
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Stevenson, Emily Rose (2018) Picture Postcard Bengaluru: The Visual and Material Past in India’s Silicon Valley. 
PhD thesis. SOAS University of London. http://eprints.soas.ac.uk/32252 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Copyright © and Moral Rights for this thesis are retained by the author and/or other 

copyright owners. 

 
A copy can be downloaded for personal non‐commercial research or study, without prior 

permission or charge. 
 

This thesis cannot be reproduced or quoted extensively from without first obtaining 

permission in writing from the copyright holder/s. 

 
The content must not be changed in any way or sold commercially in any format or 

medium without the formal permission of the copyright holders. 
 

When referring to this thesis, full bibliographic details including the author, title, awarding 

institution and date of the thesis must be given e.g. AUTHOR (year of submission) "Full 

thesis title", name of the School or Department, PhD Thesis, pagination.

 



[1] 

Picture Postcard Bengaluru: 

The Visual and Material Past in India’s Silicon 

Valley 

Emily Rose Stevenson 

Thesis submitted for the degree of PhD 

2018 

Department of Anthropology and Sociology 
SOAS, University of London 



	 [3] 

[Abstract] 
 
This thesis analyses the social life of British Indian picture postcards of Bengaluru 

from their initial production in the early 20th century into the postcolonial present. 

The research is based upon a mixed methodological approach of participant 

observation, and archival and digital research conducted over the course of 15 

months in Bengaluru. Whilst the current body of literature on colonial picture 

postcards has been conducted solely from a historical perspective, my research 

shows that their biographies continue into the present as they act as material 

mediators in postcolonial experiences of history, locality, heritage and urban 

renewal. 

 Discussions of Bengaluru, both in popular and academic discourse, often 

focus on its rise into the ‘IT capital of India’. In doing so, the identities and histories 

of the city that stretch back beyond the 1990s liberalisation of the Indian economy 

are often obscured. Within this context, this thesis proposes that postcolonial 

Bengalureans reflexively engage with the ephemeral debris of colonialism as an 

accessible archive of historical documents as they contend the forces of rapid urban 

development that are experienced as de-historicising the city. Situated between 

visual and historical anthropology, the project focuses on the multiple engagements 

of picture postcards as they are brought into new relationships, forms and contexts in 

their journey through time and space. Ultimately, I propose that acts of collecting, 

remediating and displaying picture postcards of Bengaluru are key referents that help 

citizens understand the city’s transformations and, at times, become enmeshed in 

wider discourses of its future. 
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6.11. Freedom Park in Bangalore, ‘100 Days of Bangalore – An IllustratedJourney’, 

number 33. [illustration] 2016. Shikha Nambiar. Available at: 

https://www.facebook.com/sunnyskiesstarryeyes/ [30.09.2016] 
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[Glossary of Terms and Acronyms] 
 
 
ASI Archaeological Survey of India. 

BBMP Bruhat Bengaluru Mahanagar Palike.  

BDA Bangalore Development Authority.  

BPBA Bangalore – photos from a bygone age (Facebook 

group). 

BMRCL  Bangalore Metro Rail Corporation Limited.  

CCD Café Coffee Day.  

Cantonment    A permanent military station in British India.  

C and M Station  The Civil and Military Station of Bangalore.  

EIC English East India Company, founded in 1600.  

GPO  General Post Office. 

INTACH Indian National Trust for Art and Cultural Heritage.  

kote    Kannada word for meaning ‘fort’. 

KPC Karnataka Postal Circle.  

Namma Metro The Bengaluru Metro system literally meaning ‘our 

metro’.  

parichay The name of INTACH Bangalore Chapter’s heritage 

walks, literally meaning ‘introduction’. 

pete Kannada word for a market town outside of a fort/kote. 

The word is also seen spelt pettah and petteh, however 

throughout this dissertation I will follow Smriti 

Srinivas’s use of pete (2001).  

RMAC Rangoli Metro Art Centre.  

RPPC Real Photo Picture Postcard.  
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[Note on Transliteration] 
 
Whilst the majority of conversations I had and observed for this research in 

Bengaluru were conducted in English, there are occasions throughout this thesis 

when Hindi and Kannada words or phrases are included. For transliteration of Hindi 

I have followed the 2002 edition of R.S. McGregor in the Oxford Hindi-English 

Dictionary (Oxford University Press). For transliteration of Kannada I have followed 

the 1950 edition of H. Spencer and W. Perston in A Kanarese Grammar (The Wesley 

Press).  
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[Introduction] 
 
0.1. The thing about picture postcards 

 
It was whilst studying for my BA in Social Anthropology at SOAS that I first 

critically engaged with picture postcards when I visited the Bloomsbury Ephemera 

Fair held just a stone’s throw from the university. I was there to dig out British 

Indian picture postcards for my undergraduate dissertation on colonial 

representations of women and spaces of domesticity. However, once there I found 

myself intrigued by the journeys these both deeply political and deeply personal 

things had made from their initial production in the early 20th century to the boxes in 

front of me approximately a century later. I became increasingly fascinated not just 

with picture postcards as images but as things: as things that carry messages, things 

that move, things that disappear only to reappear (sometimes in unlikely places), 

things that seem to foreshadow contemporary social media, things whose production 

entailed complex networks and encounters within the politics of colonialism. But 

most of all, they fascinated me as part of an immense and unofficial debris from the 

colonial period that is engaged in the present: as things with a social life. As I flicked 

through these British Indian picture postcards in a room thousands of miles away 

from the places represented in their 4” by 6” frames, I began asking myself how 

picture postcards are engaged with in the postcolonial present of the Indian cities 

they represent? What critiques, discourses, memories and historical narratives do 

these picture postcards elicit in India, the former colony, which I was not hearing in a 

hotel lobby in central London, the former metropole? Through the course of 15 

months of ethnographic fieldwork in Bengaluru, South India, these initial questions 

evolved into the larger concern that this dissertation addresses: how do residents of 

rapidly urbanising cities creatively interact with historical visual media in projects of 

locality, memory, heritage and history? 

The project takes as its starting point the appreciation of picture postcards as 

prolific and revealing socio-historic things, which are increasingly taken ‘seriously’ 

in academia. Since Arjun Appadurai’s seminal edited volume The Social Life of 

Things (1988), and particularly Igor Kopytoff’s chapter in the same volume, alerted 

us to the complex biographies of things as they move through time and space, there 

has been an increasing concern with materiality and object-hood in academic 

scholarship. In the introduction to the volume, Appadurai sets out his primary aim: to 
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offer a ‘new perspective on the circulation of commodities in social life’ founded 

upon the argument that the economic value of commodities is in fact rooted in 

exchange (1988: 3). Taking this as its premise, the volume paved the way for placing 

things themselves at the centre of analysis, as opposed to considering them incidental 

to ‘forms and functions of exchange’ (ibid: 3). By tracing the social life of things, it 

is possible to recognise that value is not ‘inherent’ but is produced through different 

‘regimes’ which things move in and out of over the course of their life (ibid: 4): ‘we 

have to follow things in themselves, for their meanings are inscribed in their forms, 

their uses, their trajectories’ (ibid: 5).  

Despite the impact this volume had in bringing things to the fore, Appadurai 

has been critiqued for an anthropocentric approach that, due to a wariness of 

commodity fetishism, does not consider things as ‘beings that exist independently of 

human thought’ but as ‘things-for-us’ (Czemiel 2017: 45). Kopytoff’s essay, 

Grzegorz Czemiel argues, goes some way towards recognising this by discussing the 

Western tradition of ‘separating people from things’ (ibid) and suggesting that 

‘biographies of things can make salient what might otherwise remain obscure’ 

(Kopytoff 1988: 67). In Kopytoff’s approach, we can therefore ask of things similar 

questions as we would ask of people when gathering their biographies: ‘Where does 

the thing come from and who made it?’ ‘What has been its career so far and what do 

people consider to be an ideal career for such things?’ And ‘how does the thing’s use 

change with its age and what happens to it when it reaches the end of its usefulness?’ 

(1986: 66). However, what both Appadurai and Kopytoff omit is a close attention to 

any ‘biography outside of the context of exchange’, (outside of what Kopytoff calls 

‘singularisations’). Consequently, they fail to account for the fact that ‘a huge 

number of the things we buy spend a rather brief period as a commodity before being 

consigned to…something else’ (Brewer 2011: n.p.). In this dissertation I therefore 

employ a distinction between the terms ‘thing’ and ‘object’ despite their 

interchangeable usage in common discourse (Brennan 2018: n.p.), Whilst Appadurai 

argues that commodities are ‘things with a particular type of social potential’ distinct 

from objects (1988: 6), Bill Brown has suggested an alternative distinction. For him, 

unlike an object which ‘arrests our attention’ (Brown 2015: 308) with its ‘congealed, 

outer surfaces [ready for] our inspection’ (Ingold 2010: 4), a thing is an unbounded, 

incomplete part of an assemblage that is ‘brought to life’ through its circulations, its 

engagements and periods of repose (ibid). It is this understanding of things that this 
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thesis will employ when discussing picture postcards in order to indicate the complex 

processes of their initial creation and subsequent encounters/re-mediations as they 

circulate between times and spaces. This approach, rather than focussing purely on 

moments of commoditisation that assume fixity, allows the multiple meanings, 

relationships, forms and contexts of the life of picture postcards to come into view. 

For Kopytoff a thing’s biography emerges within a ‘world of categories whose 

impermanence shifts with every minor change in context’ (1988: 90). What, 

however, happens to things and the people they are constituted with when these 

changes in context are not minor but pertain to the seismic shifts of both 

decolonisation and rapid urbanisation, as is the case in this study?  

The millions of picture postcards that were produced in the early 20th century 

did not simply disappear or become consigned to silent archives but continue to be 

engaged and remediated in present-day Bengaluru as residents grapple with history, 

heritage, memory and locality in a city that has undergone transformative 

urbanisation in recent decades. In this context, these colonial things take on a 

multiplicity of meanings and ‘work’, recognised and critiqued for their implication in 

colonial paradigms of representation whilst simultaneously mobilised amidst 

sentiments of nostalgia and critique of the present-day, and utilised as tools of 

historical research, and personal and collective memory. As Maya Jasanoff has 

stated, in both ‘public and private collections in Britain and its former colonies things 

continue to present tangible evidence of the circuits of exchange that linked Europe 

and empire’ (2004: 111). Following and closely analysing picture postcards of and in 

Bengaluru therefore brings to fore the on-going and complex social life of 

ephemeral, colonial things. It also, however, offers an alternative lens by which to 

explore the postcolonial situation of this city since ‘locating people and things in 

motion and at rest directs our attention to space’ (Joyce and Gillespie 2015: 12-13) 

and the production of place. Indeed, whilst for a time it was argued that globalisation 

would flatten the world, obliterating place and locality, ‘questions of locality, sense 

of place and of identity in place matter now more than ever’ (Withers 2009: 638). 

Consequently, the social life of picture postcards in the ‘global’, rapidly 

growing city of Bengaluru speaks to both understandings of thing-ness and 

materiality, as well as of place. Recognition since the 1980s that place is a 

‘consequence of social processes’ (ibid: 641) means that we must explore the role of 

material things in such processes since they themselves have a social life. In his 
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discussion of the materiality of soviet era courtyards, Mateusz Laszczkowski argues 

that ‘scraps’, defined as ‘items disjointed from their original networks, incomplete 

and heterogeneous […] shape and inflect the place-constitutive relations between 

local subjects as well as the external relationships’ (2015: 138-139). Picture 

postcards, as things that move, that are fragmentary, spark multiple relationships and 

are continuously remediated, function similarly to Laszczkowski’s ‘scraps’. Yet as 

things that were originally produced in the early 20th century under colonialism, 

British Indian picture postcards bring an additional layer of ‘scrappiness’ to these 

‘place-constitutive relations’ by bringing materialities of colonialism into in the post-

colonial present.  

In a recent article, Anne Stoler called for the historical ‘blunting’ and 

‘malaise’ of postcolonial studies to be addressed:  

Such malaise […] has been prompted by (1) an overly expansive sense 
of what we imagine we know about the different temporalities in which 
imperial forms endure and (2) a narrowing attentiveness to the actual 
imperial residues and remnants that may elude our chartings. What 
joins colonial pasts and imperial presence seems to escape some of the 
bald-faced rubrics on which students of the colonial have come to rely 
(2008: 192). 
 

By taking lead from Appadurai’s and Kopytoff’s approaches to things, I argue that it 

is possible to extend Stoler’s call to its most literal application in order to assess 

British Indian picture postcards as a material debris of the colonial encounter that 

washes up on the present-day shores of the former colony, India. Across cities in 

India, one can find British Indian picture postcards in flea markets, as reproductions 

and in antique shops, not to mention hiding away in people’s drawers and cupboards.  

 
0.2. Becoming a ‘world-class’ city 

 
Located in central South India in the Deccan Plateau, Bengaluru is the capital of 

Karnataka state. An inland state, Karnataka is bordered by six other states, namely 

Tamil Nadu, Goa, Kerala, Maharashtra, Andhra Pradesh and Telangana. Bengaluru 

itself is situated some 3,000 feet above sea level in the south of Karnataka and is one 

of the largest and fastest growing cities in the country. In recent decades it has 

become known as the ‘Silicon Valley’ of India and has been presented in much 

public discourse as a ‘progressive’ and ‘cosmopolitan’ city of text-book globalisation 

made home to a diverse migrant community of workers drawn to the opportunities 
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provided by its information technology industry and rapid growth. Much of the 

scholarship on Bengaluru has therefore focused upon its IT industry, start-up culture 

and infrastructure,1 with Smriti Srinivas’s book Landscapes of Urban Memory on the 

Karaga festival (2001) forming a notable exception. Concurrently, popular national 

and international discourse regularly presents Bengaluru as a ‘modern’ city racing 

further towards a high-tech future in the image of Singapore and the (now much 

maligned) vision of ‘India Shining’.2 As Vicky Walters has explored, in the mid-

1990s the Karnataka Urban Infrastructure and Development Finance Corporation 

‘launched two projects aimed specifically at positioning Bengaluru as India’s shining 

Information Technology hub and an image of the sub-continent’s emerging urban 

modernity and globalising corporate economy’ (2013: 64). As a result, the city’s 

alternative identities, spaces and histories are often obscured and many Bengalureans 

feel frustrated by outside and top-down representations of the city as, in the words of 

one individual, ‘born with Infosys3’ and solely defined by the IT industry. It was this 

that, I believe, resulted in two individuals telling me shortly after my arrival that I 

would be better off conducting my research in Delhi, Kolkata, or Mumbai where 

visual and material heritage abound. Yet, it was this exact attitude towards Bengaluru 

as somewhat ahistorical, combined with the rising wave of nostalgia, heritage 

awareness and grass roots historical investigation, which recommended it as the ideal 

location for this project. Furthermore, as a city whose origins date back to the 16th 

century and that was expanded with a large cantonment town during British rule, 

colonialism bestowed upon Bengaluru a complex divided identity and history, which 

continues to reverberate in the present (Nair 2005: 26). Following the biographies, 

networks and discourses of British Indian picture postcards in Bengaluru allowed me 

to uncover the role of colonial visual ephemera in the present. More broadly, it also 

allowed the longitudinal and latitudinal connections of discourses and spaces in the 

																																																								
1 See Subrahmanya (2017) on start-up culture in Bengaluru; Nisbett (2009) for an 
ethnographic investigation into modernity and globalisation through a focus upon technology 
and outsourced labour and Upadhya (2009 and 2011) on the software industry and middle 
class-ness. 
2 India Shining was the party slogan used during the BJP campaign for the 2004 general 
elections. The campaign was focused on economic growth and directed towards the 
‘upwardly mobile and professional classes of New India’ (Varughese 2013: 14). Despite 
extensive and ‘glossy’ advertising, the BJP did not win the election and were heavily 
criticized for ignoring the realities of life for the majority of India’s population (ibid).  
3 Infosys is a leading IT consultancy company that has its headquarters in Bengaluru.  
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present-day city to become visible as picture postcards led me in a multiplicity of 

directions.  

Upon arrival in Bengaluru, it quickly became apparent that the ‘work’ that 

picture postcards do in the present-day is deeply connected to the city itself as they 

are mobilised in relation to discourses about locality, heritage and history, personal 

memories and experiences of urban transformation. Wandering through the city 

streets and speaking with residents in the early stages of fieldwork, I recall a sense of 

disjuncture between the hegemonic, encompassing and unproblematised image of the 

IT city that I had encountered before arriving and the reality of contradictions and 

multiplicities that exist beneath this popular veneer. In a city that has experienced 

rapid and often unplanned growth into the ‘IT capital of India’, there is a palpable 

sense that residents are experiencing a time of unsettling (and often disappointing) 

change and are grappling to maintain a sense of locality by reasserting and 

documenting histories and heritages.  

Bengaluru’s first experience of rapid growth occurred in the 1950s as public-

sector service industries attracted migration (Nair 2005: 81-83). In 1941 the urban 

agglomeration of Bengaluru had a population of approximately 400,000 (ibid: 79). 

By 1991 it was recorded at approximately 2.6 million and by 2001 at 4.2 million 

(Stallmeyer 2011: 37), largely as a result of IT companies moving into the city in the 

wake of the 1991 liberalisations of the Indian economy. Carol Upadhya claims that 

‘India’s dramatic debut on the global stage was precipitated in part by the global 

success of its software outsourcing industry’ (2009: 253). However, its growth rate 

has continued to increase such that by 2011 its population was recorded at over 8.5 

million by the Indian census (Fuller and Narasimhan 2014: 164). Today, in 2017, it 

is estimated to be 10.8 million4 suggesting that the rate of growth is nowhere near to 

plateauing. In fact, after New Delhi, Bengaluru is the most rapidly growing 

metropolis in India (Times of India 2008: n.p.) and holds a significant place in 

imaginations of India’s global identity as a place ‘synonymous’ with the IT industry 

(Belliappa 2013: 18).  

Conceived of as a ‘modern’ Indian city par excellence, a ‘cosmopolitan’ city 

of opportunity for the country’s growing new middle class as ‘agents’ driving 

globalisation (Fernandes 2006: xiv), Bengaluru is ‘at the forefront of a particular 

																																																								
4 World Population Review 2017: n.p.	
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constitution of Indian modernity and middle class ideals of progress’ (Nisbett 2006: 

129). In particular, Upadhya explains that with the IT industry has come a staggering 

‘real estate boom’ that has led to a sharp rise in housing costs thereby ‘gradually 

displacing the old middle class and the poor from the city’ (2009: 260).5 The 

literature on the middle class of India more broadly is diverse, yet there is a widely 

accepted recognition that the group cannot be defined with reference to quantifiable 

identifiers, such as income, alone (Belliappa 2013: 50). Anthropological accounts 

therefore tend towards a more fluid conception that centralises self-identification and 

recognises the heterogeneity of this vast social group (Donner 2001: 4). The middle 

class in India is therefore a ‘constantly renegotiated cultural space – a space of ideas, 

values, goods, practices and embodied behaviours’ (Liechty 2003: 15-16). This 

centring of self-fashioning and aspiration to understandings of the middle class 

therefore makes it unsurprising that consumption practices have become one of the 

primary areas of analysis.  

In her influential book on India’s middle class, Christiane Brosius has 

elucidated the way in which consumption practices have been stitched into a 

discourse of the moral citizen aiding the country’s economy (2010: 41). In this way, 

she suggests, a division between ‘citizen’ and general ‘population’ has been erected 

that rests upon binaries which bear striking resemblance to those of the colonial 

period: ‘public versus private, rightful versus illegal, clean versus dirty and safe 

versus dangerous’ (ibid). As a result, Brosius suggests that local heritage and 

																																																								
5 It must be noted that in India class is also connected to the issue of caste. Fuller and 
Narasimhan, for example, note that there is an overrepresentation of Brahmans and other 
high castes in Bengaluru’s software industry and consequently in the new middle class 
(Fuller and Narasimhan 2014). However, the relationship between class and caste is not 
always one of clear alignment but is often blurred and complex, especially when considered 
in relation to non-Hindu communities. Added to this complex picture is both an urban 
middle class narrative that the relevance of caste is decreasing in neo-liberal, ‘modernising’ 
India, and a reluctance to talk about caste explicitly outside of one’s private life (Gilberton 
2018). The convergence of class and caste privilege is therefore demonstrated through the 
popular discourse that the ‘middle class are […] displacing old social hierarchies’ (Sankaran 
2013: n.p.). Consequently, whilst reports show that caste discrimination is still very much 
active in Bengaluru (Kumar 2014: n.p.), throughout my fieldwork I found that middle class 
and elite groups in the city were hesitant to discuss caste openly. In addition to this, my 
research on picture postcards presented few opportunities for an investigation into caste 
politics since my interlocutors did not regard caste as connected to the historical legacies or 
on-going biographies of the medium. For these reasons, an analysis of picture postcards in 
relation to caste was not within the purview of this research.  
 
	



	 [26] 

historical knowledge production are tied up with efforts to acquire social capital. 

Consequently, she indicates the somewhat ironic ways in which those who were 

‘formerly orientalised’ themselves ‘use the same stereotypes’ in the present (ibid: 

112; 116). However, Brosius complicates the picture by asking whether this is ‘a 

reflection of the aspiration to become a dominant elite’ or whether it signals a 

‘playful engagement with entangled histories and styles in [a] patchwork of 

imaginaries?’ (ibid: 119). Due to the heterogeneity of the Indian middle class,6 the 

increasingly large number of people that identify as part of the Indian middle class, 

and the variety of ways in which the term has been defined and used in the literature, 

I will limit my own usage of the term on the grounds that its deployment may, at 

times, obscure more than it illuminates. However, throughout this dissertation it will 

become clear through descriptions that my interlocutors belonged to the middle class 

and elite social groups, indicating Brosius’s recognition of the classed nature of the 

production of dominant heritages and histories, and the structural factors that 

determine who is able to engage with which things from which past.  

