stance we are simply left to face misery, ruin & starvation, for all the
time we are away from our home in Calcutta, we have no sort of in-
come, & our home & property may all be destroyed. We have had only

one letter from our children in India..”

Like Rossler’s, her neat script suggests someone of education and liter-

acy. Around the time Rossler was reported killed, her brother was writ-

ing similar pleading letters, recounting her four children in Calcutta, all

British subjects, three young, one “working as an engineer on a govern-

ment steamer.””” The bureaucracy remained unmoved. In July 1918, “af-

ter finally turning his back on his native land ki January 1916) and liv-

ing over one year and a halfin Switzerland,” and receiving “a formal dis-

charge from Austrian citizenship,” from Zurich he “most earnestly begs

65
66

67

The Times of India, Bombay June 1, 1915; p. 8.

Letter to the Under Secretary of State for India, Public Department, London,
from Carrie Rossler, December 28, 1914, IOR-L-P]-6-1343.

Letter to the Under Secretary of State for India, India Office, London from J. C.
Greiff, April 17, 1915. IOR-L-PJ-6-1343.
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that the plea of a perishing victim of circumstance may be acceded to
and has the honour to be Sir Most Respectfully Yours W. Réssler.”*® But
this is impossible, for now it has come out that he may have served with
the German army, another flag for Government who also know about the
(false) report thathe was killed. Itis hard to know how and why the report
of his demise may have been manufactured, but it is possible that there
is a grain of truth in it, that he was conscripted to the front —though why
the German front in France and not the Austrian in the Balkans? Maybe
he was in Germany, trying to flee the Austrian authorities, and staged
his death by newspaper to flee to Switzerland, a neutral country from
where petitions, however, started coming in October 1914. We likely will
never know. Finally, when the war was over, Lord Curzon, who served as
Viceroy in Calcutta (1899-1905) during Rdssler’s time interceded on his
behalf.

In August 1919 the official in charge cautions Curzon that:

“Mr. Rossler does not always appear to have been strictly accurate in
the statements which he has made relative to his movements since
the beginning of the war: thus he informed the Passport Office here
that he had not been to Germany since 1914 when he and his wife were
travellingin German and Austria from 1914 up to and including1916. In
1914 the Indian Government refused him permission to return to India

on the ground of his being an enemy alien”®

The sticking point, and opportunity as outlined by Government now was
that he had to get the new Czecho-Slovak authorities ruling Bohemia to
acknowledge him as their citizen before he would be granted the per-
mit to go back. He was now the subject of a new nation. The paper trail
in a voluminous file goes cold later in the month, but Réssler seems to
have made his way back to Calcutta soon thereafter. Rossler spent an-
other decade in the city. He is listed in Thacker’s 1925 with a store at 56

68  Letter to the Secretary of State for India, London from W. Réssler, July 1, 1918,
|IOR-L-PJ-6-1343.

69  Letter to Earl Curzon of Kedleston from Horace Rumbold, August 23,1919, IOR-
L-P)-6-1343.
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Bentnick Street, though not as “Photographer.” He died on November
3, 1929 and was buried with Seventh Day Adventist rites in the Military
Cemetery, Calcutta, perhaps a final ignominy to his body. Like postcards,
human beings wove their flags above a network of impermanent connec-
tions and shifting allegiances.
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Greetings from Bombay!
Pictures of Colonial Complexity

Preeti Chopra

Fig. 17: Mumbai. Bombay Bay around 1900. In the
1920s, the British colonial administration carried out
new works to drain the sea and expand the city.

Say you get a post card.” You see a place far away, mostly beautiful,
or at least interesting. You know the sender, why otherwise would they
know your address or anyway send it to you? You can ask yourself: what’s
the message? Does the sender want your company? Is he or she lonely

1 I would like to acknowledge gratefully the support for this research was pro-
vided by the American Academy of Rome, the University of Wisconsin-Madi-
son, Office of the Vice Chancellor for Research and Graduate Education with
funding from the Wisconsin Alumni Research Foundation.
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out there? Or just wants to make you envious? “Hey, I am here, you are
not. I know you can't but would like to. Wouldn't you...2” A message from a
lucky and free acquaintance from a paradisical Erehwon.” Turn the name
of this place the other way around, and you read “Nowhere.” That’s not a
place to be. Then you forget that and look at the image side of your newly
received postcard. There! That’s a place on earth. Greetings from Bom-
bay! Welcome to the historical complexity of colonialism. Postcards give
a glimpse of a place by isolating a building, a view, individuals, from the
larger context. They want to spark something in you, create something
new or revive something old, like nostalgia.