Significantly, Leela Fernandes states that the new middle class in India serves 

as a ‘political construction of a social group proponent of economic liberalisation’ 

(2006: xvii). Despite this alignment, however, it is a simplification to suppose that 

those who make up the new middle class are always the advocates or ‘beneficiaries’ 

of liberalisation (ibid). In Bengaluru then, it is unsurprising that recognitions of the 

benefits of economic liberalisation often exist alongside a sense of disenchantment 

with its unfulfilled promises: a disenchantment that can lead to an increased appetite 

for the consumption of the past. This therefore adds a further dimension to 

Fernandes’s claim that consumption functions as a crucial means by which people 

can understand ‘the more abstract term ‘economic reforms’’ (ibid: xxii). When we 

turn our attention to the consumption of old things bound up with ideas of history 

and heritage, it becomes clear that such practices not only elucidate economic reform 

but also open up spaces for its critique. Consequently, throughout this dissertation I 

will also apply Brosius’s suggestion that discourses of heritage and history in the 

context of contemporary Bengaluru speak to an entanglement of (at times conflicting 

and often reflective) understandings and opinions that speak to both a deeply classed 

position as well as the complexities of this position.  
																																																								
6 This heterogeneity is frequently indicated through use of the plural ‘classes’ (Donner 2011: 
73). 
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Despite the powerful imagination of Bengaluru as a ‘global’, ‘cosmopolitan’, 

‘middle class’, IT dominated city, Jyothsna Belliappa points to the contrasts within 

the city: 

Its many parks, lakes and wide tree-lined avenues are slowly 
disappearing; yet where they are still visible, one catches glimpses of 
the Pensioner’s Paradise of the 1960s and the garden city of the 1970s 
and 1980s. […] The pubs, specialty restaurants, shopping malls, 
multiplexes, high rise apartments and IT parks signal its metamorphosis 
into “India’s Silicon Valley” in the 21st century. This is a Bangalore that 
the poor can only glimpse, a Bangalore that bewilders and dismays the 
city’s older residents (2013: 18).  
 

In this context of rapid growth, urban planning is often not present or is insufficient 

to deal with the demands being placed on the city’s infrastructure. Lamentations 

about the Bruhat Bangalore Mahanagar Palike (the city municipality, henceforth 

BBMP) have become commonplace amongst Bengalurean residents, as have jokes 

about traffic jams, outcries about the pollution of lakes and the loss of trees, and 

observations that attribute climate change to urban growth and poor management of 

the city. It is for these issues that the city has recently been making it into 

international news. In 2012, for example, The Guardian ran a photo essay captioned 

with the explanation that ‘the rapid growth of the technology industry in the city 

known as “India’s Silicon Valley” has barely touched the lives of the two million 

people who live in poverty’ (The Guardian 2012: n.p.). Similarly, in newspapers, 

such as The Hindu, it is not uncommon to find statements juxtaposing hopes and 

plans for Bengaluru with the present-day realities: 

Even as the government of Karnataka has unveiled full-page 
advertisements celebrating Bengaluru’s designation at the Davos World 
Economy Forum as the World’s Most Dynamic City, the residents of 
the city recognise it as a barely functional metropolis staring at an 
impending water crisis of a scale and intensity not seen before 
(Krishnaswamy, Rajagopal and Idiculla 2017: n.p.).  
 

In terms of the expansion of urbanised areas, the same article informs us that the city 

grew from 226 sq. km in 1995 to approximately 710 sq. km in 2007: ‘Can such 

explosive growth be sustained without a sound planning process?’, the article asked 

(ibid). In consequence of the growth of the city, many heritage buildings have been 

demolished, green cover has been reduced, pollution levels have risen and traffic 

congestion has worsened. In addition to this, water supply has become an 

increasingly dire issue with boreholes being dug deeper and deeper and the majority 
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of the city’s historic lake and tank system now either drained or severely polluted. It 

is against this backdrop of ecological and infrastructural failings that middle class 

and elite discourses of nostalgia and critique of the present are situated. As such, 

whilst determinedly aiming for the status of ‘world-class’ city, Bengaluru is a city of 

multiple and competing identities that exist against the backdrop of ‘notions of risk 

and threat of decay […] associated with the “global city” ’ (Brosius 2010: 130).  

Adding to the city’s complex and conflicted identity in the present-day is its 

historical divide between what I will refer to as the pre-colonial city (comprised of 

the kote, or fort, and the pete, or market-town)7 and the British cantonment, or Civil 

and Military Station as it was later named. Chapter one will explore the historical 

development of Bengaluru from the laying-out of the cantonment at the start of the 

19th century in more depth. However, for now what is important to note is that the 

city developed with a strong divide running down its centre. This divide was 

physical, social, economic, political and linguistic, and its reverberations continue to 

affect the present such that the two areas of the city have yet to be fully integrated 

(Nair 2005: 274). Reflective of this is the city’s deeply politically imbued 

‘etymological limbo’ between its Kannada name ‘Bengaluru’ and the Anglicised, 

Tamil influenced name ‘Bangalore’ (ibid: 24). The city was officially renamed by 

the British and remained ‘Bangalore’ until 2006 when Karnataka’s government (at 

that time a coalition between the Janata Dal and the Bharatiya Janata Party) proposed 

that the city revert back to ‘Bengaluru’ (Johnson 2014: n.p.). However, full 

implementation of this was delayed until 2014 (BBC 2014: n.p.). Whilst ‘Bengaluru’ 

is certainly the naturally used and ideologically favoured name for Kannadigas, 

‘Bangalore’ remains in common parlance amongst many residents in the city, 

particularly amongst Tamils (Fuller and Narasimhan 2014: 165). As one recent 

newspaper article stated, even the Karnataka Government seems to be ‘confused’ 

about which name to use with ‘virtually all government departments in their official 

communication continu[ing] to refer to the 12 cities, including Bengaluru, and the 

relevant districts by their old names’ (Ramesh 2017: n.p.). Throughout the course of 

this dissertation I will use the city’s official name of ‘Bengaluru’ when writing in my 

own voice, however as will be indicated in quotations, it was ‘Bangalore’ that I most 

																																																								
7 During the 19th and 20th centuries this was commonly referred to by the British as the 
‘native city’. I will, however, refer to it as the pre-colonial city to indicate its existence 
before the British cantonment was established.  
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frequently heard in discussion with interlocutors. As one individual posited, the 

choice about which variation to employ is, for him, less about a conscious decision, 

than it is about which language he is speaking and in what context. Whilst there is 

therefore a linguistic aspect to the use of either name, this cannot be disentangled 

from a larger politics of migration, identity and locality, and the more recent 

historical development of the city.  

Although Bengaluru has a long history of inter- and intra-state migration and 

consequently a diverse linguistic make-up, after being named capital of the state of 

Mysore in 1956 it was subsequently made capital of the newly formed state of 

Karnataka in 1973 whose boundaries were drawn on the basis of Kannada linguistic 

demographics. In the wake of this, divisions that had taken root in the colonial period 

resurfaced in the form of linguistic conflict between non-Kannada (typically Tamil 

and Urdu speakers) and Kannada speakers. These became particularly violent in the 

linguistic nationalist Gokak agitation of the 1980s, the periodic disputes over the 

distribution of water from the Cauvery river between Karnataka and Tamil Nadu, 

and ‘anti-Urdu agitations of 1994’ (Nair 2005: 112). Such divisions have contributed 

to new definitions and contestations of locality and belonging which often draw upon 

physical markers and visual representations (ibid: 115). In the present-day’s context 

of increased global migration to the city due to the IT industry, these tensions 

continue to bubble under the surface of everyday life. Consequently, it becomes clear 

from the city’s very name that the politics of the ‘imperial-colonial, national-

historical and national-modern imaginations’ exist simultaneously, producing 

numerous dialogues and interactions (Nair 2005: 24). It is at the intersections of 

these dialogues and as part of these interactions that picture postcards continue their 

social life in 21st century Bengaluru.  
	
0.3. Picture postcards and the agency of things   

 
The definitive birth of the postcard came in 1869 when Austria produced the first 

‘korrespondenzkarte’: a plain card on one side of which was space for a message and 

on the other the address (Woody 1998: 14). By the 1870’s the majority of other 

European countries had followed suit and the postcard’s format began a process of 

rapid development (ibid: 14-15). In Britain, the postcard was introduced in 1870 and 

‘did not arrive unheralded’ (Milne 2010: 93). Esther Milne informs us that the 

genealogy of the postcard connects it back to the much earlier English playing cards, 
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pictorial visiting cards and illustrated envelopes (ibid). In this regard, we are 

reminded of the connections between various forms of media as they evolve out of 

and inform one another. Picture postcards, which were first produced in the 1880s, 

quickly became astoundingly popular (Mathur 2007: 112-113).8 As such, it is vital to 

consider picture postcards in relation to the broader histories of photography and 

printing since ‘technological and semiotic practices were “carried over” from 

photography to postcard iconography, thus perpetuating the colonial and patriarchal 

discourses of a particular period’ (Milne 2010: 93). When the postcard was discussed 

at the Austro-German Postal Conference in 1865, concerns regarding privacy of 

communication were highlighted, however these concerns were eventually 

outweighed by the speed and low cost of the postcard. The addition of the image 

only further enhanced the appeal of the postcard resulting in billions being sent 

through various postal systems every year during the ‘golden age’ of picture 

postcards, from approximately 1890 to 1920 (Wilson 2017: 93).  

Surprisingly, given the subsequent level of popularity that the picture 

postcard received in Britain, it was not until 1894 that the British Post Office 

relinquished what had previously been ‘in effect a monopoly on the production of 

picture postcards’ (Milne 2010: 105-106). Even then, postal regulations demanded 

that picture postcards be approximately square, a shape unconducive to the effective 

printing of images. It was not until 1899 that ‘Britain adopted the standard size of 

postcard’, at which point the influential company Raphael Tuck & Sons began 

producing them (ibid: 106). Raphael Tuck & Sons would go on to produce numerous 

ranges of picture postcards of India, which continue to be sought after collectors’ 

items. In 1899 British postal regulations also relaxed to allow the address on the 

reverse of the postcard to be accompanied by a message. Prior to this, senders had 

either written no message or had squeezed it on to the image side of the picture 

postcard. In 1902 the first postcards with a dividing line down the back were issued 

(ibid: 107).  

Despite changes in the format of the picture postcard back the medium 

remained suited to short, informal and non-private messages often written 

spontaneously with shorthand abbreviations. The messages hint at a dualistic locality 

production that maintained the sender’s connections with the metropole and asserted 

																																																								
8	The date of the first picture postcard to be produced is unknown (Kearns 2001: 140).	
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their new locality claims in the colony. The movement of picture postcards as things 

between these different spaces is further evinced by the common practice of affixing 

stamps to front of the picture postcard that suggests an effort to make more evident 

the mobile identity of the picture postcard. The fact that picture postcards moved 

(and continue to do so) therefore makes it all the more important to place them as 

things possessing a materiality that attests to their wanderings. Designed with travel 

inherent within them, picture postcards epitomise the antithesis to the fixed object. 

Too frequently, Tim Ingold argues, ‘in the world of solid objects envisaged by 

material culture theorists, […] the flux of materials is stifled and stilled’ (2011: 28). 

Instead, we must recognise that things are ‘hives of activity, pulsing with the flows 

of materials that keep them alive’ (ibid: 29). As things, picture postcards are 

comprised of multiple quotidian materials which come together through different 

production events: paper, photographic chemicals, saliva on the back of the stamp, 

ink or lead from the pen or pencil, dust from their surroundings.  

 Not only did the material traces on the reverse of picture postcards vary but 

so too did the design of the front. Some picture postcards were printed with a border 

around the photographic image and a caption underneath, whilst on others the 

caption sits directly on the image. In some real photo postcards, or RPPCs as 

collectors refer to them,9 no captions are given and a heightened degree of ‘detective 

work’ is required to discover the exact location pictured. Furthermore, since early 

picture postcard images could be either black and white, sepia or hand-tinted with 

colour, there was an impressive variety for customers to choose from, meaning that 

‘the world rapidly became encircled by a network of exchanges that bombarded 

reciprocally illustrated messages at reduced tariffs’ (O’Reilly in Kahn 2010: 52). 

Picture postcards of the colonies became especially popular. Collecting this new 

medium ‘became the latest vogue’ for women and was therefore defined as a 

feminine pursuit (Kahn 2010: 52). 

In the context of British India, the success of the postcard accompanied the 

improvement of the postal system. Passage through the Suez Canal, made possible 

by a new contract in 1880, reduced postal transit time between Britain and India to 

approximately 17 days (Hunter 1908: 431). By 1898, this had been further reduced to 
																																																								
9 RPPCs as a style were ‘firmly established [when] Eastman Kodak began selling Velox 
photo paper with a pre-printed postcard back in 1902’ (Collectors Weekly n.d.). When 
Kodak subsequently began selling their 3A folding pocket cameras in 1903, amateur 
photographers were able to directly print their own photographs into postcard paper (ibid). 
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just over 14 days (ibid: 432). This, combined with the introduction of the ½ and ¼ 

ānā stamps,10 made sending postcards across empire both convenient and affordable 

(Stevenson 2013: 301). Between 1902 and 1910 alone, approximately six billion 

postcards passed through the British postal system (Gillen and Hall 2009: 1). The 

picture postcard was therefore an unprecedented form of communication in its scope 

and became a primary means through which colonial discourses were visually 

enhanced and circulated. Despite historic disregard for the medium, history, 

anthropology and other disciplines now increasingly recognise their socio-historical 

value. It is also important to acknowledge, however, that having been produced by 

the billions in the early 20th century, picture postcards constitute an immense, 

informal and scattered archive that continues to circulate and is engaged with by 

individuals outside of the academy.  

As such a prolific medium, picture postcards must, I argue, be taken seriously 

not only as things from which we can learn about the early 20th century but also as an 

influential category of debris that shapes understandings in the present. Whilst I do 

not claim that picture postcards have an agency equal and the same as that of 

humans, throughout this dissertation I will discuss the ‘work’ that picture postcards 

do in the present, the relationships they have with people, places and other things, the 

memories they elicit and the ways in which they circulate. As Janet Hoskins has 

explained: 

anthropological theories of art objects have to be primarily concerned 
with social relations over the time frame of biographies […]. These 
things have agency because they produce effects, because they make us 
feel happy, angry, fearful or lustful. They have an impact, and we as 
artists produce them as ways of distributing elements of our own 
efficacy in the form of things (2006: 76).  
 

In this view, things acquire agency primarily through acts of production by humans 

who imbue these products of their own creativity with ‘efficacy’. Whilst this view 

leads us towards recognition of ‘other kinds of realities’, which may not be 

‘distinctively human’ (Kohn 2014: n.p.), we can go further than thinking of agency 

only in terms of the producer distributing their ‘efficacy’ into the thing. As 

Appadurai and Kopytoff (1988) note, in the course of their biographies things take 

																																																								
10 A unit of currency used in India until 1957, equivalent to 1/16 of an Indian rupee (RBI 
Monetary Museum n.d). 
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on new purposes, values and physicalities that exceed those intended by their initial 

producer (Harmansah 2007: n.p.).  

Stuart Hall’s work on production and consumption of media demonstrates 

that audiences are in not merely passive receptors to the intentions of media 

producers (1980). Rather, through his encoding/decoding model, Hall, demonstrates 

that media use is far from being a ‘linear process of reception and response’ (Algan 

2003: 28). Largely as a result of Hall’s work, it is now widely acknowledged that 

‘social, cultural, historical, political and ideological contexts […] shape the meanings 

audiences make in their everyday lives, as well as the meanings they draw from 

media’ (ibid: 28). This approach has, however, still only been given limited 

consideration in relation to how audiences of the present-day relate to and shape the 

meanings of historical media, for example – picture postcards. To venture into such 

considerations is to bring together recognitions of both the agency of things and the 

agency of audiences in a way which highlights that boundaries ‘are permeable, 

unstable and uneasy, demanding a new way of thinking and looking at the 

“audience”, the user, the text and the complexity of relations and discourses that 

surround and are part of it’ (Gray 2003: 143). Jane Bennett has acknowledged this as 

a productive way forward by stating that through studies of the ‘ecologies of things’ 

we can recognise that ‘humans are always in composition with non-humanity, never 

outside of a sticky web of connections’ (2004: 365). Such an approach certainly does 

not necessitate the reduction of human agency but rather, as Czemiel notes, allows us 

to understand the world as a place of human/non-human co-creation: 

popular, material culture can as effectively produce subjectivity and 
meaning. Overturning hierarchies among objects also makes cultural 
studies focussing on the material and the popular particularly important, 
because they can show how deeply entangled we are in a myriad of 
lives that we often fail to properly acknowledge and whose agency we 
are disinclined to appreciate (2017: 51).  
 

To bring to bear this understanding of popular media and material culture on British 

Indian picture postcards, we must therefore consider the relationship between visual 

and historical anthropology in more depth. 

 

0.4. A visual and historical anthropology  
 

Zahid Chaudhary has remarked that ‘we are accustomed to the simultaneity of our 

pasts with our present moment because our bodies already inhabit a complex 
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temporal field’ (2012: 189). However, anthropology and history have been reluctant 

to embrace one another, often due to stereotypes of difference. For Bernard Cohn, 

historians frequently assume that, bound by their methodology and analytic models, 

anthropologists ignore facts and contexts, utilising history only to support their 

theories of the present. Anthropologists, conversely, frequently consider that 

historians lack analytic models altogether and fail to recognise social diversity (1987: 

7). Furthermore, anthropologists have also pointed out that the historian’s archetypal 

abode, the archive, offers selected and edited perspectives (Simpson and Kresse 

2008: 6). Such views have allowed the presumption that history and anthropology 

each constitute complete wholes in-and-of themselves, a view which is problematic 

in light of postmodern critique (Axel 2002: 13).  

‘History-Land’ and ‘Anthropology-Land’, Cohn goes on to tell us, are in fact 

connected by increasingly traversed passes (1987: 19; 31). Saurabh Dube (2007: 11) 

recognises the antiquity of these passes by highlighting that the Boasian approach to 

anthropology was that of a diachronic history of the unity of mankind, whilst Evans-

Pritchard was a well-known advocate for historical concern in British anthropology 

(Simpson and Kresse 2008: 6). For Dube, the critical rupture between the two 

disciplines emerged as anthropology turned its back on evolutionary frameworks and 

subsequently enacted a wholesale questioning of history’s place within the 

discipline. This suspicion of history, combined with ahistorical, Durkheimian 

sociology, generated the ‘presupposition that societal arrangements were better 

understood in abstraction from their historical transformations’ (2017: 92).  

Evans-Pritchard’s recollection of his 1950 Marett Lecture at Oxford 

epitomised the general sentiment towards history that had developed among many 

anthropologists by this time:  

I said that I regarded anthropology as being closer to certain kinds of 
history than to the natural sciences. I will not say that there was a storm 
of protest, but I had certainly, as the criticisms levelled at me showed, 
run into a bad patch of anti-historical prejudice (1961: 1).  
 

Evans-Pritchard’s comments sparked on-going debate regarding the place of history 

in anthropology, if it had one at all, and as the 20th century progressed the previously 

supposed isolation of societies was questioned and change came to be understood as 

‘something that people did to themselves as well as had done to them’ (Simpson and 

Kresse 2008: 6). An increasing number of anthropologists have therefore asserted 
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that through an integration of history, anthropology can move beyond static accounts 

of cultures and societies towards more ‘diachronic, processual’ analyses which yield 

more nuanced understandings (Ortner 1984: 158). Through conjoining 

anthropological and historical understandings, the coexistence of complex 

temporalities within one social context can be revealed, thereby enabling more 

sophisticated conceptions of social life (Sewell 2005: 13).  

Cohn states that through a rendezvous with history anthropology may, 

paradoxically, become more anthropological: ‘Studying in a historical mode would 

shift the anthropologist away from the objectification of social life to a study of its 

own constitution and construction’ (ibid: 42/47). Cohn therefore seems to concur 

with Sherry Ortner’s influential essay on the state of anthropology in which she links 

the discipline’s increasing ‘rapprochement with history’ to the turn to praxis (1984: 

127). Praxis, through its emphasis upon ‘making’, necessitates an engagement with 

history that does not fetishize the past but implicitly unites it with anthropology. 

Through this union it becomes possible to recognise that history is not a-priori but 

something continuously constituted and reconstituted by social actors in dialogue 

with the present (ibid: 159). Historical ethnography and anthropological history and 

therefore bring renewed recognition to the understanding that ‘all histories - whether 

oral or written [and I would also add visual] - are cultural products that represent 

particular positioned points of view’ (Marshall 1994: 972).  

Whilst the 1980s and 1990s saw an increasing discussion of the continuous 

construction of the past, the term ‘history’, however, remained somewhat 

problematic for anthropologists as a decidedly Western category, which assumes 

both stasis and an a priori divide between past and present (Hirsch and Stewart 2005: 

262-265).11 In 2005 as response to this, Eric Hirsch and Charles Stewart advocated 

the use of the term ‘historicity’ to ‘describe the human situation in flow where 

different versions of the past and future assume present form in relation to events, 

political needs, available cultural forms and emotional dispositions’ (ibid: 262). 

What is particularly salient for this thesis, is the recognition this understanding of 

historicity gives to the ‘mutual conditioning’ between people and things (ibid), 

through which they bring into a single theoretical framework historical anthropology 
																																																								
11 In many ways this critical stance towards history is connected to similar concerns around 
the term ‘society’ as connoting a ‘static morphological entity’, leading scholars in the 1980s 
to propose the term ‘sociality’ instead. This term, conversely, was used to place in the fore 
social relations and flux (Hirsch and Stewart 2005: 262). 
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and works on the biography of things and their agency. Thus, whilst I use the 

singular ‘past’ throughout this dissertation, I do so to refer not to a final, objective 

‘past’, but a subjective, positioned ‘past’ made up of multiple fragments or 

‘versions’.  

Crucially, it is in relation to colonialism and its visuality and materiality that 

much of the dialogue between the disciplines of history and anthropology has 

developed (Dube 2007: 42). Some 20 years after Cohn’s critique of the division 

between ‘Anthropology Land’ and ‘History Land’, Saloni Mathur claims that much 

scholarship has been produced that undermines this division and urges the re-

organisation of courses and departments (Mathur 2000: 90). She goes further, in fact, 

and states that ‘an influential body of work published in the 1980s and 1990s, located 

at the juncture between history and anthropology has helped to redefine social 

scientific approaches to South Asia’ (ibid: 91). Of particular relevance here is 

Mathur’s discussion of scholarship on the intimate relationship between power and 

knowledge within the ‘British colonial archive of South Asia’ (ibid: 95). Scholarship 

that looks closely at this archive, she states, questions ‘historical knowledge, the 

structures of power in which knowledge is produced and the silences or erasures that 

ensue in the face of a self-conscious project of historical retrieval’ (ibid: 100). 

According to Mathur, therefore, central to the future of the anthropology of South 

Asia is engagement with the ‘highly mediated nature of social and cultural historical 

experience’, which recognises the legitimacy of the archive as an ethnographic site 

(ibid).  

Such approaches to the archive, however, cannot only recognise the 

contingency of historical experience but must also consider the materiality of (both 

official and non-official) archives. In the processes of discovering, dusting down, 

engaging and constructing archives in the present-day it becomes clear that ‘the 

relationship between the materiality of history and the stories of history [is] 

remarkably unstable and fractious’ (Goldhill 2015: 3). This dissertation is therefore 

situated in relation to the broader framework of literature that produces dialogue 

between anthropology, historicity and materiality. As noted above, visuality has also 

played an important role in this dialogue. Elizabeth Edwards (1992; 2009) has dealt 

extensively with historical photography and her understanding of the materiality of 

such photographs in a sense embodies Ortner’s call for a ‘praxis’ approach. Edwards 

and Janice Hart suggest, for example, that photographs must be understood as 
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material objects (or ‘things’ I would argue) that occupy and move between spaces 

since the ‘material and presentational forms and the uses to which they are put are 

central to the function of a photograph as a socially salient object’ (2004: 2).  

It is also important to note that much of this movement between spaces can 

trace histories back to the ‘sensorial traffic’ of colonialism (Edwards, Gosden and 

Phillips 2006: 3). Indeed, the use of visual media within anthropology has a long 

history, anthropologists being quick to take up the camera as an observational aid to 

their ethnography in the early to mid-20th century. As David MacDougall notes, 

‘anthropology has had no lack of interest in the visual; its problem has always been 

what to do with it’ (1997: 276). Thus, despite the antiquity of anthropological uses of 

visual media, it took longer for an engagement in terms of a consciously articulated 

and enacted subjectivity, reflexivity and critical theory to emerge (Pink 2003: 180). 

The development of anthropological approaches to the visual must therefore be 

situated within the broader context of anthropology as a discipline that has evolved 

to ‘critically reflect on its own practices and theories’ (ibid). Thus, I shall sketch the 

development of visual anthropology in terms of shifting approaches to the problem 

of ‘what to do with the visual’ in order for my own approach to be contextualised.  

Anthropology’s concern with visual media developed from a desire to make 

its subjects of study ‘visible’ to its audience, a desire initially manifested in the late 

19th and early 20th century through the display of ‘exotic’ individuals in museums, at 

world fairs and at lectures as forms of ‘living exhibit’ (MacDougall 1997: 276).12 

Whilst this method, enabled by the context of colonialism, produced an arresting 

visibility, anthropology as expressed through the monograph remained a ‘discipline 

of words’ (Mead 1995: 3). Anthropologists soon found that a more effective way of 

‘importing’ their subjects of study was through the inclusion of photographs in their 

texts and the display of films at lectures (MacDougall 1997: 276).  

The visual in these early days, in line with the West’s sensorial privileging of 

sight, was enlisted primarily to lend scientific credibility to an embryonic discipline 

anxious to affirm its place within academia (Banks and Ruby 2011: 7-8). In this 

sense, between 1880 and 1920, photographs were primarily used ‘as a form of 

evidence that could be circulated among ethnologists anxious to receive as much 

information about as many “primitive” groups as possible’ (Banks and Ruby 2011: 
																																																								
12 For example, in 1895 Franz Boas assisted in organising The World’s Columbian 
Exposition at which a group of Kwakiutl were displayed (MacDougall 1997: 267).  
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2). Early filmic works, such as those from the 1898 Cambridge Anthropological 

Expedition to Torres Strait, epitomise this use of the visual as a means of 

‘objectively’ showing social life (MacDougall 1997: 282). Furthermore, given that 

anthropology developed in the context of empire, anthropological uses of visual 

media were elevated to greater levels of importance as a means of measuring and 

comparing aspects of society, culture and racial biology (Collier, Jr. 1974: 237). John 

Tagg notes that through an emphasis upon indexicality the camera was placed within 

the ‘realm of truth’ and called upon to assist practices of colonial, Foucauldian 

surveillance (1988: 60-61). In British India, anthropological projects of 

anthropometry and photographic cataloguing were especially prevalent, perhaps due 

to Indian society’s heterogeneity, and whilst such endeavours may have produced 

little in the way of actual understanding, they offered a powerful appearance of 

scientific knowledge (MacDougall 1997: 280-281).  

It is therefore likely that photography’s entanglements with colonialism 

contributed to later anthropological unease around the use of the camera 

(MacDougall 1997: 280-281): as de-colonisation altered the political landscape of 

the world post-WWII, photography confronted anthropologists with their own 

implication in the power dynamics of representation and colonialism (Edwards 2014: 

n.p.). On top of this was the move towards the analysis of ‘abstract institutions such 

as “kinship” ’ and the expense of publishing heavily illustrated works, which 

‘contributed to a perceived decline in the value of the photomechanical image’ 

(Banks and Ruby 2011: 3). However, within the context of postmodernism and the 

‘crisis’ of anthropology in the 1980s, anthropological claims to authority, objectivity 

and knowledge were challenged and the reflection upon the discipline’s forms of 

reading and writing was soon extended to visual representation and spectatorship 

(Pink 2013: 3). Thus, whilst in the 1970’s claims were still being made for 

ethnographic film’s capacity to preserve the world’s biological variety and 

photography’s ability to represent reality (see Mead 1995: 3-4 and Collier 1974: 248) 

such understandings began to be displaced. The camera’s role as unmediated 

recorder of social life was challenged and its materiality was recognised, thereby 

allowing it to be explored and theorised as ‘the quick and the living’ as opposed to 

‘the still and the silent’ (Pinney 1992: 78).  

In 1997 MacDougall stated that anthropology was ‘beginning to pay attention 

to a range of cultural forms that [had] received only patchy anthropological attention 
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before’, such as historical photographs and postcards (283). Anthropologists started 

proposing that images could be read, rearticulated and engaged with in ways which 

extended beyond the producer’s intensions and that the dichotomy of the colonial 

agent photographing passive colonised subjects was too simplistic an understanding 

of photographic encounters. As stated by Marcus Banks and Richard Vokes, 

‘subjects have exploited the polyvalent properties of photographic representation not 

merely to insert themselves into history but to create new histories’ (2010: 343). It is 

this process that I propose continues as people in present-day Bengaluru engage with 

picture postcards. 

Further complicating such previous scholarship are phenomenological 

understandings of empathetic and embodied communication that are increasingly 

present in visual anthropology (Pink 2011: 450). As a result, whilst many scholars 

argue that modernity, globalisation and new technologies have further privileged 

sight above the other senses it is important to recognise that images operate ‘as 

bundles of sensory properties which respond to specific sets of relationships and 

environments’ (Edwards, Gosden and Phillips 2006: 8). The visual, then, is also the 

visceral (Pink et al. 2010: 2) and this is especially true of the mobile, ephemeral and 

inscribed picture postcard. Recent scholarship notes that the experience of 

colonialism was not simply one of Foucauldian representation but one in which 

‘colonised and imperial centres were critically linked by a traffic in objects that was 

sensorially figured: raw materials, crafted artefacts, foodstuffs, photographs, 

documents, bodies and body parts’ (Edwards, Gosden and Phillips 2006: 3). As such, 

it is necessary to recognise the multi-sensorial context of the continued consumption 

of postcards, as well as that of their original production.  

It is therefore clear that what has taken place within anthropology, as within 

public culture more broadly, is what William Mitchell called the ‘pictorial turn’ 

(1995: 13). However, the teleological account presented above must be tempered 

with recognition of what Edwards describes as the ‘tension between evidence and 

affect’ that has been at play throughout anthropology’s relationship with 

photography (2014: n.p.). Stretching further back than the 1960s, Edwards also notes 

that the 1898 Cambridge Anthropological Expedition to the Torres Strait, mentioned 

previously, actually epitomises this tension. Photographs of A.C. Haddon’s ‘native’ 

assistant, Pasi, appear both in the expedition’s formal reports as evidential, 

typological examples, as well as in Haddon’s personal albums as representations of 
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an individualised companion (2016: 108). In fact, MacDougall prefigured such an 

understanding of visual anthropology, noting that (albeit often on the margins) 

concerns such as embodied experience, the connection between people, places and 

things, have been ‘central to visual anthropology’s potential from the very 

beginning’ (2006: 237). Thus, it is clear that visual media cannot be consigned to 

particular moments in an essentialising teleology. Instead they must be examined as 

complex things that evince multiple engagements and meanings. I take this to be a 

crucial tenet of this research project. The ubiquitous potential for corporeal 

engagements is, I suggest, not a phenomenon unique to visual anthropological 

practices but may also include forms of representation from British India, such as 

picture postcards.  

In particular, this thesis will frequently draw upon Christopher Pinney’s 

extensive body of ethnographically grounded work on the corporeality and politics of 

photography in India. In Camera Indica: The Social Life of Indian Photographs 

(1997), Pinney takes inspiration from Appadurai to trace the historical development 

of photography in India from its initial use in the 1840s to the 1990s, exploring how 

photographs become ‘ “entangled” in different systems’ (ibid: 10). In other writings, 

such as The Coming of Photography in India (2008), the edited volume 

Photography’s Other Histories (2003a) and the article Camera Work as Technical 

Practice (2010), Pinney foregrounds the disruption and contingency of photography, 

and the effects of the material, technological base on its potentials. Throughout these 

works Pinney has therefore resisted narratives of an ‘Othered’ Indian photography, 

whilst alerting us to the cultural, historical and political specificities of practice. In 

Photos of the Gods: The Printed Image and Political Struggle in India (2004), 

Pinney further explores visual culture’s embroilment in politics. However, he takes 

this further to place the printed images of Hindu gods, produced from the 1870s 

onwards, centre stage in Indian history by exploring these images’ ‘powers’ and 

‘needs’ (ibid: 8). Specifically, he argues that chromolithography and Western notions 

of perspective were utilised to make Hindu gods more real in a way that ‘backfired’ 

against British endeavours to undermine the Hindu world-view through the 

organisation of sensory experience (ibid: 18-19). In this sense, we may see visual 

media, including the picture postcard, as things that transcend the apparent divide 

between ‘disinterested’ Kantian aesthetics and embodied ‘corpothetics’ (ibid: 8). 

Consequently, what Edwards refers to as the ‘tension between evidence and affect’ 
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(2014), can be articulated beyond the confines of visual anthropology as a ‘tension 

between aesthetics and corpothetics’.  

The notion of tension can also be applied to the process of remediation as 

defined by Jay Bolter and Richard Grusin as the refashioning or repurposing of ‘old’ 

media by ‘new’ media in order to gain their own cultural significance (2000: 20-22). 

All media are therefore remediations and remediated, mimicking and mimicked, 

venerating and venerated, or critiquing and critiqued. As a result, appreciation of the 

historical antecedents and social life of a particular medium is always necessary if 

we are to understand its significance in the present. In the present media landscape, it 

is clearer than ever that visual media cannot be ‘studied as independent forms or 

structures that change over time, but as non-teleological evolving networks of media 

constellations and media productions’ (Baetens 2013: 183). Consideration of how 

various media tensions play out in contemporary engagements with postcards in 

particular is therefore essential as remediation alters, calls into question and even 

unhinges their previous form, status and thus social role. Mitchell’s assertion of a 

pictorial turn can therefore be emphasised not as a teleological summit but as 

recognition of these always existing tensions: ‘What makes for a sense of a pictorial 

turn, [is] that pictures form a point of peculiar friction and discomfort across a broad 

range of intellectual inquiry’ (1995: 13).  

In the context of the 21st century, Mitchell’s notion of the pictorial turn 

retains its relevance as images continue to motivate interdisciplinary enquiries. In the 

two decades since Mitchell’s work, the proliferation of access to the Internet, the 

development of digital image technologies and the rise of social media have 

produced new tensions and ‘frictions’ as the ‘tempo’ of visual culture has changed 

(Khanduri 2014: 18). In their study of Facebook images, Daniel Miller and Jolynna 

Sinanan propose a ‘digital pictorial turn’ in ethnography that is comprised of a 

‘mixture of breaks and continuities’ with previous scholarship and uses a purely 

online space as an ethnographic field site (2017: 7). In today’s context ‘mobile and 

ubiquitous technologies’ are speeding up and expanding the possibilities to 

‘participate, spontaneously and continuously, in activities of collection, preservation 

and interpretation’ (Giaccardi 2012: 2). More than ever before, media are therefore 

open to a multiplicity of reconfigurations.  

There is also an increasingly widespread ‘illusion [that] predigital worlds are 

less mediated’ and thus more ‘authentic’ (Horst and Miller 2012: 14). Whilst 
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anthropology acknowledges that ‘there is no such thing as pure human immediacy’, 

Heather Horst and Daniel Miller argue that it is through the study of digital media 

that we are most able to answer the question of ‘why some media are perceived as 

mediating and others not’ (ibid: 12). However, the study of ‘old’ media moving in 

and out of the ‘new’ digital media landscape of the present can be especially 

illuminative of this question. Such an approach allows for the nuanced exploration of 

what Sara Pesce and Paolo Noto recognise as contemporary concerns with ‘the 

“threat” of perishability’ and a ‘utopia of permanence’ in relation to media (2016: 2).  

For my interlocutors in contemporary Bengaluru, who actively engage with 

digital technologies and social media alongside British Indian picture postcards, the 

pictorial turn is therefore less concerned with the simple uni-directional ‘reception of 

images’ (as characterised early 1990s visual studies) than with ‘the fabric of 

participation and conversation’ (Giaccardi 2012: 4). In this context, as images move 

faster and in more complex networks, we are urged to look to remediation, networks 

and ‘entanglements’ (Lehmuskallio and Cruz 2016: 2) as understandings and 

experiences of ‘old’ and ‘new’ visual media are reconstituted. We are urged to move 

from a focus on the image as a ‘single’, ‘recognisable’, ‘stable’ object, to a focus on 

the moments when it ‘destabilises, or flickers in the dialectics of the multistable 

image [to become] a hybrid thing […] that requires more than one name, more than 

one identity’ (Mitchell 2005: 156). Thus, whilst for a long time Foucauldian inspired 

analyses of images reduced them ‘solely to representation artefact’, more recent 

scholarship has started to place entanglements at the heart of the investigations, not 

only into digital and new media images but also with regards photography (Pinney 

2016: 75). In this way, the ‘practice turn’ has highlighted the ‘dethroning of 

sovereignty that occurs when subject, photographer, apparatus and viewer collide’ 

(ibid). For Pinney, it is the ‘uncontrollable contingency embodied in every 

photographic event’ (ibid: 74) with all its frictions and tensions to which we must 

turn our attention.  

The concept of friction noted by Mitchell in 1995 therefore remains central to 

discussions of visual media. However, it is a term that has also been explored beyond 

the disciplinary limits of visual anthropology. Throughout this thesis, the concept 

will be employed not only to indicate the relationships between different images and 

media but also as a term to evoke my interlocutors’ experiences of, and attempts to, 

counter urban change in the city. Taking particular inspiration from Anna Tsing 
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(2005), I employ friction to evoke the ‘diverse and conflicting social interactions that 

make up our social world’ (Nielsen and Langstrup 2014: 240). On this note, I now 

turn to discuss the ways in which I, as ethnographer, explored the ‘diverse and 

conflicting’ relationships between things, people and places (Ingold 2015: 3) as I 

conducted my fieldwork in Bengaluru.  

 

0.5. Reflections on method, ethics and positionality  
 

Fieldwork can be understood through the metaphor of ‘labyrinths [which] necessitate 

thoughtful navigation’ (Osterhoudt 2010: 10). Researching the social life of picture 

postcards in Bengaluru certainly required me to navigate thoughtfully and carefully 

through labyrinths of the things themselves as well as streets, interpersonal 

relationships and connections through time. Throughout the dissertation I have 

endeavoured to convey this sense of searching and navigating since it was an 

important methodological approach for me as I found myself encountering fragments 

that slowly came together. Given that picture postcards are things, inherently 

designed to travel and scatter, following their divergent routes as well as the 

moments they were brought back together was an important way of understanding 

the networks they are a part of and produce. By placing myself within the text I hope 

to demonstrate this sense of following these networks and the experience of 

navigation (a central theme within the dissertation) that I had throughout my 

research. This self-inclusion is intended to enhance the reader’s identification with a 

sense of up-rootedness in a disorienting city and the moments of friction when place, 

person, event and thing come together. Moreover, I highlight myself to indicate the 

subjectivity of my fieldwork and the resulting text.  

In addition, I also aim to convey the crucial role of the individuals I met both 

as gatekeepers (who offered access to particular collections or spaces) and as guides 

who led me through the city (in some cases quite literally) to important sites, things 

and other people. When I first met one such individual early on in my fieldwork he 

enthusiastically told me that he would be my ‘silent research partner’, collaborating 

with me in my research project. In my field notes that evening I wrote of both my 

thrill at having met someone so informative and enthusiastic, as well as my anxiety 

at the prospect of managing expectations ‘in the field’. I distinctly remember a 

feeling of slight unease that someone who I was quickly realising would be a crucial 
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interlocutor saw himself as more of a research partner than subject. As my time in 

Bengaluru continued I reflected on this exchange and found myself questioning why 

it had provoked a response of anxiety. Was this born of feelings of possessiveness 

and authorship about my project? Or was it a response to my realisation of the 

messiness of anthropological research in which the many people you encounter need 

to be taken into consideration in terms of their expectations of you and the project? I 

like to think it was the latter and I was consequently careful to ensure that I did not 

allow people to develop unrealistic expectations of my research output. However, 

what I ultimately came to realise was that my interlocutor’s statement was in fact an 

astute verbalisation of how ethnographic research relationships actually work - as 

relationships of collaboration. This is now a common understanding in the discipline 

of anthropology (Tsing 2012: 410) and whilst I knew about it as a methodological 

approach intellectually before arriving in Bengaluru I only slowly understood its 

significance in practice.  

Whilst there are increasing examples of formal collaborations between 

ethnographers and the communities they study, there is also a heightened sensitivity 

to the ‘unspoken collaborations of our work, such as the learning relationships we 

have in the field with our research subjects’ (ibid). In particular, I was alerted to the 

complexity of research relationships when navigating my own picture postcard 

collecting activities as I reflected on the potential position of competition this could 

place me in vis-à-vis my interlocutors. In response to this, I was conscious to make 

clear my own status as a collector, to share my own picture postcards with 

interlocutors interested in seeing them and to digitally share unusual images I had 

acquired.  

Recognising the collaborative role of my interlocutors is not, however, to 

brush over the inherent power dynamic within any research relationship since we 

must not forget that it is the anthropologist who ‘document[s] the discussion with 

attention to context and history, provide[s] the audience beyond the subject and 

speak[s] truths that are often difficult for others to articulate’ (Sanjek 2015: 262). 

With this awareness at the forefront of my mind, I was anxious to ensure my 

interlocutors were aware that I was as much interested in them and their experiences 

and opinions as I was in their collections or historical knowledge about the city. This 

was made somewhat harder given the centrality of material and visual things to my 

research. It was only with time, as I came to understand the direction the project was 
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going in with regards to the broader contemporary issues of urbanisation, heritage 

and memory, that I felt I became more successful in conveying my interest in both 

picture postcards and the people who engage with them.  

The centrality of picture postcards as things to my research immediately 

raised my concerns with regards to anonymity. It quickly became apparent that a 

crucial tenet of my research relationships was the assurance that images of picture 

postcards used in my thesis would be credited to their collectors in name. Not only 

did my interlocutors’ concerns around being recognised for their contributions probe 

interesting considerations of ideas and experiences of ownership and thing-ness, but 

also from an ethical perspective they left me unsure as to how to proceed. Whilst I 

made sure to engage in repeated conversations around anonymity with my 

interlocutors and whilst the vast majority of individuals repeatedly assured me that 

they were comfortable not to be anonymised in any way, I continued to feel unsure. 

How could I credit collectors whilst simultaneously anonymising them? This 

question preoccupied many evenings of reflection during my fieldwork until a friend 

and fellow PhD researcher in the city asked me the obvious question: Do you think 

you need to anonymise them? Absurdly, this question had been one I had not 

reflectively sat down and asked myself. Instead, I had been blinded to the 

particularities of my research relationships by an instilled sense that the 

anthropologist must anonymise their interlocutors ‘for their own good’.  

 No doubt, in many situations (particularly when dealing with the vulnerable, 

underage or with highly politicised or contentious situations) anonymity is absolutely 

necessary as part of a researcher’s commitment to ‘do no harm’. However, as I 

contemplated my friend’s question more closely, I began to consider that to enforce 

anonymisation might actually, in certain situations, be contrary to the best interests 

of our interlocutors. The individuals central to this research offered insightful 

perspectives on their city, its history and the medium of picture postcards, having 

spent years carefully accumulating both this knowledge and their physical 

collections, and many of them wished to have this acknowledged in my thesis. 

Further, as Nancy Scheper-Hughes reflexively stated in a second edition to her book 

on mental illness in rural Ireland in response to anger from her interlocutors about 

their representation: 

I have come to see that the time-honoured practice of bestowing 
anonymity on our communities and informants fools few and protects 
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none […] Anonymity makes us forget that we owe our anthropological 
subjects the same degree of courtesy, empathy and friendship in writing 
that we normally extend to the face to face (2001: 12-13).  

 
Whilst through anonymisation lies the key to a certain degree of representational 

‘freedom’ in our writings, it is important to consider whether it is fair and ethical to 

use anonymity as a tool to legitimise writings we know may be offensive, upsetting 

or even damaging to those we are discussing, particularly in light of the fact that 

anonymisation does not always ‘fool’ those involved in the research. As Scheper-

Hughes states, an often-unrecognised benefit of not anonymising is the greater 

impetus it gives us to think carefully and sensitively about how we discuss people.  

 Upon revisiting the field between July and August 2017, one year after I 

completed my fieldwork, I was able to revisit the issue of anonymity, or lack thereof, 

with my interlocutors. As during fieldwork, the majority were insistent that they 

wanted to be credited for their collections and that they were comfortable being 

discussed by name. After a year of reflection and writing, I was able to provide them 

with a clearer picture of what my thesis would look like, in what contexts I would 

discuss them, their activities and their collections, and what the main themes of the 

thesis would be. Doing so gave me greater assurance that their refusal of anonymity 

and their desire to be credited was made with an informed understanding of what this 

would mean. It also perpetuated the sense of collaboration that had been cultivated 

during fieldwork into the writing up phase. In the vast majority of cases I have 

therefore used people’s real names and have not attempted to disguise identifying 

features of individuals, places or organisations. When using images of picture 

postcards or photographs from people’s collections, I have always credited the 

individual in figure captions. In certain, specific situations, however, I have avoided 

specifying whom a particular comment was made by or have used a pseudonym to 

prevent any potential interpersonal difficulties between my interlocutors.  