For this essay, I look at a selection of postcards of colonial Bombay
from Eléonore Muhidine’s collection of Bombay postcards. They are not
sent to me. I know the city and will surely go there again when I need
to. I look at them in another way. Historically. I explore the palimpsests
that make up many of these sites to excavate Bombay’s past. One of the
definitions for palimpsest is “a manuscript in which a later writing is
written over an effaced earlier one.” Taking this approach, postcards are
released from the confines of their frame to allow for a nuanced and lay-
ered understanding of Bombay’s architecture in the context of its urban
setting.

The Bombay Fort and its urban design

The Fort was the nucleus of British colonial settlement and the founda-
tion of the town and city of Bombay. The cotton boom of the 1860s en-
couraged the colonial government, under the leadership of Governor Sir

2 Erewhon: or, Over the Range (New York, Modern Library, 1872) is a novel by En-
glish writer Samuel Butler, first published anonymously in 1872, is in an in-
vented country discovered and surveyed by the protagonist. At first Erewhon
appears to be Utopia. The book is a satire on Victorian society.

3 Oxford English Dictionary (OED), second edition (1989). See https://www.oed.c
om/oed2/00169695. (02.02.2023).
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Bartle Frere (1862—67), to finally throw down the ramparts surrounding
the city in 1864, no longer necessary for military purposes.

This opened the plain, transforming the city by creating a vast new
public arena for government offices and public institutions. Urban
projects transformed the Fort area leading to the establishment of a
north-south and east-west axes. These axes were accentuated in the
subsequent decades with the construction of public buildings. The east-
west axis started on the east from the Town Hall, went through the gar-
den at Elphinstone Circle to join Church Gate Street that was adjacent to
public buildings on the western rim, ending most notably with the B.B.
& C.I. Railways Offices Station (1894—96)* and Churchgate Station, and
terminated with an expansive view across Back Bay. The north-south
axis culminated at the northern end with the great Victoria Terminus
(1878-1887) and the Gateway of India (1927) at Apollo Bunder. These
two axes intersected at what is commonly referred as Flora Fountain.’
In Maclean’s Guide of 1889, Rampart Row, which traces of the line of
the old fortification between Apollo and Church Gates and the west-
ern boundary of South Fort, curves northwards to “the ‘Grande Place’
formed at this point,” where “is the Frere Fountain, a very beautiful work
of art.”® Inaugurated in 1869, the fountain was first named after Bombay
Governor Sir Bartle Frere, a central figure in the reshaping of Bombay.

Designed by R. Norman Shaw, the British sculptor James Forsythe
worked on imported Portland stone to sculpt the fountain. The sculp-
tures include four mythological figures as well “Flora,” the Roman god-
dess, whose figure crowns the fountain. The fountain is located at or near
the site of what was Church Gate, one of the gates into the Fort. Church

4 Now the Western Railway Headquarters.

5 Mehrotra, Rahul, “Bazaars in Victorian Arcades: Conserving Bombay’s Historic
Core,” in: Dandekar C., Hemalata (ed.), City Space + Globalization: An Interna-
tional Perspective, Chicago, University of Michigan, 1998; p.46-53.

6 Maclean Mackenzie, James, Guide to Bombay: Historical, Statistical, and De-
scriptive (henceforth, Guide to Bombay). Fourteenth Edition, Bombay, Bombay
Cazette Steam Press, 1889; p. 217. “Bazaars in Victorian Arcades” puts the date
for Flora Fountain as 1887, while newspaper articles date the inauguration of
the fountain to 1869. The latter is likely correct.
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Gate Street owes its name to St. Thomas Church, now Cathedral since
around 1838. Certainly by 1910, the fountain was referred to as the “Floral
Fountain” as it is in the postcard. In the image we can see that the foun-
tain was encircled by a grass plot and palm trees. By 1908, these were
removed so that “pedestrians and horse-traffic between the tram lines
and kerb of the fountain” could be accommodated.