As my research progressed and my interlocutors, or collaborators, guided me, 

I also began to realise that my project was taking on an emphasis I had not 

previously imagined would be so crucial: that of the city itself and its experience of 

change. This was an aspect of my project that was largely determined by the people I 

encountered and what they told me of their city, its past, their experiences of its 

present and their interactions with picture postcards. In hindsight, I recognise that 

this too was a product of the role of my interlocutors as collaborators: as a result of 



	 [47] 

their guidance, the project took on an emphasis that represented their concerns, 

knowledge, experiences and interests. In this way, I hope that this resultant 

ethnography represents a more collaborative approach ‘attuned to and defined by the 

interests of the collaborators’ as opposed to those of just myself (ibid: 261). 

Although Bengaluru itself became an important focus of the research, 

however, the need to follow picture postcards through the city, online and into 

different people’s collections meant that (unlike many fieldwork situations) I did not 

have a clearly demarcated field site within the city where I could go to find the 

community and things with which I was working. Certain locations did become 

regular meeting spots, as will be discussed in subsequent chapters, yet I would 

frequently travel across the city to meet with different people in varying contexts and 

would often conduct informal interviews in relaxed public spaces. Over the course of 

15 months, I tallied up countless miles in auto rickshaws, the metro, taxis and by foot 

as I travelled across many of Bengaluru’s neighbourhoods to meet with interlocutors. 

Much of my time was therefore spent attending events and conducting semi- and un-

structured interviews, allowing my interlocutors to lead discussions that would often 

move between ephemera, heritage, personal memory, urban change and colonial 

history. My days were filled by speaking with heritage enthusiasts about the city’s 

loss of historic buildings, visiting artists working with the picture postcard format on 

themes of urban change and personal narratives, joining heritage walks across the 

city, attending public lectures about history, architecture and urban change, joining 

philately meetings at the General Post Office (henceforth GPO), holding focus group 

discussions with key interlocutors and helping run events aimed at rejuvenating the 

use of picture postcards.  

Often, these encounters, meetings and events would involve some degree of 

hospitality. At some events, such as heritage walks, this was built into the formalised 

programme and extended to all participants in the form of chai or coffee breaks and 

‘local’ Bengalurean foods. When I was meeting with individuals on a one-to-one or 

small group basis, however, this hospitality was solely directed at me as the guest in 

Bengaluru and I would be generously offered coffee, lunch, dinner and snacks. The 

frequent accompaniment of food or drinks seemed to be a way of giving a frame to 

discussions about the city and picture postcards. Yet my experiences of being served 

Indian and Anglo-Indian foods also seemed to mimic the hybridity of the picture 

postcards themselves, as things born of encounter. By following picture postcards 
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into different spaces and discourses, I was able to grasp the complexity of the 

biographies these things can assume as they move from their production in the 

context of colonialism into the postcolonial present. In addition to this, however, I 

was able to trace intersections of heritage, personal and collective mnemonics, 

remediation, nostalgia, colonial critique, urbanisation, communication and 

materiality that occur along the routes of picture postcard circulation. 

My fieldwork therefore became very multifaceted and based upon mixed 

methodologies, however it took time to become aware of the activities taking place 

in the city. Ultimately, I came to realise that it was through Facebook that much was 

advertised. Once my digital connections with Bengalureans grew, my newsfeed 

began to become populated with information about events. In the 2013 edition of 

Doing Visual Ethnography, Sarah Pink noted the impact of digital photography and 

the Internet on research methods and field sites: 

We use (increasingly digital) media in doing ethnographic research, we 
seek to develop understandings of the meanings and experiences that 
images and visual and media practices have in other people’s lives and 
our very fieldwork sites may cross online and offline contexts (2013: 1). 
 

For my own research in Bengaluru this was particularly true. Not only did I rely 

upon digital social media to ‘tap me in’ to aspects of the cultural life of the city but 

my interlocutors would also offer suggestions of places to visit both within and 

outside of the city. Much of my time, initially, was therefore taken up by pursuing 

these suggested routes. The city’s flea market, a philately fair in Mumbai, the 

warehouse of an elderly collector of bazaar cards in the old part of the city, a 

postcard dealer in Delhi who had supplied one of the collectors I knew in Bengaluru 

– these were just some of the places I was encouraged to visit by my interlocutors. 

Although not all have made their way into this thesis via explicit discussion they 

were crucial to my understanding of picture postcards of Bengaluru, the city itself 

and the individuals I became friends with by providing a broader frame of reference. 

Furthermore, I believe that by listening to and acting upon the advice of my 

interlocutors I was able to demonstrate my commitment to understanding them, their 

city and picture postcards. Moreover, in certain instances I was able to develop 

closer relationships by joining particular individuals at events or on short trips.  

There were times when I experienced the fact that my fieldwork resisted a 

singular fixed site within the city as a lack, when I would pine for the routine of that 
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magical location always filled with my interlocutors that could be visited every day. 

When reading Nicholas Nisbett’s book entitled Growing up in the Knowledge 

Society: Living the IT Dream in Bangalore (2009), I identified with his desire for a 

‘neighbourhood-based model of urban fieldwork’ that was not possible ‘when living 

[…] in an anonymous flat in a busy city’ (ibid: 24). In such contexts, he states, 

anthropologists have had to employ a ‘multifaceted strategy in order to accomplish 

what would normally be focussed on one locale’ (ibid). Whilst my particular 

research project necessitated an especially mobile form of ethnography within the 

city, my experience was also in line with more recent urban ethnographies. Carla 

Freeman notes with regards to her fieldwork in Barbados that ‘being mobile and 

disembedded from any single locale, I was engaging in a form of ethnography that 

mirrors the ways in which contemporary Barbadians live’ (2000: 19). Likewise, 

during my fieldwork I slowly realised that my wish for a bounded, single locale did 

not reflect the reality of my interlocutors’ engagements with the city and each other, 

nor the circulation of picture postcards as ‘things in motion’ (Joyce and Gillespie 

2015).  

Alongside traversing the city to hold interviews and attend events, I also 

spent much time exploring and cataloguing private collections: scanning, 

photographing, note-taking and compiling a spread-sheet. Whilst I endeavoured to 

make this process of cataloguing comprehensive, it was not always possible to 

ensure that all elements of a collection were recorded due to the size of collections, 

their continuous growth, their ephemeral nature and issues of access. When scanning 

and cataloguing were not possible, I therefore made as comprehensive notes as was 

possible during my observations and took photographs if permitted. These notes and 

photographs have not been catalogued but have informed my analyses of picture 

postcard images, messages and collections. This methodology allowed me to 

understand the discussions I was having with collectors in the context of their 

collections and led to new encounters and information. Secondly, it also enabled me 

to interact with their collections in an embodied way as collectors themselves do, 

thereby providing me with an insight into the tactility and corporeality of picture 

postcards and the other ephemera with which they so often mingle. Finally, 

cataloguing collections enabled me to build a digital reference repository of that 

allowed me to analyse the city these postcards constructed.  
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Given that these picture postcards were produced in the early 20th century, 

certain historical methods were also employed in order to be able to navigate this 

past and its multiple relationships with the present. The informal archival aspect of 

my research was therefore supplemented by stints of formal archival research in the 

Karnataka State Archives and the British Library. This was particularly important in 

order to understand the photographic studios that produced picture postcards in 

Bengaluru. Aside from engaging with various historical documents, oral histories 

were a crucial methodology used. By speaking with people in an informal way about 

their life stories, memories and family histories, I was able to fill some of the gaps in 

the archives. However, perhaps more significantly, I was also able to discern what 

stories, experiences and moments were of significance to the community I was 

engaging with in the present.  

As made evident above, what is of crucial importance to this research is the 

creation of ‘history-anthropology interface’ (Hancock 2008:16). Concurrently, the 

broad methodological orientation of the project is that of a historically informed 

visual anthropology, which integrates participant-observation, informal interviews 

and focus group discussions with archival research (both online and offline). John 

and Jean Comaroff note that a potential pitfall of methodologies which seek to 

establish an embodied engagement and understanding with their interlocutors and 

research topic, is the abandonment of context in the pursuit of ‘phenomenologically 

conceived actors’ (1992: 10). I find this a valid cautionary critique and have tried to 

avoid producing the sense of anthropological self-absorption and obscurity to which 

this approach can lead (MacDougall 2006: 221). It is here that the integration of 

historical research methods provides a useful methodological foil that ensures a 

balance between recognition of the experiencing subject and the conditions that 

produce them. Such a balance necessarily developed during fieldwork due to my 

focus upon picture postcards which were initially produced in a historical context 

and which bear material traces of this.  

Throughout the text the reader will encounter multiple images of picture 

postcards that present these things in different ways. Some images will lift the 

picture postcards out of context, for example in chapters one and three. When this 

visual methodology is employed it is intended to enable the reader to enter into a 

close analysis of the images, messages and captions the picture postcards carry. Yet 

this will also offer the reader an opportunity to place these complex, social things in 
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their own contexts, assemblages and relationships independent of the chapter text. In 

other instances, such as in chapters, four, five and six, the images used will actively 

reveal the picture postcards’ situation within collections, city streets or cafés etc. 

This is intended to demonstrate the situated relationships in which picture postcards 

of Bengaluru circulate and the ways they are kept, displayed and used. Such images 

are therefore crucial in demonstrating the mobility, multiplicity and sociality of 

picture postcards as things.  

 
0.6. Outline of chapters  

 
This thesis has been organised so as to move between different forms and scales of 

engagement with picture postcards. Despite beginning with a historical 

contextualisation, I have deliberately avoided evincing any firm chronological order 

in an effort to allow my structure to mirror my theoretical understanding of the 

dynamic interplay and mutually constitutive relationship between past and present. 

Within each chapter multiple ‘moments’ from the timeline of my fieldwork have 

been drawn upon such that the reader will continuously move between early 

encounters and later engagements and back again. This was not only necessary given 

the slow and patchwork-like development of knowledge when in the field but also 

serves, in this thesis, as a means through which to convey the particularly 

pronounced requirement for ‘detective’ work as I traversed the slippages between 

different times, narratives and spaces. The thesis as a whole, therefore, evinces a 

more cyclical than linear structure by following the different ways in which picture 

postcards act and are engaged as they move through time and space. Such a structure 

also aims at reinforcing the concept of picture postcards as things, things whose 

biographies do not always produce ‘linear narrative’ (Joyce and Gillespie 2015: 10) 

but circulate in complex ways. I therefore move from discussions of picture 

postcards in terms of production, physical collections and acts of writing and 

sending, to digitisation and remediation, before coming full circle and returning to 

their materiality as they are put back into physical circulation.  

Chapter one is structured around my own search for information about the 

photographic studios that produced picture postcards in early 20th century Bengaluru. 

Information from archival records held at the Karnataka State Archives and the 

British Library, oral histories and information from picture postcards themselves will 

be stitched together against the backdrop of Bengaluru’s history and encounters in 
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the present-day. Through relaying this search for historical information, the chapter 

introduces some of the locations and histories of the city pertinent to the dissertation. 

In addition, it will apply Pinney’s notion of the ‘photographic event’ as a ‘record of a 

space of complex negotiation’ (2003a: 10) as it examines the networks between 

studios and photographers in the city.  

In chapter two the focus shifts from early 20th century photographers and 

studios to present-day collectors who were crucial contributors to my research. By 

outlining how they acquired and constructed their collections and the significance 

they hold for them the chapter will demonstrate the mnemonic and storytelling 

potential of collections of British Indian picture postcards. By bringing to the fore the 

collectors themselves the chapter demonstrates the work that collections do in the 

present. Moreover, the chapter counters stereotypes of the isolated, asocial collector 

by demonstrating that these individuals are part of a present-day community 

embedded in the concerns and experiences of the city.  

Chapter three then delves into collections to analyse the images and messages 

of British Indian picture postcards of Bengaluru in the context of early 20th century 

production and consumption. The chapter will ask: what imagination of early 20th 

century Bengaluru do these picture postcards work to produce? What is excluded 

from their frame? And what ‘excesses’ did the camera’s indexicality capture that 

may indicate the complexities of Bengaluru as a lived space that could not be wholly 

contained by colonial visual paradigms? By focussing on picture postcards of a 

particular British Indian locale, rather than on ‘native types’ or a generalised 

category of India, the chapter argues that more nuanced understandings of colonial 

representational discourses, and their limitations, can be reached.  

 Having analysed British Indian picture postcards in-depth, chapter four 

follows picture postcards as they move out of private collections and into public 

spaces in the city to engage with discourses and practices of nostalgia and heritage. 

In this chapter I return to chapter one’s emphasis on movement through the city. 

However, rather than thinking in terms of a fluid movement, the chapter foregrounds 

a sense of disjuncture, or friction, between the different engagements, locations and 

discourses around heritage in Bengaluru. This is explored in relation to 

Bengalureans’ attempts to place themselves meaningfully in their city, as well as the 

multiple and, at times, conflicting discourses that can emerge from moments of 

encounter between people and things.  
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After this exploration of the very physical presence of postcards in the city, 

chapter five moves into online space to consider in-depth the Facebook group 

Bangalore - photos from a bygone age; a site where picture postcards circulate 

regularly alongside a diverse range of other images and written posts. The prior 

theme of nostalgia and heritage is therefore continued and complicated by questions 

of digitisation, the relationship between online and offline communities/spaces, and 

issues of access to participation in heritage production. By bringing together 

literature on social media, archives and nostalgia the chapter ultimately suggests that 

the Facebook group functions as a form of digital, unofficial, living archive of the 

city. The chapter ends by proposing how the group might complicate divisions 

between ‘old’ and ‘new’ media as the postcard form is mimicked by sharing and 

commenting on digitised images as a form of communication across time and space.  

The final chapter, chapter six, expands the temporal frame further to consider 

how people write and send picture postcards in the city today. Moving away from 

purely British Indian picture postcards, the concern of this chapter is instead on the 

phenomenon of Postcrossing and focuses upon several active members 

(Postcrossers) of the growing community in the city. Both facilitated through the rise 

of new social media and in reaction against it, Postcrossing is a global online 

community of individuals who send one another picture postcards as a means of 

revitalising this ‘old’ medium that is deemed to be a more meaningful form of 

communication. In particular, I follow the project of one member as she produced 

100 picture postcard illustrations of the city. The themes of heritage, friction, connect 

and locality remain central, however they are taken into a different context and 

community. As a result, this chapter departs from themes of nostalgia for the city and 

concerns with its heritage and shifts the focus to nostalgia for a medium as a form of 

communication. I therefore end by returning to the materiality of the picture postcard 

as a thing that, as one Postcrosser emphatically told me, has a life. 
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[Chapter One] 

The Place of Photographic Studios in Early 20th Century 
Bengaluru 

	
1.1. Networks of place  

 
Space and time are intimately interwoven. They exist in the state of continuous, 

constructive flux as space is transformed into meaningful place. As Michel Foucault 

famously asserted, ‘our experience of the world is less that of a long life developing 

through time than that of a network that connects points and intersects with its own 

skein’ (Foucault and Miskowiec 1986: 22). In this chapter, I explore the 

transformation of Bengaluru’s cantonment from space into place under colonial 

discourse and practice. I shall do this, however, through the lens of cantonment 

photographic studios that produced picture postcards as they emerged and intersected 

with one another in the early 20th century.13 I will focus upon six studios, G.G. 

Welling, S. Mahadeo & Son, Wiele’s Studio, Doveton C.H., Cyrill & Wiele and 

E.G.K. & Son, in order to reveal photographic networks in this early 20th century 

cantonment. I shall draw upon the sites and buildings of these studios, the oral family 

histories surrounding them and paper records. This will make clear the context from 

which a material and mobile archive of picture postcards emerged and will 

demonstrate that a network of photographic studios contributed to the construction of 

place under colonial rule. The photographic networks this chapter explores will move 

us back and forth across a timeline stretching from the late 19th century to the present 

as archival fragments and oral histories come together. They will not emerge in 

empty space but will lead us through the lived streets, the constructed place, of 

Bengaluru as its cantonment developed. Finally, the chapter will unsettle divisions 

between ‘Indian’ and ‘European’ photographic studios in British India, highlighting 

the simultaneously global and local status of early 20th century photography. 

Undoubtedly, the production of British Indian picture postcards was deeply 

embedded into larger trends of colonial representation, discourse and power 

																																																								
13 It is important to note that there were also many photographic studios in the pre-colonial 
city (as will be indicated by the studio E.G.K. & Son later in this chapter). However, these 
studios, unsurprisingly given their different audience, did not produce picture postcards and 
as such do not fall within the scope of this chapter.  
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relations. However, simultaneously, it was part of intimately local networks between 

photographers and studios. 

 

1.2. Narrativising the past in the present  
 

Mahatma Gandhi Road, called South Parade until 1948 (The Hindu 2006: n.p.), 

hums with the incessant idling of auto, car and moped engines waiting in the traffic. 

Namma Metro, the city’s metro system and a controversial symbol of the changes 

Bengaluru’s streets have experienced in recent decades, looms above the road casting 

welcome shadows along portions of the otherwise sun-exposed pavement. Glass 

multi-storey buildings dominate the southern side of the road. Auto rickshaw drivers 

wait in a queue offering suspiciously low fares to the shopping area of Commercial 

Street nearby. Clothing stores, an ice cream vendor, costume jewellery stands, an 

emporium beckoning to tourists with its announcement of crafts at fixed prices, high-

end cocktail bars and restaurants serving an array of food from idlī sāmbar14 to 

burgers fill the left-hand side of the street. M.G. Road has experienced dramatic 

change in its streetscape since Bengaluru’s growth as the ‘IT capital of India’ and 

many people reminisce about the now demolished buildings and the businesses they 

housed, from restaurants to dance halls to cinemas.  

One of the few buildings and businesses on M.G. Road to have survived this 

urbanisation is the studio G.G. Welling. As a well-known remnant of the earlier 

streetscape, a local newspaper article recounted the studio’s history in the early 

2000s (The Hindu 2004) and in 2016 it was included in a heritage and oral history 

walking tour along M.G. Road organised by the Centre for Public History, Srishti 

Institute of Art, Design and Technology. From outside, the building in which the 

studio sits has a certain Art-Deco quality with its rectangular windows, flat roof and 

geometric brickwork. Above the large entrance hangs a blue sign emblazoned with 

the yellow, italic words ‘G.G. Welling Photographers & Dealers’ in both English and 

Kannada (figure 1.1).15 Walking into the G.G. Welling photographic studio I was 

met by the softly spoken Deepak who runs the studio, which has been in the same 
																																																								
14 idlī is a popular breakfast dish in south India made of steamed rice and fermented lentil 
flour often served with sāmbar: a spicy vegetable and lentil broth.   
15 In 1984 it was made mandatory for all commercial signs to include Kannada as the first 
language (Gowda 2017: n.p.). In 2017 ‘The Kannada Development Authority instructed 
Bangalore Metro Rail Corporation Ltd. […] to remove Hindi signage’ from stations and 
instead use only Kannada and English (The Hindu 2017a: n.p.).  
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family since its founding more than a century ago. This was the first of many 

encounters I was to have with Deepak over the course of my time in Bengaluru and 

at that early stage of fieldwork I was excited to have found a tangible connection to 

one of the city’s earliest studios.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Upon entering I found that the interior of the building had also retained a 

sense of the Art-Deco period16 in which it was built. Following Deepak through 

wooden swing doors, I was treated to a tour. In the backroom screens and spotlights 

were arranged for taking I.D. photographs, shelves up high were filled with old 

paperwork and a computer sat conspicuously on a desk in the far corner. Next to the 

computer, Deepak pointed out the original dark room and developing cabinet tucked 

away right at the back of the studio. Reminiscing about the use of such equipment 

before the digital revolution, Deepak asserted that photography used to be an art - not 

like the digital photography now. The depth of light in the older images is much 

greater, ‘they don’t fade and deteriorate’. Upon seeing me turn my attention towards 

																																																								
16 Michael Windover notes that Art-Deco architecture can be seen as a ‘particular response 
to conditions of modernity, which included colonialism, commerce, domestication of 
infrastructures of communication and transportation’ (2012: 13). In India, it became even 
more complex as its use was set against the backdrop of the increasingly powerful 
independence movement (ibid: 166). 	

Figure 1.1. Outside of G.G. Welling Studio, M.G. Road, Bengaluru. [photograph] 2016. 
Emily Stevenson.  
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them, he explained that the two Raja Ravi Varma chromolithographs of Lakshmi and 

Saraswati,17 the goddesses of wealth and learning respectively, have been in the 

family for many years. Every morning before opening, his grandfather and father 

would perform the Hindu act of worship, pūjā, in front of the pictures, a ritual 

Deepak has continued. On that day, a slight aroma hung in the air from incense burnt 

in front of the goddesses. 

Leading me up a flight of stairs the tour continued as Deepak showed me to 

the first floor of the building where a larger studio room looks out onto the road 

below. At the back of the room an early to mid-20th century photographic backdrop 

is still installed behind the more modern plain white and coloured screens nodding to 

the building’s and the studio’s antiquity. Built in 1934 by a Mr Andrews and adopted 

as the home of G.G. Welling at the end of the same decade, the building is still 

referred to by Deepak as ‘The Andrews Building’. According to Deepak’s memory, 

the studio produced picture postcards up until the 1970s when he was a boy. The 

photographs, he said, were printed directly onto imported photographic paper made 

by either AGFA or Kodak,18 which would have been ordered through suppliers 

travelling once monthly from Chennai. Back in the front room of the ground floor, 

Deepak disappeared through the swing doors only to return with a landscape paper 

album of about A4 size filled with prints of (primarily) the cantonment or Civil and 

Military Station area of Bengaluru: the photographs had been taken by his father in 

the 1940s (see figure 1.2. and 1.3.). Continuing his gentle narration as I looked 

through the album, Deepak explained that the album would have been placed on the 

front desk in the studio for customers to look through and request picture postcards 

from, acting as a kind of sample book. Although portraiture was the primary source 

of business for this and the majority of other studios, taking landscape and 

architectural photographs was Deepak’s father’s personal hobby and Deepak fondly 

remembers him ‘clicking’ pictures around Bengaluru into the 1960s and 70s. 