Fig. 18: Mumbai, Esplanade Road and Floral Foun-
tain.

In the background to the left, the tree-lined Esplanade Road leads
northward. At the junction of Churchgate and Esplanade Roads stands
the General Post Office, north of which is the Government Telegraph Of-
fice. Beyond these buildings stood the Queen’s Statue, which is not visi-
ble. The General Post Office (1869-72) was designed by J. Trubshawe and
W. Paris, both Architects to Government. W. Paris was also the archi-
tect for the Telegraph Office (1871-74), which was later expanded. These
buildings have been praised for their use of the “Venetian-Gothic” style-
building plans, proportions, the quality of the rich ornamentation on the
front fagade of the Post Office.” The image shows the twin towers, sharply

7 Maclean, Guide to Bombay, op.cit.; p.212-14.
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sloping roofs, an arcade on the lower floor (the two-storey porch at the
entrance is partially veiled by trees).

Although native contributions are mentioned in colonial-era records
and guidebooks in passing, they are intrinsic to the construction of these
buildings. Muncherjee Cowasjee Murzban, a native engineer from the
Parsi community, was the Assistant Engineer in charge of both these
buildings. His biography records an incident related to construction of
the General Post Office, used since 1914 as an adjunct to the General Tele-
graph Office. According to this account, the construction of this building
was based on designs sent out from England by an English architect. The
building was designed in such a way that the entire weight of the two up-
per floors was to fall on the sub-structure of the ground floor comprised
of columns and arches.

The Post Office building: a colonial landmark

As the building construction commenced, Murzban alerted his superior
officer of the inherent weakness of the under-structure. When work on
the super-structure of the two upper floors was almost complete and
roofing had begun, the inadequacy of the stone columns became clear
one had a complete vertical crack. Realizing that a structural collapse
would tarnish the reputation of the Public Works Department (PWD),
Murzban took matters in his own hands and immediately replaced the
cracked column with a new one. Not long after it had been replaced,
several other columns were found to be fractured under the excessive
weight of the superstructure. People in Bombay began to talk about how
the Post Office Building was collapsing, which reached the attention of
the governor of Bombay, Sir Seymour Vesey FitzGerald. It was decided
that the eight columns beneath the two upper floors should be replaced
and Murzban was put in charge. It was a risky enterprise and several In-
dian and European engineers, the Chief Engineer and the Executive En-
gineer stopped by to see how this was being handled. Murzban's success-
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ful resolution of this structural crisis resulted in his promotion.® Even
as Murzban portrayed himself as loyal to the colonial government, it ap-
pears that the tutelage of the British was no longer necessary, for both
native and European engineers learned from his handling of the situa-
tion.

Fig. 19: Mumbai, Crawford Market.

From Floral to Flora Fountain

Floral Fountain was not meant for this location but was planned for the
centre of Victoria Gardens at Byculla by the Agri-horticultural Society
that raised funds for the purpose. After the financial crash of 1865,

8 Murzban, M. M., Leaves from the Life of Khan Bahadur Muncherji Cowasji Murzban,
C. I. E.: with an Introduction containing a life-sketch of Fardunji Murbanji, Bombay,
Furdoonji Byramji Marzban, 1915, p. 47—49. Murzban's son does not give a date
for the building nor the name of the English architect. The General Post Of-
fice, opened on 1 December 1872, was based on designs by ]. Trubshawe and
W. Paris, architects to the government. Murzban was appointed as assistant to
Trubshawe in 1863. See: Furneaux, J. H., Glimpses of India: A Grand Photographic
History of The Land of Antiquity, the vast Empire of the East, Bombay, C. B. Burrows,
1895; p. 214.
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the Society found itself short of funds. Arthur Crawford, president of
the Society and member of the Esplanade Fee Fund Committee, came
to a solution for the latter committee to pay the remaining costs and
establish the fountain at this site.” Opposite the fountain was the newly
constructed and “conspicuous Cathedral High School,” which had a
“medieval feeling” but was constructed in the “Modern Gothic Style”
by J. Adams. Erected at the junction of the Esplanade main road and
Hornby Row (later, Road), it was carefully designed as a pentagon with
two rectangular wings that fronted and were parallel to the roads.™
Instead of the High School, in the image you see the Oriental Buildings,
about which more later.