 

 

																																																								
17 Raja Ravi Varma (1848-1906) is widely considered to be one of India’s greatest painters. 
He utilised European stylistic techniques such as realism to paint Hindu Gods and 
Goddesses. These paintings were produced as affordable chromolithographic prints that still 
appear across India in homes and business.  
18 AGFA and Kodak were, and continue to be, two of the most prominent manufacturers and 
distributors of photographic materials including cameras, film and photographic paper.  
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Another member of the Welling family, Shrikant, told me of the earlier 19th 

century origins of the studio as we sat drinking sweet-salt lime sodas in Koshy’s 

restaurant located just around the corner from the studio. Indiscriminate chatter, as 

always, filled the high ceilings of this iconic Bengalurean café, described in The 

Hindu newspaper as evincing ‘old world charm’ (Varma 2016: n.p.). Koshy’s was to 

become a key location in my research, as I would return there countless times for 

Figure 1.2. Front cover of G.G. Welling album of picture postcard prints. 1940s. 
[photograph album] Image kindly provided by Deepak Welling. 

Figure 1.3. Photograph of Lal Bagh from G.G. Welling studio album of picture postcard 
prints. [photograph album] 1940s. Image kindly provided by Deepak Welling. 
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informal meetings over cutlets, sandwiches, coffees and sodas.19 Established in 1952, 

the café’s exterior is not particularly remarkable, although the lettering on the 

multiple signs does have a ‘vintage’ feel to it. Inside, the café is divided into two 

large rooms – one informal, the other formal and with a bar attached. I would 

invariably sit in the informal part of the café, always the busier room. Despite the 

creamy yellow walls and strip lights the café always felt slightly darkened upon 

entering, perhaps added to by the dark wood and leather chairs placed around dark, 

shiny, square tables. On one particular table towards the back of the room the owner, 

Prem, can often be found seated with friends.  

Leaving our drinks to the side for a moment, Shrikant pointed to a Marathi 

language newspaper cutting showing oval photographs of each generation of the 

Welling family and explained that it was his great-great grandfather, Srinivas 

Mahadeo Welling, who was the originator of the photographic zeal in their family. 

Though he doesn't know in what year Srinivas was born, it has been passed down as 

family lore that in 1866 a German man, upon seeing Srinivas’s creative talents, 

gifted him a camera. Through reading one of the dog-eared and time-faded articles 

Shrikant kindly shared with me, I became aware that the narrative he told me that 

day in Koshy’s was one that had been told and re-told across generations and on 

many occasions. The same turns of phrase and emphases from his telling in person 

recurred in the torn-out pages of the 1970s magazine Camera Photo Monthly that he 

shared with me, painting a somewhat romanticised picture of Srinivas’s photographic 

years:  

‘Mahadeo, being of an independent and self-reliant disposition, soon 
resigned to venture into professional photography, trudging from place 
to place in a bullock-cart loaded with the family possessions and 
photographic paraphernalia, including the dark tent so necessary in the 
wet-plate era’ (n.d: 30).20  
 

Such networks of ‘narrativising’ around the G.G. Welling studio are therefore part of 

the continuous construction of place, in which connections to the city through time 

are explained and reiterated with reference to physical remnants (such as the studio 

itself), things and personal memories (Bennett, A. 2004: 2-3).  

																																																								
19 Koshy’s was also significant to this project as a site of picture postcard repurposing itself 
as will be explored in chapter four. 
20	Due to the fact that an interlocutor gave me these pages, I have been unable to find full 
citation for this magazine issue. However, the magazine was established in the mid 1970s by 
C. Kesavan and continued by Satish Menon. It only lasted for two years (Thomas 1981: 54).	
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Within the Welling family’s oral history nothing else is known of Srinivas 

Mahadeo Welling’s life after he began these romanticised, photographic wanderings. 

However, by the early 1900s his name would be seen at the bottom of countless 

picture postcards after his son, Govind Srinivas Welling, established the studios S. 

Mahadeo & Son in Belgaum and Bengaluru as well as a photographic store in 

Bombay. In The Asylum Press Almanac, Directory and Compendium of Intelligence, 

an annual directory for Madras, we see that S. Mahadeo & Son is first listed as a 

photographic studio in Bengaluru’s cantonment for the year 1906. At this time, it 

was located on Dickenson Road where it remained listed for several years (1905: 

1261). By 1912, however, it had moved to St. John’s Road (The Asylum Press 

Almanac, Directory of Madras and Southern India 1912: 1388), close to the well-

known Ulsoor Lake in an area with the appearance of ‘an English village’ on account 

of its small bungalows and parish church (Rice 1897: 51). S. Mahadeo & Son 

became one of the leading South Indian producers of picture postcards of the era 

(figure 1.4.) (Pinney 1997: 57) and as such the multifarious images they produced 

were a crucial part of a wider process of constructing ‘picture postcard India’. At 

around the same time as the studio moved to South Parade in the late 1930s the name 

of the studio was also changed to G.G. Welling, after Ganjanan Govind Welling who 

was the grandson of Srinivas Mahadeo Welling.  

Figure 1.4. St Patrick’s Church, Bangalore. S. Mahadeo & Son, Belgaum. [picture 
postcard] Date unknown. Image from the collection of Emily Stevenson. 
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By focussing on the movement between past and present as we engage in 

archival research (whether comprised of oral histories, things or official records) we 

become aware of the archive’s complex fluidity. Furthermore, it becomes clear that 

acts of narrativising the past and collecting/manipulating material things are, in and 

of themselves, exercises of place making. As such, by exploring the histories of 

studios and the relationships between them within the particular locality of 

Bengaluru’s cantonment, this chapter will demonstrate not only ‘the intimacies of the 

local […] the street, the everyday’ (Soja 1996: 314) but also the intersections of 

local, emplaced photographic practice with the global flows that were so crucial to 

the colonial city. It is therefore crucial to recognise that, as Elizabeth Edwards and 

Christopher Morton have explained, the archive is ‘an active historical process rather 

than a static and unchangeable entity’ (2016: 10). Through excavating the archives of 

a particular locale and a particular form of ‘old’ media it becomes clear that both 

history and media are plural forms of ‘nonlinear’ assemblage (Parikka 2010: 78). 

Further, as Derek Gregory has proposed in his study of photographic practice in 

Egypt from 1839-1914, photography ‘comprises agents and instruments, materials 

and images, conventions and practices, which are articulated through a complex 

actor-network that, like any such network, threads its way into many others’ 

(Gregory 2003: 196). To understand photographic networks in 20th century 

Bengaluru and their connection to place making it is therefore necessary to first 

situate them within the broader networks of the cantonment’s development and 

colonial representation. 

 

1.3.Place making in the cantonment: from distant to intimate representation 
 

In this section, I will outline the establishment of Bengaluru’s cantonment and its 

development into a ‘domesticated’ Civil and Military Station. I will situate this 

against broader developments in discourses of colonialism and artistic representation, 

proposing that photography in late 19th and early 20th century British India must be 

recognised as part of the production of colonial place making. 

After the English East India Company’s (henceforth EIC) crucial success at 

the battle of Plassey (1757), the Kingdom of Mysore, in which Bengaluru was the 

commercial and military capital, posed one of their last and greatest threats to power 

through strong opposition (Pani, Srinivas and Vyasulu 1985: 1-2). The four Mysore 
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Wars of the 1700’s fought under Haider Ali and his son Tipu Sultan formed the 

pinnacle of such resistance. Whilst the British captured Bengaluru in 1791, it was 

subsequently given back to Tipu Sultan in an agreement to end the Third Mysore 

War. As a result, it was not until 1799 that the British made their ultimate conquest 

of Mysore at the (in)famous battle at Srirangapatna (or Seringapatam as it was called 

by the British) (ibid: 27-28). With this defeat, the EIC controlled the majority of 

India south of the Vindhya Mountains (Cohn 1987: 80). It marked a new phase of 

expansionist policy under aggressive Governor-Generals, such as Richard Wellesley, 

imbued by virtue of the Napoleonic wars with a strong sense of British nationalism 

(Jasanoff 2005:154). 

In the wake of this pivotal defeat, Lieutenant John Blakiston of the Madras 

Engineers was set the task of laying out a cantonment at Bengaluru where the climate 

would be more suitable for British soldiers than the malaria-prone battle ground at 

Srirangapatna (Mathur and da Cunha 2006: 2). The cantonment was subsequently 

established in 1809 near the village of Halasuru (now Ulsoor), to the north-east of 

the pre-colonial city (Nair 2005: 42). Therefore, although the kote (fort) and pete 

(market town) of Bengaluru’s pre-colonial city have a history dating back to 1527, 

the cantonment dates back little more than 200 years. Whilst the environs of the area 

were at the time described by European travellers as a ‘Naked Country’ with large, 

open horizons dotted with farms, the assigned tract of land designated for the 

cantonment was quickly to develop into a distinct area marked by ‘smiling 

bungalows’ of Europeans and Anglo-Indians (Nair 2005: 1). Blakiston’s plans 

therefore marked the beginning of the development of distinct physical and 

imaginative places, which would contribute to coming experiences, understandings 

and representations of Bengaluru. The most pervasive and overarching was to be the 

distinction between the pre-colonial city and the cantonment. As Janaki Nair has 

suggested, ‘the history of Bengaluru is a tale of two cities’ such that even at the point 

of Independence in 1947 and after the City Municipality and the C and M Station 

Municipality were merged in 1949, Bengaluru ‘retained its divided character’ (ibid: 

26; 75). 

In the late 18th and early 19th centuries, during the embryonic stages of the 

British settlement at Bengaluru, photography was not available as a tool of 

documentation and classification. However, maps, drawings and paintings of 

Bengaluru and its surrounding area were produced throughout the 1790s as the 
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British pushed for control of the land. The famous watercolour artists Thomas and 

William Daniell, and James Hunter, for example, produced several watercolours of 

Bengaluru and its environs in the late 1790s and early 1800s (Almeida and Gilpin 

2005: 192; 208, and da Cunha and Mathur 2006: 231), depicting sweeping 

landscapes and romanticised scenes of Indian architecture (see figures 1.5 and 1.6).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.5. View Near Bangalore. Thomas Daniell. [watercolour painting] 1808. By 
permission of the British Library, X432/5(17). 

Figure 1.6. The Delhi Gate of Bangalore. James Hunter.  [watercolour painting] 1804. By 
permission of the British Library, X768/3(16). 
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The ‘encompassing glance’ and ‘commanding sight’ that such representations 

offer (de Almeida and Gilpin 2005: viii) cannot be disentangled from the context in 

which they were produced that was characterised by particularly aggressive imperial 

expansion and discourses of discovery of ‘an unknown entity [and the] ruthless 

exposure of to view of acquired possessions and conquered territories’ (ibid). In 

1800, for example, the production of a panorama entitled The Storming of 

Seringapatam (figure 1.7) visually marked the importance of the Fourth Anglo 

Mysore War as the moment British power across the Indian subcontinent was 

secured and the process of ‘domesticating life to the rule of the English East India 

Company’ began in earnest (Breckenridge 1989: 198). It is unsurprising that this 

panorama was produced and consumed only in the metropole at this defining 

moment in the development of Britain’s motives in India given its conformity with 

the sentiments of encompassment and distance cited above: the panorama, ‘while 

offering as expansive a view as possible, was constricted by its singular, fixed 

vantage point’ (Rajagopolan 2012: 81). I therefore suggest that both this panorama 

and picturesque paintings (such as those above) were both product and tool of 

colonial attitudes to India. Such views looked on to ‘unknown’ and ‘undomesticated’ 

space. As British attitudes towards their presence in India changed, I suggest that 

artistic expressions of looking on with an encompassing, panoramic gaze likewise 

Figure 1.7. The Storming of Seringapatam, Panorama Key. John Lee. [woodcut and 
letterpress print] 1800. Victoria and Albert Museum, E.572-1926. 
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changed into an expression of living in a ‘domesticated’ colony (as the cantonment 

was to later become) viewed in terms of imperial permanence.  

John Stallmeyer notes that at the start of the 18th century the EIC thought of 

the cantonment quite clearly as ‘a zone of military discipline’ (2011: 32). However, 

in 1765, several years after his victory at the Battle of Plassey over the Nawab of 

Bengal referred to above, Lord Robert Clive articulated a discourse of British 

permanence in the Indian subcontinent when he wrote that cantonments should be 

constituted of ‘strong, durable and convenient’ buildings for Europeans in view of 

the likely growing power of the company (Nayar 2012: 138). Throughout the 19th 

century the number of cantonments in India dramatically increased as the 

imagination of them as distinct places that exceeded ‘military discipline’ and denoted 

a new kind of colonial permanence solidified .21 This trend can be identified in 

Bengaluru in the latter half of the 19th century from three key events. The first is the 

establishment of separate municipal boards for the city and the cantonment in 1862. 

The second is the laying out of Cubbon Park by Major General Richard Sankey in 

1864. Comprising approximately 300 acres of land between the pre-colonial city and 

the cantonment, the park essentially served as a physical boundary between the two 

areas and epitomised European ideals of open parkland (Srinivas 2001: 3; 45). Third, 

is the designation of the cantonment as a Civil and Military Station (henceforth C 

and M Station) directly under the control of the British Government of India in 1868 

(Nair 2005: 42). Through these events we can therefore track the transformation of 

the cantonment into place as a distinct entity encircled by cultural, linguistic and 

physical boundaries and comprised of complex social networks of everyday 

embodied experiences, representations and discourses.  

Photography arrived and was enthusiastically taken up in India just a few 

months after the announcement of the daguerreotype in 1839 with Thacker, Spink & 

Co. (a company based in Calcutta that would go on to become a prolific producer of 

picture postcards) beginning sales of cameras from January 1940 (Pinney 2008: 9-

11). By 1856 photographic societies were established in Bombay, Calcutta and 

Madras (ibid). The development of photographic practice in Bengaluru, and India 

more broadly, was arguably embroiled in the above noted shift from looking on to 

living in as the C and M Station developed. This is in the discursive sense of its 
																																																								
21 The number of cantonments in India rose from 18 in 1811 to 88 in 1835 and 175 in 1860 
(Nayar 2012: 139).  
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involvement in and development alongside changing attitudes and engagements with 

India as crown rule was established after 1857. However, I also refer in a literal 

sense to the fact that photography is comprised of physical instruments and results in 

a material thing. The indexicality offered by photography - its nature as a ‘record of 

the event of the entrance of light through a lens’ - was seen as crucial at the time and 

allowed photography to be mobilised by the colonial administration as a ‘truthful’ 

form of documentation and evidence (ibid: 3). Much scholarship has worked to 

deconstruct and complicate this claim of indexicality in view of the mobilisation of 

such claims by colonial regimes of power and indeed early anthropology (see 

Chaudhary 2012; Strassler 2010 and Edwards and Hart 2004). However, Pinney has 

argued that understanding the photograph as a record of what was placed in front of 

it does not preclude questions about choices surrounding what was photographed, 

why and by whom (2008: 4). The recognition of photographs as records of the 

confluence of instruments, photographers and subject matters in particular contexts 

allows us to view them as material things which are part of complex networks. 

Pinney goes on to discuss the photography of colonial India’s foremost photographer 

Samuel Bourne, noting his ‘imperialist intent on achieving high-altitude viewpoints’ 

from which he could ‘look down on a picturesquely ordered India’ to produce 

‘encompassing’ images (Pinney 2010: 163). Nonetheless, Pinney suggests that closer 

analysis of Bourne’s images and his written accounts reveals that ‘this Google Earth-

like omniscience is the transcendent topdressing on a complex web of negotiations’ 

between different actors in different situations (ibid). To understand this ‘complex 

web’ behind the lens in Bengaluru it is therefore necessary to further examine the 

development of the C and M Station as both the setting for this web and a part of it 

itself.  

The C and M Station grew quickly as private dwellings were established and 

merchants, bankers and service industry workers from Madras Presidency in 

particular were attracted by the opportunities for trade, employment and higher 

earnings afforded by the military presence (Nair 2005: 44). Moreover, as documenter 

Francis Buchanan noted in 1800, a certain level of familiarity amongst merchants 

who had spent time in the established British port city of Madras led them to have 

more ‘confidence’ with regards to the presence of the British than the local 

‘manufacturers and petty traders’ (2010: 48). As a result, English and Tamil came to 

dominate the linguistic scape of the C and M Station, whilst the regional language of 
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Kannada was largely confined to the pre-colonial city (Nair 2005: 42). Furthermore, 

the economies of the pre-colonial city and the C and M Station also developed 

distinct differences. The pre-colonial city, having grown in importance under the rule 

of Haider Ali, had a strong manufacturing economy centred on cotton and silk. 

Indeed, Buchanan goes on to report on the multiple different types of cloth produced 

and the communities producing them, observing that every type of Indian currency 

was in circulation (2010: 48-49). The C and M Station, conversely, developed a 

primarily service-based economy in response to needs arising from the presence of 

troops and their entourage. Over time this had a detrimental effect upon the pre-

colonial city as it ‘was increasingly turned into an inland entrepot for British goods 

and its manufacturing capabilities were eclipsed’ (Nair 2005: 42).22 The C and M 

Station therefore, unlike the pre-colonial city, came to be largely inhabited by 

individuals for whom ‘British rule had spelt not just political certainty but unbridled 

economic opportunity’, contributing to the anxiety felt by some residents in response 

to the 1935 proposal for retrocession (ibid: 65). 

The swift growth of the C and M Station in its early days and the shifting of 

power relations in its favour is evidenced by the fact that by 1891 the population of 

the pre-colonial city was c.80,000 whilst the C and M Station’s was c.100,000 

(Srinivas 2001: 46). In his 1914 text on South India, Somerset Playne, the founder of 

the Foreign and Colonial Compiling and Publishing Company in 1908, attributed this 

growth of the C and M Station to the region’s good climate, the attractiveness of 

natural and artificial scenery, sanitary housing conditions and its strong scholastic 

reputation (Playne 1914: 203). These observations inform us of the area’s natural 

attributes (good weather and pleasant scenery) so central to its identity even today. 

However, they also point to the ‘new geography of domestication’ that the C and M 

Station had come to embody (Nayar 2012: 139).  

 When examining the broader development of the C and M Station as place, 

however, it is concurrently important to take into account photographers’ move off 

the ‘veranda’ or ‘roof’ and into the street in the second half of the 19th century, as 

they sought to engage in photographic practice ‘on the ground’ in a comprehensive 

but ‘systematic’ way (Pinney 2008: 14). As Ashley la Grange has likewise noted, 
																																																								
22 There was however a resurgence of the city’s silk and cotton trade in the late 19th century 
whilst in the early 20th century the increased demand for parachutes and horse blankets as a 
result of WW1 furthered economic opportunities in the wool and silk economies (Nair 2005: 
42). 
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one of the important new ideas brought about by the macro processes of colonialism 

with regards to artistic traditions in India was that of the ‘street as a subject’ (2005: 

162). This led to a more ‘intimate’ form of photographic representation that occurred 

at the level of colonial streets, which were themselves subject to processes of place 

making through domestication and distinction. Here again we must recognise the 

effects of the physicality and ‘technomaterial base of photography’ since 

technological developments by the late 19th century allowed for the increased 

mobility of photographers and thus the easier spread of photography into the street 

(Pinney 2008: 17; 30). Wet plates were replaced with gelatin dry plates that were 

easier to handle, exposure time was reduced and ‘cameras became smaller and 

lighter and could be held in the hands’ (Nead 2004: 65). These developments taken 

together ‘liberated the photographer from a complex chemical process that required 

bulky equipment and immediate development of the image’ (ibid: 69).  

By the time that S. Mahadeo & Son was established in the early 20th century, 

the C and M Station had expanded to serve as a distinct European enclave in which 

both civilians and military personnel lived and in which all necessary services and 

recreational activities were provided (Stallmeyer 2011: 33). The shift from military 

to more domestic preoccupations is epitomised by the fact that in 1888 the fort, no 

longer needed for military reasons, was handed over to the Mysore authorities in 

exchange for further grounds to be added to the C and M Station’s assigned tract of 

land (Rice 1897: 26). Therefore, the C and M Station’s strong military identity 

remained engraved in its spatiality through the presence of barracks and military 

street names,23 the layout, use and experience of these streets evinced British 

preoccupations with developing a kind of ‘spatial corrective’ to what was regarded as 

the chaotic, irregular, disorderly and unsanitary form of the externally observed 

‘native town’ (the pre-colonial city) in which the streets served as ‘extensions of the 

home [comprised of] what was left after the houses had been built’ and in which 

pedestrian bodies moved (Nair 2005: 46). The majority of C and M Station streets, 

by contrast, were ‘broad, straight tree-lined avenues’ with spacious compounds and 

gardens along them (ibid: 47). As The Asylum Press Almanac, Directory of Madras 

and Southern India states, ‘Bangalore has long enjoyed a reputation for salubrity and 

a climate suitable for Europeans. Many hale, hearty people of an older generation 
																																																								
23 For example, South Parade, Infantry Road, Cavalry Road, Artillery Road and Brigade 
Road (Srinivas 2004: 77). 
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have settled there: children thrive there’ (1919: 1271). This statement clearly 

demonstrates the shifting focus from its military identity to its suitability for families 

and European civilians in general. In the C and M Station there developed the 

epitome of European understandings of streets as ‘public space subject to shared 

responsibility and municipal control’ that contested vernacular understandings of 

‘outside’ (Anjaria 2016: 20).  

At the end of the 19th century the C and M Station was approximately 13 

square miles and was focused on the parade ground, which was surrounded by a 

promenade that ran two miles east to west (Rice 1897: 51). This marked a prominent 

spatial focal point of the C and M Station with the fashionable, commercial roads of 

South Parade and Brigade Road to the south of the parade ground. Here one could 

find theatres as well as various shops supplying ‘the arts of printing, bookbinding, 

lithography and photography […] coach-building and furniture making’ (Rice 1897: 

34). The C and M Station was also served by its own market located to the north of 

the parade ground, which was designated as a ‘native area’. Close to both the market 

and South Parade was perhaps the busiest shopping street in early 20th century 

Bengaluru, Commercial Street (which remains so today). Other prominent ‘native 

areas’ were Blackpally (today comprising Shivajinagar and Fraser Town) and 

Ulsoor, both north of the parade ground.  