Fig. 20: Mumbai, Hornby Road in the 1940s.

Merging with Rampart Row at Flora fountain, Hornby Row/Road
curves northwards towards the right, as the western edge of north Fort,
and a reminder of the ramparts. In 1898, design guidelines established
that each building here had to have an arcade. At an urban scale, this
arcade helped to unify the streetscape and give coherence to individual
buildings constructed by different architects, in various architectural
styles. Emphasizing the importance of this urban design intervention in

9 Maclean, op.cit.; p.217.
10 Ibid.; p.218.

13
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strengthening the north-south axis, architect and conservationist Rahul
Mehrotra argued that “This development along Hornby Road connected
the crescent of public buildings south of Flora Fountain (including
Elphinstone College, Sasson [sic] Library, the University and Watsons
[sic] Hotel), unifying disparate elements in the composition of the newly
designed city core.”™

Hornby Road takes us to perhaps the finest Victorian Gothic Revival
building in India, the Great Indian Peninsular Railway Victoria Termi-
nus and Administrative Offices (1878—-87), commonly known as Victoria
Terminus or VT (1878-1887), which is to the right. In England, John
Ruskin and others actively supported Gothic architecture, extolling its
virtue as an artifact of craftsmanship rather than machine production.
Ruskin and other critics of the industrial era romanticized medieval
architecture as representing an era that was more honest and truthful
than their own. By reviving medieval architecture, they hoped that
society might recapture its dignity. Ian Baucom has argued that in the
years following the Revolt of 1857-8 in India, Frere and other govern-
ment officials elected to spend large amounts of money on building
projects in Bombay. They believed in Ruskin’s view that “the identity of
the empire’s subjects was to a significant degree a product of the objects
and structures which they beheld and inhabited. Ruskin had spent years
informing England that there was a direct relationship between the
arrangements of space and the contours of the personality.”* If Indo-
Saracenic architecture aimed to remake the British as indigenous rulers,
Bombay’s Victorian Gothic sought, in a sense, to shape a collective per-
sonality so that the English might remain English, while Indians could
be remade as Englishmen.

1 Mehrotra, Rahul, “Bazaars in Victorian Arcades,” op.cit.; p.47.
12 Baucom, lan, Out of Place: Englishness, Empire, and the Locations of Identity, Prince-
ton, Princeton University Press, 1999; p.79.
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Fig. 21: Mumbai, Victoria Terminus (1888), today
Chhatrapati Shivaji Terminus (CST) in the 1970s.

Buildings in which the Gothic Revival style was combined with Indic
details were confusing for the British, as they simultaneously helped
project a sense of Englishness while producing a clear degree of hy-
bridity, thus revealing the colonial state’s “capacity to collect and exhibit
alterity.” There are many buildings of this type in British Bombay, such
as the Law Courts (1871-9), or the Municipal Buildings (1888-93), but
among the most conspicuous is the magnificent Victoria Terminus. It
is designed by Frederick Williams Stevens and based on G.G. Scott’s
Grand Midland Hotel at St Pancras Station in London (1868-77). It con-
tains Indic details that came from the hands of students and craftsmen
associated with the Bombay School of Art, under the supervision of John
Griffiths. The administrative buildings formed three sides of a square,
enclosing a garden, whose entrance gate was guarded by a huge lion
and tiger carved in stone. A triumphant figure of Progress crowned the
building’s impressive dome, a life-size statue of Queen-Empress Victo-
ria stood in front of the main facade. Commenting on the dome, Davies
notes that “Unlike St Pancras, VT is symmetrical and is surmounted by a
colossal masonry dome, ostensibly ‘the first applied to a Gothic building

13 Ibid.; p. 85.
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on scientific principles, and this claim is probably true.”* Glowing in
his praise of Victoria Terminus, Davies correctly points out that if there
was one critique to be made it would be “in the ratio of its length to its
height.”