It is important to note here that the existence of so-called ‘native areas’ 

within the C and M Station suggests that administrative and discursive distinctions 

between the spatialities of the City and the C and M Station were less firm in the 

reality on the streets and that there were internal differences within the C and M 

Station itself (this will be discussed further in chapter three when picture postcards of 

Bengaluru will be analysed in-depth). However, broad distinctions could certainly be 

made and on the south side of the parade ground this distinction was particularly 

visible. In this area, imposing buildings such as ‘St Mark’s Church, the Bowring 

Institute, the United Service Library, Mayo Hall and the Gymkhana, besides some 

fine shops’ (Rice 1897: 51) and spacious bungalows of the predominantly European 

residential areas of Richmond and Langford Towns lined the streets (Nair 2005: 47). 

As Nair notes, in the C and M Station ‘the street was no more what was left after 

houses were set up, but the vital arteries of the city’ (ibid: 47). 

As such, early European conceptions of the land around Bengaluru as ‘naked’ 

and the pre-colonial city as disordered lay the groundwork for a discourse and 
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practice predicated on transforming ‘presumed empty and unfamiliar space of terra 

nullius into […] interiorised and domesticated place’ (Lewi 2000: 9). This can be 

seen when we shift our gaze from the early visual representations of the pre-colonial 

city and its surroundings produced by British visitors who were not to remain long in 

the area, to photographs of the C and M Station produced by residents as the camera 

took up an increasingly important role in this project of domesticated place making.  

By exploring the emplaced networks between the C and M Stations’ 

photographic studios through time in the following section, I wish to bring to the fore 

both the role of the intimate, the individual and the local in the photography of 

Bengaluru in the late 19th and early 20th century, as well local photography’s 

connections to larger trends and aims of colonial representation. Certainly, the 

practices of photographers in Bengaluru’s C and M Station and the representations 

they produced were ‘threaded’ into larger colonial discourses of the transformation 

of space into place through the production of a ‘streetscape’. Yet these photographic 

practices were simultaneously rooted in very local networks in these streets 

themselves. Indeed, colonialism and photography cannot be understood 

hegemonically, for just as the former ‘was always constructed in regard to local 

specificities’ (Mirzoeff 1998: 170), the latter functioned as documentation of a 

‘space of complex negotiation’ (Pinney 2003a: 10).  

 

1.4.Networks of British Indian photographic studios  
 

After my early meeting with Deepak, I continued in my archival search. As I did so, 

it became clear that C and M Station studios existed as part of a complex network 

and that they continue to exist in the oral histories of families, hidden records, the 

very fabric of the city and, of course, through their picture postcards. Furthermore, it 

became evident that the archive exists not as a coherent whole but as an array of both 

formal and informal fragments in the present. Despite this challenge, the account that 

follows will attempt to piece together these fragments. In doing so, it will complicate 

assumptions of picture postcard production as solely the domain of European 

photographers. In addition, it will elucidate a network of photographic practice that 

was simultaneously embedded in Bengaluru’s C and M Station and part of a global 

network of photographers’ movements between Europe and India. 
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Formal records in the form of directories, including Thacker’s Indian 

Directory (1894-1920), The Asylum Press Almanac Directory and Compendium of 

Intelligence (1899-1906) and The Asylum Press Almanac of Madras and Southern 

India (1910-1935), list 15 photographic studios in Bengaluru between 1894 and 

1934, 13 of which were in the C and M Station. However, from picture postcards and 

oral histories there is evidence to believe that many other studios were in existence at 

some point in the first half of the 20th century, in particular E.G.K. & Son, which will 

be discussed later.24 Based upon my cataloguing of picture postcards, some of the 

most prominent picture postcard producers appear to have been S. Mahadeo & Son, 

Wiele’s Studio, Doveton C.H., Del Tufo & Co. and The Picture House (see figures 

1.8, 1.9 and 1.10).25  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
24 Notable studios producing picture postcards during the early 20th century in the C and M 
Station that will not be discussed in-depth in this chapter include: Eden, Del Tufo & Co.; 
Gentle & Co.; Iyengar K.V. & Bros.; Elite Studio; T. Mamundy Pillai & Sons; D.P. Valu 
and C.G. Brown 
25 In addition to local photographic studios producing their own postcards, large-scale 
publishers such as Raphael Tuck & Son, based in London, and Higginbotham & Co., based 
in Madras and Bangalore, also produced many picture postcards of India including 
Bengaluru. 

Figure 1.8. Public Offices, Bangalore. The Picture House, 3 Brigade Road, Bangalore. 
[picture postcard] Date unknown. Image from the collection of Emily Stevenson. 
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An in-depth discussion of all of these companies is beyond the scope of this chapter, 

however they serve as additional examples of the wide and complex networks 

surrounding photographic studios and picture postcards. Given the number of 

photographic studios, and that fact that the C and M Station was still only 

approximately 13 square miles in 1925, the spatial distances between the studios 

Figure 1.9. Wesleyan Church, East Parade, Bangalore. Doveton’s Studio, 34 Infantry 
Road, Bangalore. [picture postcard] Date unknown. Image from the collection of Emily 
Stevenson. 

Figure 1.10. Street in the City, Bangalore. Wiele’s Studio, Bangalore. [picture 
postcard] Early 1900s. Image from the collection of Emily Stevenson.   
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were minimal. As a result, the movements of photographers through the streets of the 

pre-colonial city and C and M Station would have overlapped.   

 Research conducted by Joachim Bautze suggests that in 1882, more than 20 

years prior to the establishment of S. Mahadeo & Son in 1906, the studio Wiele & 

Klein was founded in Madras (present-day Chennai) (Landwehr 2008: n.p.). The 

studio, run by two German men named Theodor Klein and E.F.H. Wiele was 

described in 1914 by the Baedeker Guidebook on India and Other South Asian 

Regions as, ‘[t]he most famous late 19th and early 20th century photographic studio in 

the South of India’ (ibid). Located on Mount Road in Madras, the studio was known 

for its portraiture. However, it was also a prolific producer of quality black and 

white, and hand-tinted picture postcards. Specifically, Bautze has revealed that Wiele 

& Klein produced a large and popular set of picture postcards numbering over 400 

and covering multiple locations and subject matters in the early 1900s (ibid). As 

noted by Gabrielle Landwehr, Bautze has also discovered that in 1908 Mr Wiele 

established his own studio in Bengaluru’s C and M Station under the name Wiele’s 

Studio (ibid).  

Whilst it is certain that Mr Wiele of Wiele & Klein Madras is the very same 

Mr Wiele of Wiele’s Studio in Bengaluru, Bautze’s date of 1908 for the origin of the 

Bengaluru studio appears mistaken. From the list of residents in Thacker’s Indian 

Directory we see an entry for E.F.H. Wiele as proprietor of Wiele’s Studio, 20 South 

Parade for the year of 1900, proving that Mr Wiele’s move to Bengaluru occurred 

almost a decade earlier than previously thought (1900: 1923). Having been born in 

c.1860, at this point Wiele would have been aged 40 and was married to the then 18 

year-old, Alma (Hamburger Passagierlisten 1904: n.p.). It was not uncommon, in this 

period, for Germans from an array of professions (including artists, writers, 

tradesmen, businessmen and missionaries) to visit India given that Germany had 

become ‘India’s second largest trading partner’ by the early 20th century. Further, 

Germany’s ‘official pro-British policy’ meant that the undertakings of Germans in 

India ‘unfolded unhindered by the colonial power until 1914’ (Oesterheld 2014: 104; 

111).26 It was not only, therefore, white British individuals that capitalised on the 

opportunities opened up to them by British colonialism and moved to India. Mr 
																																																								
26 It is also significant that even before German imperialism began many Germans were 
actively involved in British colonialism as ‘soldiers, settlers merchants, and missionaries’ 
with 2,000 Hanoverian soldiers fighting in the Second Anglo-Mysore War (Tzoref-
Ashkenazi 2010: 222-223). 
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Wiele is an example of the diversity of European nationalities in India that points to 

the on-the-ground heterogeneity of colonial presence as a result of international 

relations between different colonising powers (Panayi 2017).27 In relation to 

Germans in India specifically, Panikos Panayi describes them as ‘elite migrants’ 

(2017: x). Their travel to India, he notes, must be seen in light of larger ‘structural 

factors linked with the globalisation which took place during the 19thcentury’, 

notably population growth in Europe and the ‘transport revolution’ (2017: x), which, 

as noted in the Introduction, was itself linked to the picture postcard’s huge success. 

When speaking of British Indian photographic studios, it is therefore necessary to 

acknowledge the role of non-British Europeans. 

Between 1900 and 1914 Wiele’s Studio is described as providing fine art 

paintings, bromide enlargement,28 and photography (Thacker’s Indian Directory 

1900: 1923; 1913: 85; 1914: 83.). In addition, the Hamburg passenger list from 1904 

states Wiele’s profession as that of maler, meaning painter or artist (Hamburger 

Passagierlisten 1904: n.p.). This further complicates understandings of the 

indexicality of photography and indicates the multiplicity of skills that the profession 

entailed, such that it could be aligned with painting and artistry. By 1902 Wiele’s 

Studio is listed in Thacker’s Indian Directory as ‘first rate photographers, 

enlargements and paintings’, which employed four assistants named P. Subrahmania 

Sastry, T.A. Annadorai Pillai, Narainaswamy and Cecil Doveton (1902: 777). From 

the location of the studio on the prestigious South Parade, the quantity of picture 

postcards by Wiele’s Studio still available today and the fact that in 1910 the studio 

took out a full-page advertisement in The Asylum Press Almanac of Madras and 

Southern India (1910: vii), we can deduce that the studio was prolific in Bengaluru 

in these years. Yet the list of apprentices in this almanac entry also complicates 

reductionist divisions between European and Indian photographic studios. As Pinney 

explains, efforts to categorise images and photographers as ‘Indian’ or ‘Western’ 

‘[are] also fraught with difficulties since many Indian owned studios had largely 

European clienteles and many studios had mixed ownership or became Indian-owned 

without visible changes in the product’ (1997: 95). There were, of course, power 

relations between coloniser and colonised at play in Bengaluru’s C and M Station. 
																																																								
27 Rohit, who will be introduced in chapter two, also informed me that a Russian 
photographer was located on South Parade by the name of F.S. Wecksler. 
28 This refers to a method of producing an enlarged photographic print using paper 
containing silver bromide that is photosensitive.  
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However, this archival information suggests that within the realm of photography 

another form of hierarchical relation was at play that could either map on to or 

disrupt coloniser/colonised hierarchies: that between master and apprentice. This 

relation would have been key in the production of picture postcards and the transfer 

of representational knowledge as apprentices went on to establish their own studios.  

The following year, in 1903, only Doveton continues to be listed as an assistant to 

Mr Wiele and he remains so until 1910 (Thacker’s Indian Directory 1903: 795 and 

1910: 78). Evidently there was a close connection between Doveton and Wiele, and 

their archival paths cross again in the records of Bengaluru’s Mythic Society, which 

lists both men as members in the 1910s along with Wesleyan Missionary Reverend 

Fred Goodwill, himself a keen amateur photographer who will be discussed in 

chapter three (Mythic Society 1913: 5-8). However, it was not only in the Mythic 

Society that photographers in Bengaluru’s C and M Station converged. In the same 

year as his new studio first appeared in records, 1900, Ernest Frederick Hermann 

Wiele became a member of the Bangalore Lodge of Freemasons and is listed in their 

records as a photographer (United Grand Lodge of England Membership Registers 

1751-1921: n.p.). Alongside Wiele as a member of the Freemasons were Charles 

Gentle of the studio Gentle & Co., Francis Del Tufo of the studio Del Tufo & Co. 

and Gustav Herman Krumbiegel (ibid: n.p.), the famous German landscape gardener 

whose family became connected with photography in Bengaluru, and the Wiele 

family in particular, in the late 1930s (this will be elucidated below).29  

When thinking in terms of knowledge networks it is not surprising that 

several prominent photographers of the C and M Station were also members of these 

two elite associations – the Freemasons and the Mythic Society. The former, the 

Freemasons, played an important role in the strengthening of the British Empire 

across both time and space by forming a ‘vast chain extending round the whole 

globe’, which connected the metropole and the many parts of the colony through its 

network of lodges (Harland-Jacobs 2007: 1–3). The Freemasonry admitted the full 

range of colonists into its lodges, attracting individuals as a ‘passport to convivial 

society, moral and spiritual refinement, material assistance and social advancement 

in all parts of the empire’ (ibid: 3). The Mythic Society was also engaged in its own 

																																																								
29 Interestingly, The Asylum Press Almanac, Directory and Compendium of Intelligence 
states that a J. Klein was an assistant photographer at the Del Tufo & Co. studio (1900: 
1327). 
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forms of colonial and local knowledge production. Founded in 1909, a century after 

the cantonment itself was established, the society functioned as a form of elite 

‘academic “club” ’ that aimed at encouraging the ‘study in history, ethnology, 

archaeology, traditions and religions in South India’ (Mythic Society 2017: n.p.). 

Although established by ‘European enthusiasts’, prominent Indian scholars from the 

state of Mysore subsequently became associated with the society (ibid). Through the 

connection between photographers and these two organisations, we therefore see 

again the simultaneous existence of global discourses and intimately local networks 

of a small group of men in a particular milieu at work behind the lens of the camera. 

In 1911, after several years of apprenticeship at Wiele’s Studio, Cecil 

Doveton’s own studio named Doveton, C.H., appears in The Asylum Press Almanac 

Directory of Madras and Southern India (1910: 1523). However, it seems that either 

the studio was established earlier than this or that Cecil had begun venturing into 

independent photographic pursuits prior to establishing his own studio, since in 1900 

a photographic booklet by Doveton entitled Picturesque Bangalore was published 

(figure 1.11.), the images of which were also produced as picture postcards and 

continue to circulate today (as will be demonstrated in chapters four and five). The 

son of Cecil Doveton, Cyril Doveton (who was born in 1922 and passed away in 

2006) left a written family account that, thanks to his family, I was fortunate enough 

to see. In this account, Cyril stated that his father’s studio was particularly successful 

in the 1920s and was known for its quality portraiture. His father, for example, was 

regularly commissioned to take the yearly class photographs for the elite Bishop 

Cotton boys’ school in the C and M Station. The studio was located at number 34 

Infantry Road in the family bungalow, which was wrapped around by a veranda: its 

glass roof permitted natural light to flood in and curtains allowed this to be carefully 

and precisely adjusted for the best effect. In 1921 Cecil also joined the Freemasons 

(United Grand Lodge of England Membership Registers 1751-1921: n.p.) and his 

studio continues to be listed in The Asylum Press Almanac, Directory of Madras and 

Southern India until the1933 edition (1932: 1379). According to family oral history, 

in the early 1930s Cecil Doveton left Bengaluru, in a way reminiscent of Srinivas 

Mahadeo’s photographic itinerancy. After travelling around in old cars and trains, he 

eventually established a new home and studio at the nearby hill station of 

Kodaikanal. Cyril would visit during his school holidays and wake at the crack of 

dawn to take photographs of the picturesque views with his father.  
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Seated under an ineffectual fan one long day in the Karnataka State Archives 

I found evidence of another studio in Bengaluru’s C and M Station during the 1930s 

named Cyrill & Wiele. Whilst waiting for the file to be brought out by one of the 

archivists, I had braced myself for disappointment since several other files I had 

requested to see that week had not been located. That particular day, however, I was 

in luck and the file I had requested was found - a faded blue paper folder entitled 

Enemy Firms and Property containing various correspondences pertaining to a Mr 

Wiele and the studio Cyrill & Wiele. As I began reading the file, the incessant sound 

of the fan faded into the background. The fragmented story that the files told me, and 

that I would go on to pursue outside of the archives, clearly indicated the close, 

complex and shifting networks that existed between photographic studios in early 

20th century Bengaluru.  

Though the date of the studio’s establishment is not cited in the file it does 

tell us that it was located at number two South Parade, just a few doors away from 

Wiele’s Studio of the early 1900s. Moreover, the correspondences confirm that the 

name Wiele does indeed refer to Ernest Frederick Herman Wiele. Whilst it is not 

stated whether this refers to Wiele senior or junior it seems likely to be the latter 

given their respective ages and that from baptism records we know that the son, 

Wiele junior who was born in 1905, was resident in Bengaluru in 1936 (India Select 

Births and Baptisms 1786-1947: n.p.). During my research I found no picture 

postcards bearing the mark of Cyrill & Wiele. However, multiple photographs of 

Figure 1.11. Front page of C.H. Doveton’s Picturesque Bangalore. Bombay: The Times 
Press. [photographic booklet] 1900. Image from the collection of Emily Stevenson. 
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Bengaluru are attributed to the studio in the 1939 book Picturesque Mysore by Sir 

Mirza Ismail and the name also appears on several 1930s photographs that were 

displayed at an exhibition entitled The Bangalore Hunt held in June 2016 at 

Venkatappa Art Gallery.30 Unfortunately, in the archival correspondences no further 

information is provided about ‘Cyrill’. However, given the close association between 

Cecil Doveton and Mr Wiele senior, combined with the lack of records of any other 

photographer by the name of Cyril or Cyrill residing in Bengaluru at this time, it is 

likely that the studio name refers to Cyril Doveton. What is certain, according to 

Cyril’s family, is that by the early 1940s he had moved with his wife to Kodaikanal 

to take over the Doveton studio there after his father passed away. Here he remained 

until 1950 when, due to soldiers leaving the hill station, business slowed and he was 

forced to return to Bengaluru to work as a photographer for the studio Orr & Barton 

on South Parade.  

Back at the wooden desk in the archives, however, it was the classification of 

the file as pertaining to ‘enemy firms and property’ that most intrigued me. As I 

slowly pieced together the narrative, I found that E.F.H. Wiele had been interned at 

Bengaluru’s Baird Barracks in 1939 (ironically a common picture postcard subject 

matter) before being moved to the Central Internment Camp in Ahmednagar as an 

enemy foreigner in war on account of his German nationality (Wiele 1939: n.p.).31 

The letters, written on the 24th of September 1939 and the 29th of December 1939, 

exude a certain dejection in the situation of this specific individual who, though 

spared the direct horror of fighting in the Second World War, nonetheless became 

enmeshed in its rippling effects. From the correspondence it becomes apparent that 

whilst Wiele was interned in 1939 his landlord, Mr Nagappa, was prosecuting him 

for failure to pay rent. In his letter Wiele claims that this was due to a dispute 

regarding the condition of the flat that he shared with his wife (ibid). Once again, the 

socio-economic power relations we expect to see in a British Indian C and M Station 

are complicated as Mr Wiele pleads from the confines of the camp that the suit 

against him be settled out of court and the sum repaid when he is in a position to 

																																																								
30 It does not seem coincidental that the Wiele family only reappears in records during the 
1930s, since, due to regulations under the Treaty of Versailles, it was not until the mid 1920s 
that Germans were allowed to (re)enter India and, as Joachim Oesterheld notes, artists were 
amongst the first to visit India after the war (2014: 106).  
31 The Government of India interned Germans resident in India, excluding women and 
children, when WW2 broke out on 1st September 1939 (Oesterheld 2014: 110).  
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attend to his own affairs (ibid). In the same year, an order from the then 

Commissioner of Police in the C and M Station was also issued stating that the 

Postmaster should redirect all postal mail intended for the ‘enemy firm’ Cyrill & 

Wiele of no. 2 South Parade (Green 1939: n.p.). The fact that the continued business 

of the studio Cyrill & Wiele was affected by WW2 is made ironically poignant given 

that the earlier studio which arguably gave birth to it, Wiele’s Studio, itself 

disappears from the archival records in 1914 on the eve of WW1. As such, just as 

Wiele’s Studio came to an end in 1914, the Cyrill & Wiele studio move into the 

hands of another in 1939. The individual to whom the postal mail was to be 

redirected to was a Mrs Simon of 22-A Residency Road (ibid). A scribbled note by 

the Commissioner of Police, Mr Green, in the bottom left hand corner of the letter 

explains further that Mrs Simon already held sizeable shares in the firm and that she 

was in fact the eldest daughter of Gustav Krumbiegel (ibid), the famous German 

landscape gardener of Bengaluru and fellow Freemason to Wiele senior and Cecil 

Doveton.  

The correspondences do not detail what happened to Mr Wiele subsequently 

and so we do not know his fate after 1940. However, what is made clear by the story 

that unfurled from the blue file’s contents is the simultaneously global and intensely 

local status of photographic studios in British India. The studios discussed were 

products of both the colonial presence, and the spatial and social relationships within 

the colony itself. These relationships, and the identities of those individuals that 

comprised them, were not so simple as to be reducible to binaries of 

coloniser/colonised, British/Indian. Rather, they point to the diversity of European 

presence in British India and the different sets of power relations that co-existed, 

sometimes reinforcing one another and at other times complicating binary colonial 

discourses.   

 

1.5.‘That’s all that is left of him’: the studio archive as a fragmentary network   
 

Over a year since my first meeting with Deepak I arrived once more at his studio not 

long before I was to complete my fieldwork. Once again M.G. Road’s rush, noise 

and architecture reminded me of the changes the city has undergone - no longer the 

quiet city, no longer the ‘Pensioners’ Paradise’ or ‘Garden City’. I wanted to make 

sure I got a chance to say goodbye before finishing my formal fieldwork and leaving 
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India in the July but I also had it in mind to ask him about the information regarding 

the Cyrill & Wiele studio that I had found in the Karnataka State Archives.  

I arrived at 2pm and, upon seeing the metal doors securely padlocked, 

chastised myself for not remembering that Deepak often closes briefly in the 

afternoon and opens again at around 3pm. So, I took myself off for a walk around the 

nearby Cubbon Park, enjoying the shady paths lined by open lawns, sprawling trees, 

clusters of bamboo and rose bushes. After wandering through this historically 

powerful liminal space I came back to the studio to find the doors open and Deepak 

sitting on a stool just inside, newspaper in hand. We spoke for a little while about my 

plans now that my fieldwork was finishing and Deepak reminded me to take special 

care of the Box Brownie camera I had bought from him some time back (a 

predecessor to the type of camera he himself remembers using as a young boy) that 

he hoped would be a reminder to me of the G.G. Welling studio.  

After chatting for some time, I asked if he was able to confirm where no.2 

South Parade would have been located in the 1930s. I explained the trouble I had 

been having matching the present-day street numbers with those in the archival 

records for the 1900s and that I suspected no. 2 would have been close to where G.G. 

Welling now stands. ‘This was no.2 South Parade’32 was Deepak’s emphatic 

response coupled with a smile indicating a slight pleasure in being able to impart 

information that was nothing new to him. I summarised the information I had found 

in the archives to Deepak, stating that in the 1930s no. 2 South Parade was the 

address of a photographic firm called Cyrill & Wiele. The name Wiele immediately 

sparked a memory in Deepak’s mind and he recalled from family narratives that a 

German man, a Mr Wiele, had run a studio in the premises but had closed sometime 

in the 1930s. Deepak speculated as to why this might have been: illness? Returning 

to Germany? Bad business? He didn’t know the reason for sure. He went on to 

connect Mr Wiele up with the narrative I had heard several times before about the 

founding of the G.G. Welling studio, explaining that after Mr Wiele had closed his 

business Deepak’s father’s manager found the premises and secured them for his 

employer. When the studio moved to this location the name changed from S. 

Mahadeo & Son to G.G. Welling, in memory of Ganjanan Govind Welling. Deepak 

recalled from what his father told him that Mr Wiele did not have the dividing wall 
																																																								
32 The numbering of buildings along M.G. Road no longer corresponds with those of South 
Parade in the early to mid-20th century. G.G. Welling studio is therefore now number 133.  



	 [81] 

between the front and back of the studio, as it is set out today, and hung his 

photographs from the beading. The beading, Deepak told me, is all that is left from 

him (Wiele). In respect to the studio’s interior Deepak was correct - no other traces 

of the Cyrill & Wiele studio remain. However, not only does the studio live on in the 

archive but it continues to be a part of local knowledge networks and memory. As 

Bruno Latour has argued, through his metaphor of the crumpled handkerchief, 

neither space nor time is metric or linear but ‘folded, crumpled and 

multidimensional’ (Smith, R.G. 2006: 401). By following the networks of studios we 

become increasingly aware that place is the product of continually constructed 

connections through both space and time.   

Walking one or two minutes around the corner from the G.G. Welling studio 

onto Church Street, I continued to follow these networks through space and time to 

discover more of the networks and memories around early photographic studios in 

Bengaluru. Narrower than M.G. Road, Church Street accommodates less traffic and 

as such people can wander off the uneven pavements down the middle of the road 

(albeit still looking out for cars and mopeds that use it as a cut-through, not to 

mention pot holes and storm drains). Dominated by restaurants, cafés and shops, it is 

a popular place to socialise and at night becomes a vibrant scene. Sunk below street 

level is the studio E.G.K. & Son now run by Mr Chandan and his younger brother. A 

warm and welcoming man who looks much younger than his 76 years, Mr Chandan 

emerged from his office and welcomed me into his studio on several occasions as I 

tried to learn about its history. Inside, chairs are placed in front of a desk behind 

which a built-in showcase displays photographs, frames, cameras and film.  

Originally located on Avenue Road in the pre-colonial city, the studio moved 

to South Parade in 1948 after Indian Independence (but still one year before the city 

and the C and M Station would be administratively united). Mr Chandan explained 

that the move was made in order to exploit the greater business opportunities along 

South Parade. As he surmised, ‘London has Oxford Street, Champs-Élysées in Paris. 

M.G. Road is like that in Bangalore’. Later still, the studio moved onto Church Street 

to its current location. The family continued to live in the city in Gandhi Nagar but 

Mr Chandan told me with a quiet laugh that he used to come to the C and M Station 

to help with the studio…but also to visit the dance halls and cinemas. Mr Chandan 

fondly recalled that as a boy in the 1950s and 60s his father would send him out once 

a year to take photographs around Bengaluru for use as picture postcards. This was 
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the perfect way to practice since you could take your time. If the image was no good 

it didn't matter, as there was no immediate customer. He would spend days ‘clicking’ 

the photographs, mapping out his route to ensure he would arrive at each location in 

the perfect light of the day. He continued to recount his memories of the studio and 

suddenly remarked that E.G.K. & Son was also the only Indian studio in Bengaluru 

to employ a European, a German man specifically, thereby inverting expected 

colonial power structures in the immediate postcolonial period. My intrigue 

provoked, I asked whom he was referring to? ‘We always just called him Wiːli’,33 he 

replied. Asking more, I found that Mr Chandan and his brother both remember 

‘Wiele’ as an accomplished photographer who lived in a small bungalow next door 

to Airlines Hotel, which remains popular for serving dosā34 and idlī in the open-air 

(once a common feature of Bengalurean restaurants that made the most of the city’s 

equitable climate). The bungalow no longer stands, having been demolished to make 

way for expensive Prestige Apartments in this central location of prime real estate. 

Much more than this Mr Chandan couldn’t remember, having been young at the 

time, but he and his brother were both astonished to learn that two studios bearing 

the name Wiele had existed in the first half of the 20th century in Bengaluru and they 

scrolled eagerly through the scans of Wiele’s Studio picture postcards I had made on 

my iPad.  

 

1.6. Conclusion 
 

Through an exploration, or perhaps more accurately an excavation, of some of the 

photographic studios in Bengaluru’s C and M Station, this chapter has served to 

contextualise the production of picture postcards in and of the city. I have 

highlighted the complex networks of these photographic studios by mapping their 

connections through archival research and oral histories. By grounding this in a 

discussion of Bengaluru’s colonial history, I have linked photographic representation 

to the shift in the C and M Station’s identity from that of a purely military zone into a 

form of ‘domesticated enclave’ of British colonialism, epitomised by a photographic 

form of ‘intimate’, on-the-ground representation. Furthermore, I have demonstrated 

that these photographic networks were simultaneously part of the on-going labour of 

																																																								
33 Here I have used the IPA system to convey pronunciation.  
34 dosā, like idli, is a popular south Indian breakfast or snack food that is pancake like and 
comes in many varieties.  
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the colonial project and the experience of place. Through oral family histories and 

archival records, it has also become clear that picture postcard production by local 

photographic studios was not solely the domain of the British. Instead, we have seen 

that one of the C and M Station’s most successful picture postcard-producing studios 

(S. Mahadeo & Son) was run by successive generations of an Indian family. In 

addition, I have demonstrated that both European and Indian apprentices were 

employed in various studios, thereby supporting Pinney’s argument against 

unrepresentatively fixed divisions between European and Indian photography in the 

early 20th century. Moreover, it has been made clear that British Indian picture 

postcards were in fact also a product of diverse European presence including, in 

Bengaluru, the German individuals Mr Wiele and Mr Krumbeigal and his daughter, 

Mrs Smith. Photographic studios in Bengaluru’s C and M Station were therefore 

deeply imbedded in British colonial discourses and structures of power. However, 

they were also tied to both global colonial politics and intimately local spatial, social 

and knowledge-based networks of place.  

 In contemporary Bengaluru, fragments of these photographic studios, their 

material output, their stories and the families that ran them remain, some of them as 

‘taken-for-granted’ local, familial history. When traced, however, we see that these 

fragments of picture postcard production history point to complex networks that 

continue to play a role in physical and knowledge networks of the present. 
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[Chapter Two] 

Exploring a Community of Collectors: Social Dynamics, 
Mnemonics and Narratives through Time and Space 

 
2.1. In search of collectors  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

As mobile things, picture postcards produced by the studios discussed in the 

previous chapter can be hard to track down: hiding in drawers, circulating on eBay, 

lying ordered in the plastic sleeves of albums and nestling in antique boxes next to 

curios and trinkets. Upon arrival in Bengaluru I therefore expected a certain degree 

of ethnographic detective work. I certainly wasn't disappointed with regards to the 

unexpected social connections, mnemonics and experiences of urban transformation 

that I discovered as a result of this. In many ways my encounters in Bengaluru 

resonated with the idea that ‘scattered objects become mnemonic devices through 

which the fragments of a story are rendered possible’ (Liang 2008: 82). However, 

the key to finding picture postcards themselves was clear to me before I arrived in 

Bengaluru: I needed to find collectors.   

 Arriving in Bengaluru with few contacts, I was anxious about how I would 

make contact with these crucial individuals but some prior research online had given 

Figure 2.1. Looking through Oez Yasin’s collection of picture postcards, Bengaluru. 
[photograph] 2015. Emily Stevenson. 
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me a few breadcrumbs to follow in my search. In chapter five I will discuss at length 

the role of the Facebook group Bangalore – photos from a bygone age, however it 

must be mentioned here as the means through which I was able to materialise my 

first meetings in Bengaluru. As a group within which British Indian picture 

postcards frequently circulate, I recognised that it might enable me to access a 

community of collectors in the city. As such, I emailed one of the group’s 

administrators who also ran a co-working space at which I had seen an exhibition of 

black and white photographs of Bengaluru from the 1960s. This individual, Naresh, 

was my first interlocutor in Bengaluru and sent me away at the end of our first 

discussion with a list of people to contact. After forcing myself to overcome my 

sense of awkwardness about contacting people out of the blue, I did just this. 

Naresh’s suggestion that I contact Mansoor, also an administrator of the same 

Facebook group, was key to my initial search for collectors. After emailing 

Mansoor, my research took on a flurry of activity as he enthusiastically began to act 

as my gatekeeper and educator on Bengaluru’s history. It was only with time, 

however, that I realised quite how privileged my access was, as the interpersonal 

complexities between collectors and their desire to protect their collections emerged.  

 Sitting on a step in the shade, offered by a security guard who took pity on 

me waiting in the beating sun, I finally saw Mansoor arrive and rush towards me in a 

torrent of effusive apologies for being late. The boredom and impatience that had 

developed from waiting for almost two hours quickly abated, I brushed off the 

accumulated dust and bid goodbye to my shady-step-patron. This was the first time I 

had met with Mansoor in person and our greeting felt slightly hectic as we walked 

together to a gallery that stands set back from a well-known, and perpetually traffic-

jammed, road in the city centre. We had come to this location to meet a collector 

Mansoor knew and wanted to introduce me to but as we walked in we were 

informed he had yet to arrive. Realising our late arrival hadn’t affected our chance to 

meet the collector, Mansoor seemed to instantly relax and suggested we get some 

lunch whilst we wait. As we chatted over a feast of biryani, naan, kebab and kulfī35 

at a nearby restaurant, I became fascinated by Mansoor’s seemingly contradictory 

position as both an architect of what he described as ‘boring’ multi-storey buildings 

and as a passionate heritage enthusiast saddened by the change in the city’s fabric. 
																																																								
35 kulfī is a form of Indian frozen, milk-based desert that is similar to ice cream but with a 
creamier taste and harder consistency.  
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Not only is Mansoor one of the administrators of the Facebook group, but he also 

conducts heritage walks around several neighbourhoods in the city. As a result of 

this, he is a fountain of information, which he shares with a generous spirit. 

However, more than this, his involvement in Bengaluru’s history and heritage also 

translates into knowledge of multiple individuals in the city who proved crucial for 

my research.  

 Upon returning to the gallery we were finally met by Oez, the owner and 

collector Mansoor had brought me to meet. The front area of the gallery - open, 

white-walled and sparse with high ceilings - was what I expected of such a space 

given my previous exposure to modernist galleries in the U.K. and was evidently 

waiting for a new exhibit to be installed. However, as Oez led us to the back of the 

space a whole new area opened out before us which seemed more like an antiques 

store than a gallery: vases, cabinets, stacked-up paintings, maps, china, books and 

more filled the large room from end-to-end. Mansoor had brought me here to see a 

collection of picture postcards of Bengaluru and sure enough Oez brought out stacks 

of them from the drawers of a large chest before laying them out for us to look 

through. Evidently a man engaged in multiple enterprises beyond his primary 

business of contemporary art, Oez told us of his coffee-table book projects of which 

one on Bengaluru was forthcoming at the time. The three of us chatted and explored 

Oez’s collection whilst he shared his assessment of Bengaluru, heritage, art and 

picture postcards with a confident eloquence. His driving motto, he informed me, is 

that ‘if your art and culture [are] alive, your country’s alive’. However, he 

continued: 

Not many people know about the past in Bangalore. It’s seen as a modern 
city, so very few people are interested. But people like him [Mansoor] 
and me and you, we are trying to take and tell a story. We are also artists. 
We are trying to tell a story through our medium. […] So we have 
history, so what we do now is we look for it. We see the past in [the] 
present – that amazes people here and that’s one reason why they collect. 
[…] The city is also a dying art because the city was a beautiful city and 
had these buildings and other beautiful structures, and the greenery and 
scenic beauty is going. […] It helps us stay alive doing all these things. 
Otherwise life is such monotony, the same routine thing. We are looking 
at the past and the present and juggling with it.  
 

Initially I was most struck by Oez’s somewhat poetic proclamation of the resonance 

of the ‘past in [the] present’. However, gradually, I also became aware of the 

significance of his allusions to story-telling, memory, place, loss and the presence of 
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a collective ‘we’ around both picture postcards and the city. With the help of 

Mansoor and others, I met more collectors in Bengaluru. The more I talked with 

them and got to know their collections, the more I realised their interconnectedness. 

 In this chapter, I will therefore introduce key collectors, focussing upon the 

memories and narratives contained within, and brought forth by, their collections of 

British Indian picture postcards. In doing so, the chapter will move away from 

presumptions that ‘verbal texts are the only objects capable of conveying narrative’ 

(Bal 2006: 270). Collections of picture postcards must be thought of, like 

photographs, as verbs as well as nouns (Schwartz 2011: 74). That is, both as 

constructs enacted upon by collectors and as things that can themselves act as 

mnemonic, story-telling devices in ways that more conventional narrative forms 

cannot (Bal 2006: 271). Coming from the Greek mnemon meaning ‘mindful’, 

mnemonic is typically defined as a ‘system such as a pattern of letters, ideas or 

associations which assists in remembering something’ (Oxford Dictionaries 2018: 

n.p.). However, when applying the term to picture postcard collections, it is necessary 

to pluralise and vitalise this definition. Rather than thinking of picture postcard 

collections as mnemonic systems, I therefore propose we think of them as mnemonic 

things. As discussed in the introductory chapter, things are not bounded, complete and 

static, as the notion of a system implies but are shifting, in process, circulating and 

brought forth through encounters (Ingold 2010: 4). By thinking of picture postcard 

collections as mnemonic things, we are therefore able to accommodate the diverse 

kinds of remembrances and associations they can evoke, the shifting patterns they can 

form as they change hands and the multiple aspects of the picture postcard itself (from 

image, message, touch) that can contribute to their mnemonic capacity. As this 

chapter progresses, diverse memories and narratives will emerge from the collections 

as I trace their movements and engagements, their ‘thingness’ (Ingold 2013) coming 

to the fore. Beyond this, it also becomes clear in the chapter that the collectors 

themselves are a community emplaced in Bengaluru whose internal social dynamics 

and engagements with picture postcards intersect with broader contemporary, urban 

discourses.   

Having undergone exponential and often unplanned growth in recent decades, 

visions of Bengaluru’s past compete with the realities of its present and aspirations 

for its future. It is within this wider context that this chapter examines how discourses 

and experiences of memory (personal, familial and collective), heritage, place and 
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urbanisation are narratively produced with collections of picture postcards. In a 

necessary extension of this I will explore the flows of picture postcard collections and 

acts of accumulation in Bengaluru since, as Susan Ossman has stated, ‘movement, 

whether that of histories or stories, makes pictures make sense’ (1994: 20). By 

examining British Indian picture postcard collections in the present, in this chapter I 

suggest that we see a process of re-appropriating colonial material culture in a way 

that demonstrates agency, both of the collections themselves and of the postcolonial 

subjects who engage with them. As Alexandra Bounia has noted, ‘objects share the 

space, both physical and social, of their subjects and participate in the construction of 

both space and time for their collectors’ (2012: 237). History and the things we 

inherit from it, in this case picture postcards, are thus actively (re)produced, 

experienced and integrated in locally meaningful ways.  

In what follows, I will begin with an overview of the literature on collecting 

before introducing key collectors and their collections from my fieldwork in 

Bengaluru. Through describing the context, genealogies and mnemonics of these 

collections, I hope to convey the work that they do in present-day Bengaluru and the 

interconnectedness of the collectors as a community diffused throughout the city. 

Ultimately, I will argue that such collections should be taken seriously as mnemonic, 

material constructions that function at both the personal and collective level to 

produce fragmented, placed narratives amongst this Bengalurean community in a 

time of urban transformation.  

 
2.2. Placing collectors and their collections   
 
The literature on collecting has a long history, however the development of 

‘collection studies’ as a distinct field occurred relatively recently (Pearce 1994: 2). 

For Walter Benjamin, writing in the context of early 20th century France, the collector 

was arguably his most significant and personally resonant social type (Schor 1994: 

252). In one of his celebrated works, Unpacking My Library (1955), Benjamin 

evocatively leads the reader through his library and writes that ‘every passion borders 

on the chaotic, but the collector’s passion borders on the chaos of memories’ 

(Benjamin in Schor 1994: 252). In her seminal essay on picture postcards of Paris 

from the turn of the century, Naomi Schor discusses Benjamin’s appreciation of the 

chaotic, mnemonic nature of his book collection but argues that picture postcards are 

devoid of such capability due to their seriality (1994: 255). For Schor, picture 
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postcard collections are rendered meaningful through compilation into series whereby 

‘the metonymy of origin is displaced here by a secondary metonymy, the artificial 

metonymy of the collection’ (ibid). Schor goes on to argue that the inapplicability of 

Benjamin’s essay to her collection of picture postcards is founded in the distinction 

between the souvenir and the collection. The difference between the two is clearly 

argued by Susan Stewart in her text On Longing: Narratives of the Miniature, the 

Gigantic, the Souvenir, the Collection (1984). In this text, she proposes that whilst the 

souvenir can be connected to nostalgia, personal stories and the authentication of the 

past, collected things are conversely ‘wrenched out of their contexts of origins and 

reconfigured into the self-contained, self-referential context of the collection itself’ 

(Schor 1994: 255-256). Both Schor and Stewart therefore evaluate collecting in terms 

of seriality, abstraction and artificiality. 

Whilst I recognise the role of seriality in picture postcard collections and do 

not claim that the collectors I spoke with could recount in-depth memories of 

acquisition for each card they possess, I take issue with the above argument on two 

accounts. Firstly, the collections I engaged with in Bengaluru did, in fact, regularly 

provoke remembrances in ways that worked to weave together personal, familial and 

collective narratives. Secondly, rather than thinking of collections as ‘artificial’, with 

the negative connotations of a division between ‘real’ and ‘fake’ that this can imply, I 

propose that collections be better conceived of as on-going constructions or 

assemblages. As such, we are perhaps better served by understanding picture postcard 

collections in and of Bengaluru not as detached series, but as more akin to 

Benjamin’s library as a ‘collection of souvenirs’ (ibid: 256). This seems particularly 

apt given Stewart’s assertion that the picture postcard is a souvenir par excellence that 

is inherently connected to ‘the insatiable demands of nostalgia’ (Stewart 1984: 135). 

Thinking of ‘collections of souvenirs’ makes it possible to simultaneously recognise 

the individual mnemonic work that things can do and the writing of them ‘into a new 

social context’ that occurs when they move into collections (Elsner 1996: 771). To do 

so is therefore to recognise the multiple registers of social relationships embedded in 

place and time between different collections, between collectors, and between 

collectors and their own collections.  

In opposition to the emphasis on seriality, Susan Pearce has written 

extensively on collections in the context of museums to foreground the importance of 

exploring the social meanings of things and processes by which they ‘become 
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component parts of collections, and collections themselves acquire collective 

significance’ (1994: 1). In beginning her edited volume Interpreting Objects and 

Collections from this standpoint, Pearce therefore brings materiality to the fore and 

recognises that things are intimately woven into the fabric of our lives. Yet, Pearce 

goes further still and echoes Arjun Appadurai when she states that these things, and 

collections themselves, have complex lives or biographies: ‘There may be episodes 

when the object comes and goes within various collected relationships, as collections 

are assembled and then broken up’ (ibid: 2). In the same volume, Russell Belk further 

supports this recognition by arguing that collections do not have to be defined by 

intentionality or seriality (1994: 317). Despite this move towards recognition of the 

biographies of things and the collections they are a part of, Pearce’s analysis remains 

grounded in the formalised context of the museum in which the collectors and their 

social relations can become obscured. In a subsequent text, however, Pearce develops 

the idea of the ‘poetics of collecting’ which allows for an increased awareness of 

‘how individuals experience the process of collecting in their own lives’ as a form of 

creative praxis (1995: 31). Indeed, when we explore personal collections, such as 

those of picture postcards in Bengaluru, it becomes clear that a ‘creative process’ is at 

work whereby the potential for movement, re-arrangement, loss and multiple 

engagements with a community of people is heightened (Elsner 1996: 771).  

A more recent edited volume, Narrating Objects, Collecting Stories (Dudley 

et.al. 2012), offers a persuasive move in the direction indicated above through an 

understanding that stories, biographies and meanings proliferate from things and their 

collectors ‘as they move through time and space’ (Dudley 2012: 1). This approach 

seems to build upon earlier recognitions of collecting as a process of not only 

acquiring things but also of acquiring ‘memories and stories’ (Fine 2004: 187). By 

taking this stance, several essays in this volume demonstrate the ‘processual nature of 

the organic connections between people and things’, and the ‘specific meanings and 

associations’ things can assume for different people (Dudley 2012: 2). By bringing 

recognition of human-thing relations and agency to bear on the narrative potential of 

collections through time and space, the volume demonstrates that it is possible to 

avoid silencing, de-socialising and immobilising collections by viewing them as a 

‘process [of] on-going reconfiguration’ (van der Grijp 2016: 2). 

In the context of India, much valuable literature has worked to alert us to the 

central role that collecting and the establishment of museums played in the British 
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colonial project (Wintle 2013: 6). Ranging from picture postcards to census 

information, from botanical specimens, to textiles and much more, the British in India 

were arguably consumed by a collecting, documentary zeal. Cohn surmises the 

centrality of this practice to colonialism when he states that ‘[e]ach phase of the 

European effort to unlock the secret of the Indian past called for more and more 

collecting’ (1996: 80). It is therefore vital, particularly when we are concerned with 

contemporary collections of colonial things, to recognise that the practice of 

collecting has a deep historical entanglement with colonialism.36 Additionally, there 

has been a move to apply theories of materiality and the social life of things to 

colonial collections. For example, in her book on colonial practices of collecting in 

the Andaman Islands, Clare Wintle traces one particular collection’s biography, 

highlighting its construction through space and time (2013). Whilst Wintle provides a 

discussion of the collection’s more recent life, the brevity of the more contemporary 

part of her analysis and its focus upon reception in the context of the metropole 

means that there remains limited literature on the meaningful social life of collections 

of British Indian things in postcolonial India.  