Victorian Gothic architecture is associated with verticality, whereas
the large foreground and almost interminable side elevation of the train
shed bordering the road emphasize its horizontality, as can be seen in
this view.” The Victoria Terminus is enmeshed in other popular histo-
ries that shape its meaning. In the second half of the nineteenth century,
Bombay emerged as a major center for Islam, both in the context of its
continental hinterland and as the central hub of a West Indian Ocean
world. Nile Green has uncovered stories that reveal the commonly held
belief that this industrial city was governed by hidden supernatural
forces. One was of the shrine of a Muslim saint, Sayyid Bismillah Shah
Baba, that was built into the very structure of the Victoria Terminus.
Bismillah Shah was a migrant and, similar to other migrant shrines,
his “unknown grave... was ‘rediscovered’ in miraculous circumstances.”
The story, according to oral tradition, suggests that when the railway
was being laid the tracks in this part of the station would surprisingly
disappear or break overnight. Finally, British surveyors and workmen
found out that a Muslim holy man lay buried there. The railway company
paid for the construction of the domed mausoleum that covers Bismil-
lah Shal’s grave, undoubtedly, to ensure that the construction of the
Terminus proceeded smoothly. This then became a site of pilgrimage for
travelers who made a stop here before embarking on their journey.* For
some, it is likely that the saint’s tomb was more important than Victoria
as Queen-Empress, identifying the building with the saint’s protection
instead.

14 Davies, Philip, Splendours of The Raj: British Architecture in India 1660-1947, Har-
mondsworth, Penguin Books, 1985; p.173.

15 Ibid.; pa75.

16  Green, Nile, Bombay Islam: The Religious Economy of the West Indian Ocean,
18401915, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2011; p. 63—64.
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Opposite the Victoria Terminus one can see the Municipal Buildings,
which stands at the junction of two prominent roads. In an editorial in
1888, the Builder noted that there were two opposing theories of how
Anglo-Indian, or in other words, architecture as practiced by the English
in India should take. One theory advocated “adopting or assimilating
native styles” and was illustrated by the prize-winning design by the
architect R.F. Chisholm for the proposed Municipal Offices Buildings in
Bombay. Even though the design won first place it had been abandoned
for reasons unknown. The second theory of Anglo-Indian architecture
was to transpose European forms to India, with minor changes and
the example given in the Builder was of Stevens’s recently built Victoria
Terminus.” Chisholm’s Indo-Saracenic design for the Municipal Build-
ings was never built. Stevens, rather than Chisholm got the commission
to design and build the Municipal Buildings (1888-93) whose gable is
crowned by a winged figure that confidently symbolizes the city as “Urbs
Prima in Indis.” In this and increasingly in the Church Gate Terminus
(1894—96) designed for the Bombay, Baroda and Central Indian Railway,
Stevens tried to marry the Venetian Gothic with the Indo-Saracenic,
the latter effect created mainly through the shape of the domes and
domelets. However, the plan and design of Churchgate terminus is
substantially like the Victoria Terminus. At this time, Stevens also un-
dertook the refashioning of what was the Cathedral School into the
Oriental Buildings at Flora Fountain. In common with Church Gate
Terminus, it also employs “grey facings with bands of white stone dress-
ings.” Of the Oriental Buildings, Davies goes on to say, “It is an evocative
affair with a spiky silhouette of spirelets, turrets and gables looking like
a setting from some tropical Gotterdimmerung... it is an excellent climax
in the townscape”.”®

Apart from Sir Bartle Frere’s active encouragement of the use of the
Gothic Revival style in Bombay in the 1860s, Stamp points to two rea-
sons for its success in Bombay. First, one could find good stone of differ-
ent colors for construction, allowing for the solid construction desired by

17 “Anglo-Indian Architecture”, Builder, 1888/55; p.313.
18  Davies, op.cit.; p.177.
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Gothicists as well as polychromatic detailing by using stones of contrast-
ing colors. Second, Gothic Revival required dynamic architectural sculp-
ture and decoration. This became possible when John Lockwood Kipling
was hired as a professor of Architectural Sculpture at the Bombay School
of Artin1865." Under the supervision of Kipling, students at the Bombay
School began to make marble, stone, and plaster decorations for many
of the public buildings that were coming up in Bombay and Poona. As
Mahrukh Tarapor has noted “Their decorations were particularly note-
worthy for introducing natural forms into much architectural ornament
in India’s official edifices, an innovation.”*° John Griffiths (1838-1918),
teacher of decorative painting, for example, led a group of studentsin the
decorations of the High Court and Victoria Terminus buildings. Partha
Mitter observed that “In the decoration of public buildings in Bombay
under Kipling, students enjoyed giving ‘play to the grotesque and the

fanciful common to Indian and Mediaeval art.”*

Fig. 22: Mumbai, Taj Mahal Hotel (1903) in the
1920s.

19 Stamp, Gavin, “British Architecture in India, 1857-1947", Journal of the Royal So-
ciety of Arts, 1981/129; p. 363.

20 Tarapor, Mahrukh, “John Lockwood Kipling and British Art in India,” Victorian
Studies 24, Indiana University Press, 1980/64; p.53-81.

21 Mitter, Partha, Art and Nationalism in Colonial India, 1850—1922, Cambridge,
Cambridge University Press, 1994; p. 61.
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Apollo Bunder is located at the southern end of the north-south
axis, which is the location of the Indian industrialist Jamsetji N. Tata’s
(1839-1904) impressive and up-to-date Taj Mahal Hotel (“the Taj”), built
in 1903, which became the city’s premier hotel. Adjacent to it was the
Green's Mansions, constructed in 1890 and purchased by the Tata Group
by November 1904 to become the Green's Hotel (“Green’s”), whose edge
is on the right hand of the image.

Apollo Bunder, the Gateway to India

The Taj’s towering central dome at a height of 240 feet is still used by the
Indian Navy “as an official daytime triangulation point” * for its ships.
Apollo Bunder was the main landing place for passengers until 1895 and
a favourite place of resort for Bombay society during the colonial era.”
It was also the place that one of the city’s wealthy shetias might make
their way to. Here were located the racially exclusive Bombay Yacht Club
House (1881) to the east of the Apollo Bunder and the Royal Bombay Yacht
Club Chambers (1895-1897) where natives were only welcome as employ-
ees. In contrast, the Taj and Green's was open to members of all races.
Foregrounding these structures was the final colonial monument built
here in 1927, the Gateway of India, designed by George Wittet, to mark
the place where king-emperor, George V, and Queen Mary, first stepped
ashore in 1911.** Tata’s biographer stated that the impetus behind this
hotel was Tata’s “patriotism and love for the city,”* but a common Bom-
bay tale is that Tata was denied entry into the dining hall of Watson's Es-
planade Hotel and vowed to build a grander hotel where Indians would
not face discrimination. This story is not considered to be true, but it has

22 URL: https://www.tajhotels.com/en-in/taj/taj-mahal-palace-mumbai/stories/
(02.02.2023).

23 Maclean, opcit.; p. 205.

24 Morris, Jan; Winchester, Simon, Stones of Empire: The Buildings of the Raj, London,
Oxford University Press, 1983; p.194-95.

25  Harris, FR., Jamsetji Nusserwanji Tata: A Chronicle of His Life, London, Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1925; p. 77-80.
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survived because it seems like a case where the Empire strikes back, even
though only the very wealthy could afford to patronize the hotel.

The Taj and Green's interrupted the racially exclusive enclaves of the
Yacht Club, to create a middle-ground where the city’s English-speaking
native elite interacted with colonial officials, Indian politicians, expatri-
ates, exiled artists, and many others. The Taj and Green’s were important
venues for jazz, and the art scene, including figures associated with the
Progressives. Rachel Lee makes the case that “The Taj and Green'’s were
key sites in the public cultural and social life of Bombay’s educated En-
glish-speaking elites. Both hotels were contact zones that enabled the
paths and social lives of travelers, locals, exiles and migrants to inter-
sect.”?®

Seeking inspiration for the design of his own house, the Esplanade
House, and the Taj, Tata toured the world for architectural ideas and
equipment to make sure that these buildings were modern, stylis-
tically eclectic, and yet personal. For the design of the Taj, Tata had
very particular ideas and worked with Raosaheb Sitaram Khanderao
Vaidya, who had overseen the construction of the Sailors’ Home, and
D.N. Mirza. Following Vaidya's demise in 1900, W.A. Chambers, repre-
senting the firm Gostling, Chambers & Fritchley, became the architect.
Both Vaidya and Chambers had previously worked with Stevens on
his Gothic Revival public buildings. While maintaining much of the
original design, Chambers altered the shape of the central dome. The
hotel’s website proudly discusses its eclectic range of influences: “With
its Indo-Saracenic arches and distinctive, red-tiled Florentine gothic
dome, carved with Victorian Gothic and Romanesque details along with
Edwardian touches on the roof, it is truly an architectural jewel.””” The

26  Lee, Rachel, “Hospitable Environments: The Taj Mahal Hotel and green’s Hotel
as site of cultural production in Bombay”, in: Dogramaci et al. (eds.), Arrival
Cities. Migrating Artists and New Metropolitan Topographies in the 20" Century,
Leuven, Leuven University Press, 2020. Open access: https://lup.be/products/1
32128 (01.02.2023). For a definition of “contact zone”: see Pratt Mary Louise, Im-
perial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation, London, Routledge, 1992; p. 6—7.

27  Dwivedi, Sharada; Mehrotra, Rahul, Fort Walks: Around Bombay's Fort Area,
Mumbai, Eminence, 1999; p.47. Quote from hotel website: https://www.tajhote
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building defies any stylistic definition with its large central dome and
four onion shaped cupolas at the corners. Its jharokha like projecting
balconies resemble those from Mughal or Rajput architecture and yet
often have tiled roofs, and arch types used vary from the Gothic pointed
to semi-circular. It was a Parsi contractor, Sorabji Contractor who con-
structed the building and conceived of the well-known cantilevered
central staircase.

The nationalist spirit animated the policies of the Parsi industri-
alist Jamsetji Nusserwanji Tata (1839-1904), who was instrumental in
establishing educational scholarships for Indian students to pursue
their higher studies abroad and sought to find a Scientific Research
Institute.?® This shows Tata aimed to nurture native expertise. Tata’s bi-
ographer, D.E. Wacha has described him as “a Swadeshi of Swadeshists
long before Swadeshism was boomed in Bengal.”” Swadeshi refers to
something made or manufactured within one’s own country. When
he planned a new mill in Bombay in 1886, he called it the “Swadeshi
Mills.” Tata’s plan was to compete with Lancashire to spin finer yarn
and produce finer cloth to substantially reduce imports, a version of
swadeshi.*® The Swadeshi movement of Bengal of 1905 asked Indians
to boycott foreign goods and buy domestic products. One might think
of the Taj as a version of swadeshi, where the Tata used Indian and
western expertise to construct a hotel which prides itself for coming
“with many firsts”: the country’s “first hotel to have electricity, American
fans, German elevators, Turkish baths and English butlers.”" Confi-
dently naming the hotel after the Taj Mahal, signaled its excellence. If

Is.com/en-in/taj/taj-mahal-palace-mumbai/stories/. The website includes the
name of D. N. Mirza but does not mention W. A. Chambers (01.02.2023).

28  Wacha Edulji, Dinshaw, The Life & Work of ]. N. Tata, Madras, Ganesh & Co., 1915;
p.11. For Tata scholarships, see https://www.tatatrusts.org/our-work/individua
|-grants-programme/education-grants. | am also a former recipient of a J. N.
Tata Endowment loan scholarship.

29  Ibid.; p. 8.

30 lbid.; p. 8-9.

31 See https://www.tajhotels.com/en-in/taj/taj-mahal-palace-mumbai/stories/
(01.02.2023).
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