The literature cited above has done much to make us aware of things as 

narrative and agentive, and part of complex networks that speak as much to the past 

as the present. However, in this literature collectors are not always fully engaged as 

both the assemblers of collections and as part of spacio-temporal networks between 

people and things. It is necessary to redress this if we are to fully appreciate the 

significance of things such as picture postcards and the practice of collecting them in 

contemporary communities. In the case of Bengaluru, we are then urged to ask: what 

can British Indian picture postcard collections and their community of collectors tell 

us about the multiple relationships between personal/familial memories and collective 

discourses of place and past in the context of the present?  

 

2.3. Following the ‘Ram Chand Box’  
 
It was Mansoor who first took me to Ganesh’s home, acting once again as my guide 

and, in a sense, fellow researcher. One morning I received an unexpected message 

																																																								
36 A dealer in ephemera indicated this to me when he asserted that whilst Bengaluru has few 
places at which to buy ephemera it is nonetheless a prominent city for collectors due to the 
number of British officers who retired to this ‘Pensioner’s Paradise’ and brought the hobby 
with them. 
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from him saying that he had arranged for us to meet a successful lawyer and self-

proclaimed ‘collector of collections’: Ganesh. Mansoor didn't tell me much more 

than this but we arranged to meet at the entrance to one of Bengaluru’s several 

exclusive clubs and go on to Ganesh’s house from there. Having met a little late 

(something I learned to be characteristic of Mansoor as an ever-busy juggler of 

architecture, family life and his heritage pursuits) we were in a rush and took several 

wrong turns along the road before finally finding the right address tucked between 

the incessant din of the main road and the intermittent chug of trains approaching one 

of Bengaluru’s railway stations. 

Ganesh and his wife, Hema, greeted us with a formal warmth and beckoned 

us into their home. As soon as my eyes adjusted from the bright light outside and I 

looked around, I felt myself within Kirsten McAllister’s description of an archive as 

a dimly lit ‘repository for the material of memory [in which] time accumulates and 

condenses’ (2010: 215). However, as I got to know Ganesh and his collections, I 

realised that these attributes of a traditional archive as dark and quiet should not be 

placed hand-in-hand with an understanding of collections as static and comprised of 

trapped things, or of collectors as sequestered, asocial individuals.37 Despite the heat 

that afternoon, the large bungalow’s low windows and high ceilings kept it cool, 

making it a welcome space in which to step. Whilst being led to a dark wood dining 

table at the back of the house I couldn't help but notice the countless other antiques 

of both European and Indian origin, opulently filling each room - from multiple 

clocks ornamenting the entrance room wound to chime one after the other so each 

could be fully appreciated, to the Raja Ravi Varma prints of Laskhmi and Durga 

which looked down upon me from the walls of the living room.38 Their home sits 

somewhat incongruously as one of only two remaining colonial bungalows in the 

area. Built in 1912, Ganesh’s grandfather bought the property in 1938 and 

subsequently refashioned the exterior in the Art-Deco style. Set back from the road 

in a two-acre plot of land lined by salvaged granite edifices and sculptures, a path 

																																																								
37 This image of an archive will be further countered in relation to the Facebook group 
discussed in chapter five.  
38 As a leading collector of Raja Ravi Varma’s work, Ganesh has a huge amount of 
knowledge about and enthusiasm for the artist.  
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leads to the front entrance adorned with marigold garlands and raṅgolī39 patterns. 

Over time I became familiar with all these intricacies of their home as Ganesh 

developed into a valued interlocutor and friend, who always cheered me with his 

enthusiasm for my project and the insights he shared about Bengaluru (often over a 

slice of delicious cake - a weakness of both of ours).  

On the table Mansoor and I were shown to were boxes filled with British 

Indian picture postcards. A bundle of picture postcards of select views of Bengaluru, 

mostly black and white but some hand-tinted with colour, had been placed separately 

in one of the boxes. I was soon informed that these particular picture postcards had 

been placed separately after being scanned and uploaded onto the Facebook group 

mentioned previously by some of its key members, indicating the ways in which the 

form of a collection is continuously modified. I suspected that for Mansoor 

accompanying me to Ganesh’s home was both an act of assistance to me and an 

opportunity to see first-hand the physical collection he had heard about from others 

and seen on social media. Initially, Mansoor was described to me as an individual 

with a large collection of picture postcards and, indeed, he told me this himself the 

first time we met. However, I soon found out that this collection was not physical: it 

was digital. Mansoor’s description of digital images as a collection combined with 

his desire to see and touch a physical collection of things suggests something of the 

complex shifts in value, circulation and access that occur when things are remediated 

(a theme that will be explored in chapter six). On nights when he can’t sleep, 

Mansoor fills the quiet with historical research, scanning other peoples’ collections 

and compiling screenshots from the Internet, engaging in a digital, online form of 

collecting.  

On subsequent visits to Ganesh and Hema’s home, and between 

recommendations of rose flavoured lassī40 and discussions of Raja Ravi Varma, 

Ganesh explained how he had acquired one particular box of picture postcards, 

which I shall refer to as the ‘Ram Chand Box’ (the same box from which some 

postcards had been scanned for the Facebook group). As my time in Bengaluru 

progressed, I came to learn more about this collection in a way that highlighted the 

fragmented stories and multiple memories picture postcard collections are a part of 
																																																								
39 raṅgolī is a form of decoration made by drawing on the ground with rice, coloured 
powders, sand or flour. It is typically drawn at the entrance to a home or temple as an 
auspicious and welcoming symbol.  
40 lassī is a yogurt-based drink that can be served plain, sweet, salty or flavoured with fruits.   
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and produce. Ganesh described a man named Ram Chand who had run a small store 

dealing in second-hand books and picture postcards near to the predominantly 

commercial M.G. Road41 in what is now a run-of-the-mill hairdresser. Though an 

elderly man when Ganesh knew him, Ram Chand would slowly make the long walk 

from his home near Ulsoor Lake (to the north-east of M.G. Road) to his shop and 

back again every day. Over his sloping shoulders he would hang a gunnysack42 filled 

with picture postcards. It was these picture postcards, Ganesh said, that were his true 

passion since they reminded him of the home in Karachi he had fled after the 

partition of India and Pakistan in 1947.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ganesh had been aware of Ram Chand as a local character from childhood, 

however it was only when Ram Chand was served eviction proceedings for his 

bookstore that Ganesh got to know him as his lawyer. Property litigation is common 

in Bengaluru and one of the primary obstacles cited by those who wish to preserve 

heritage buildings. As in so many cases, Ram Chand’s litigation dragged on for 

several years. When finally settled, he came unexpectedly to Ganesh’s office one day 

to present him with a box of postcards as an expression of thanks and because he 

																																																								
41 As mentioned in chapter one, M.G. Road was called South Parade until 1948 and was the 
primary commercial street in what was the C and M Station. 
42 A gunnysack is a type of cloth bag, typically made from jute. 

Figure 2.2. Reverse of a picture postcard from the ‘Ram Chand Box’. Higginbotham’s 
& Co., Madras & Bangalore. [picture postcard] Postmark Reads: 12. 05.1908. 
Addressee: Mr George Möller, Lands End, Bangalore, Whitefield. Kindly provided 
from the collection of Ganesh and Hema Shivaswamy. 
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knew Ganesh would value and take care of them. That was the last time Ganesh saw 

him because just a few months later, in the early 2000s, he passed away. He left his 

box of picture postcards with Ganesh as their new caretaker. 

Over the course of many days I visited Ganesh and Hema’s home to scan the 

contents of the Ram Chand Box, as well as the other picture postcards. Ganesh 

would settle me with the boxes in an unused area of his large office block and library 

located in a specially built-to-purpose building behind the main house. The 

photographs on these picture postcards depicted various landmarks and streets of 

early 20th century Bengaluru.43 In addition to these, there were many picture 

postcards depicting various locations in India, many of which had been posted to 

Bengaluru in the early 1900s. Whilst sitting in the downstairs room of Ganesh’s 

office building with a grandfather clock for company, I would spend hours acquiring 

a stiff neck from bending over the low, leather padded desk. I became acutely aware 

of the dust that would accumulate on my fingertips by the time I went to wash my 

hands ready for lunch or coffee: a fine, grey-brown substance that clung to my 

clammy hands and left stains on my notebook when I touched it, this dust evidenced 

the travels of the picture postcards as well as their long periods of repose in boxes in 

cupboards, without the sanitising luxury of plastic sleeves. Although moments of 

obvious social interaction with picture postcards offered the most fruitful 

ethnographic research, the dust on my fingertips seemed to call so viscerally for an 

increasing recognition of the importance of absence and moments of inactivity, both 

in the biographies of people and things. Pearce has recognised that ‘[t]here may be 

phases in which the object is lost to sight’ (1994: 2), however what the presence of 

dust alerts us to is that, even during these phases, the object does not cease to exist. 

Dust, Carol Steedman argues, ‘is not about rubbish, nor about the discarded; it is not 

about a surplus, left over from something else’ (Steedman 2001: 164). Rather, when 

feeling the dust resting translucent upon the surface of picture postcards I was 

reminded of both their antiquity and their endurance through time, their ‘circularity’ 

and their refusal to disappear (ibid).  

In a discussion with another picture postcard collector in Bengaluru, this 

fluctuation in the social life of picture postcards was again brought to my attention. 

																																																								
43 Chapter three explores the colonial politics of representation (including the use of generic 
rather than specific captions for streets in the ‘native town’) of Bengaluru through an in-
depth analysis of these picture postcard images, captions and messages.  
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An acquaintance of Ganesh’s, I met Ashwin at an independent second-hand 

bookshop located just a few yards from where Ram Chand’s shop once stood. After 

offering for me to sit with him and the shop owner, to whom I was already a familiar 

face, Ashwin told me how he became interested in picture postcards. As he did so, he 

contextualised his experience within a wider trend and explained that the first ‘wave’ 

of picture postcards came onto the market in the 1950s when many Anglo-Indian 

families left India in the wake of Independence and sold off their estates. The second 

‘wave’, he told me, occurred in the 1970s and 1980s when estates were once again 

sold off, this time in response to increasing urbanisation.  

Ashwin’s thinking in terms of ‘waves’, of ebb and flow, effectively 

demonstrates that the social life of these collections is not stable, but rather fluctuates 

in accordance with broader events. There are times when they rest calmly, 

accumulating dust as proof of their perseverance, and other times when they are 

mobilised like waves of historical debris washing onto the shores of the present. As 

Ossman has noted, ‘stillness makes us feel the existence of things or persons, yet it is 

their trajectory through space and time that makes them objects of knowledge’ 

(1994: 20). Ossman makes this statement in relation to images in Casablanca, a city 

that, like Bengaluru, is often said to be a ‘city without a past’. However, she also 

argues that in Casablanca such claims of lacking history actually stem from the 

inability of pictures to mobilise ‘meaningful stories of the city’ (ibid: 22). In 

Bengaluru, conversely, I suggest that a different dynamic is at work: many 

Bengalureans actively engage with images, including picture postcards, as tools of 

story-telling and as mnemonic devices that comment upon the city’s past, present 

and future. The desire and ability to engage with collections of British Indian picture 

postcards of the city is, however, not value-neutral but rather points to the politics of 

who gets to relate to a place through particular parts of the past and who is able to 

tell meaningful stories about their city. 

From the preceding narrative of the Ram Chand Box, it becomes clear that 

collections of picture postcards serve as mnemonics of personal encounters. 

However, they also function as devices through which fragmented narratives of 

broader processes in Bengaluru become articulated, for example, the increase in 

property litigation as the city expanded and rising real estate prices began to alter the 

social and physical cityscape. Through the recitation of his picture postcard 

collection’s journey, Ram Chand is cast as a figure of a past Bengaluru whose 
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idiosyncrasies, crammed bookshop and gentle walks through the city have been lost 

with the passage of time. The collection, however, remains as a material link to this 

past and speaks to the concerns of Bengaluru’s present by continuing to mobilise 

stories, and enter into new relationships and forms. 

This was reiterated some time after I had finished scanning Ganesh’s 

collection and arrived at his home for an overdue catch-up at lunch. ‘I’ve been 

cooking for you!’ Hema exclaimed as she saw me, before disappearing into the 

kitchen only to return with a plate of piping hot pūrī and potato.44 After sharing what 

we had been up to in the past weeks, I took the opportunity to ask Ganesh more 

about the Ram Chand Box. Whilst scanning, I had realised the box was comprised 

largely of picture postcards sent to one particular man named Mr George Möller who 

lived in a bungalow named ‘Land’s End’ in the Anglo-Indian settlement of 

Whitefield established in the late 1800s to the east of the C and M Station. Now 

largely consumed by Bengaluru’s IT industry and high-rise apartments, little of the 

original Whitefield remains. ‘Why didn’t you ask me before?!’ Ganesh exclaimed, 

before embarking on a narrative of his childhood memories of walking with his 

father through this isolated microcosm and a place that, in Appadurai’s words, 

demonstrates how ‘aspects of [England’s] heritage took deep root in the colonies’ 

(1996: 23). Whitefield remained, according to Ganesh, somewhat frozen in time until 

the 1990s when the IT industry abruptly arrived on its doorstep. After this, 

unforeseen demolition took place on a large scale as elderly owners were offered 

sizeable sums of money for their properties and land. At this time, Ganesh told me, 

many of the residents were living in very poor conditions since the maintenance of 

the large properties was beyond their means and, as a result, the offer of cash was 

appealing. Now, only the few original bungalows remain. To try to find out more 

about Mr Möller, Ganesh suggested that I speak to the son of an elderly Whitefield 

resident.  

A few days later I arrived in Whitefield after spending an hour and a half in a 

taxi to travel just ten miles: a reminder of the city’s congestion problem. I was met 

on a quiet road by James, a middle-aged man who led me to his apartment that stands 

next to the family’s original bungalow, now in disrepair and partially obscured by 

overgrowth. As I entered his home, his wife greeted me with an ice-cold glass of 

																																																								
44 pūrī is a popular Indian type of puffed up and deep friend bread.  
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mango juice and the offer of some Anglo-Indian food for late lunch.45 After greeting 

me like this she quickly resumed her use of a hand-held plastic fan in a somewhat 

unsuccessful attempt to combat the uncharacteristic 45-degree heat wave the city was 

experiencing.46 As I sat beneath the ceiling fan47 with juice in hand asking questions 

about old residents of Whitefield, I felt I had been afforded a level of trust given 

anxieties in the neighbourhood around developers trying to access old records and 

local information in order to gain the rights to demolish a property.48 James told me 

that (in an old and now very delicate register containing entries on the residents of 

Whitefield in the late 19th and early 20th centuries) he had found a Mr Möller of 

Land’s End bungalow who was listed as having died at the age of 82 in 1945. At this 

point, James went on to tell me that he had spoken to his father that very morning 

and had been able to find out a little more about Mr Möller: often, he explained, 

stories are handed down by generations and people remember family names in the 

small Anglo-Indian neighbourhood. His father is now very elderly and his memory 

comes and goes but that day had been a rare occasion of lucidity. He told James a 

story of a Portuguese man named Mr Möller who lived in hiding on the edge of the 

settlement at Lands End, spelling his name with two dots above the ‘o’ to disguise 

his nationality, venturing from his home only at morning and dusk. The amount of 

‘truth’ in this account is uncertain but what it points to is the complex narratives 

attached to places and people that can be enlivened through the mnemonic, 

archaeological work that things elicit. Furthermore, my visit to James’s home and the 

relayed, fragmented memories of his father revealed the complex networks of 

association picture postcard collections comprise and represent across Bengaluru. 
																																																								
45 Anglo-Indian food is a type of ‘fusion’ cuisine that grew out of the colonial encounter in 
India, combining British and Indian methods and ingredients. On this occasion I was served 
a beef curry/stew. However, other typically Anglo-Indian dishes include kedgeree, cutlets 
and mulligatawny soup. 
46 As a city celebrated for its salubrious climate this level of heat was the cause for citywide 
lamentation and disbelief amongst the middle class and elite, and acute suffering amongst 
poorer communities. Quickly, it became incorporated as further evidence for the destructive 
effects of unplanned and rapid urban transformation. 
47 Few homes in Bengaluru, even of middle and upper-class families, have air conditioning 
due to the city’s typically equitable climate and instead have ceiling fans alone. During this 
heat wave, however, many people I knew rented or bought air conditioning units with the 
belief that milder summers were a thing of the past. 
48 Upon reading a newspaper article from 2015, I realised that such anxieties were not 
unfounded. In the Bangalore Mirror it was stated that a tender notification had been issued 
for the Bangalore Metro Rail Corporation Ltd. to ‘study the condition of the buildings [in 
Whitefield] as a pre-requisite for the demolition of 199 properties’ (Bangalore Mirror 2015: 
n.p.).  
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The stories and memories they elicit change from neighbourhood to neighbourhood, 

individual to individual and 20th to 21st century.  

That same afternoon James took me to the Whitefield Christian graveyard. It 

seemed a perfect metaphor for the settlement, and the city altogether, as its past 

physicalities and identities are felt to diminish in the long shadows of the rising 

apartments, office blocks and shopping malls of the present such that only an 

archaeology of sorts can recall it. Looking up at this looming glass façade, James 

sarcastically observed ‘nice view they’ve got’. After searching for some time, James 

found the grave of Elizabeth Möller (referred to as ‘Betty’ in the picture postcard 

messages). As we bent over the grave trying to discern the words and dates, the 

caretaker of the graveyard walked over to greet us and enquire about my presence 

there. Once James had explained to the man what we were doing in Tamil (the 

caretaker’s mother-tongue), he bent to the adjacent grave and moved his fingers 

slowly over the eroded engravings, using touch to trace the name of George Möller 

that sight could no longer discern. By following the physical and social networks of a 

20th century picture postcard collection, as well as the memories it elicits, I had 

found another historical, material fragment that contributed to the narrative and 

biography of the Ram Chand Box.  

My introduction to, discussions around and tracing of Ganesh’s collection 

therefore revealed complex networks between people, things and places. The picture 

postcards carried and elicited personal memories, as well as becoming interpolated 

into broader discourses of urban change. From their initial postal journeys to Mr 

Möller’s home in the early 20th century, these picture postcards have been carried in 

a gunnysack, kept in boxes, held, digitised and inherited. Having gone through 

moments of stasis and movement, these picture postcards highlight the fluctuation in 

the biographies of things, which are mapped against both personal life events and 

collective experiences of place. 
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2.4. Familial mnemonics of an inherited collection  
 

You know, he really loved that collection. And my father died only a 
year and a half ago and I have inherited the collection. It came by ship 
here so I think that’s totally splendid in that these postcards have criss-
crossed, come back and back. 
 

For Clare, as the above quotation illustrates, her collection of picture postcards is a 

treasured inheritance and material mnemonic of her father. Kept beautifully preserved 

in multiple leather albums in her home in Bengaluru, the collection has travelled in 

complex circuits between India and the U.K., the U.K. and India. As a result, it elides 

typical discussions of a one-way traffic of British Indian picture postcards and 

indicates informal processes of repatriation. This theme of repatriation was not only 

intimated by Clare but was also mentioned throughout my time in Bengaluru and 

linked to various causalities beyond a purely familial arrangement. As another 

collector of some five thousand picture postcards told me, ‘see what happened was 

postcards are coming from Europe, coming back to India. Due to Europe having 

recession everyone is selling on eBay. They are selling and now coming back to 

India’. Different individuals cited varying reasons for the changing ‘tide’ of picture 

postcard traffic, the recession in Europe being one example. However, whatever the 

cause, what was clear was a sense that, like some material equivalent of India’s 

‘foreign returned’,49 British Indian picture postcards are felt to be returning to India 

imbued with both complex value and a liminal positionality.  

I had come across Clare before I arrived in India when her name appeared on 

the Internet in relation to the reproduction of early 20th century picture postcards and 

after arriving in Bengaluru multiple individuals, including Naresh, mentioned her to 

me as someone I must contact.50 During my second meeting with one collector, I felt 

a slight disappointment as they informed me that scanning their postcards wouldn’t 

be possible after all and that they didn’t have much more to tell me about their 

collection. Instead of speaking further with them, I should get in touch with a woman 

called Clare who knows more about the topic, they said as they handed me a local 

newspaper article about her. The differing degrees of access I was granted to private 

collections indicated not only the privilege I was afforded as a result of being 

																																																								
49 ‘Foreign-returned’ is the name given to Indians who have migrated abroad for education 
or employment and have subsequently returned to India.  
50 See chapter six for a discussion of a similar set of reproduced picture postcards released 
several years after Clare’s set referred to here.  
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someone outside of the local social dynamics of collecting whose interest in postcards 

was legitimise by my status as a researcher, but also the care collectors take in 

deciding under what conditions, to what extent and for how long to allow their 

postcards to be used by others.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Having been brought up in India for 14 years as a result of her father’s work 

in the textile business, Clare recalls her childhood in Madurai fondly as an idyllic 

existence comprised of long days in the swimming pool, old telephones, cold drinks 

and extravagant parties. Despite her British parents moving back to the U.K. when 

she was a young adult, Clare never felt it to be her true home and instead chose to 

settle back in India as soon as she completed her degree. Whilst her father and mother 

continued to visit India regularly, they settled in a ‘rambling old English house’, 

which they ‘crammed’ with multiple collections, including her father’s picture 

postcards. This particular collection began only after his return to the U.K. when he 

would visit antique fairs and pick up picture postcards of India for as little as 50 

pence. Both her parents missed India terribly and Clare speculates that a mnemonic 

desire was the driving force for her father’s avid collecting. Of particular interest to 

him were South Indian depictions and he was very specific that he wanted cards only 

Figure 2.3. Review Maiden, Bangalore. Spencer & Co. Ltd. Madras. [picture 
postcard] Postmark Reads:11.10.1907. Kindly provided from the collection of 
Clare Arni. 
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from 1890-1910.51 As such, the collection is very comprehensive and is divided into 

multiple themes such as place, transport, women and men, labelled using little white 

tabs in Clare’s father’s handwriting that serve as evidence of his embodied 

engagement. 

When another of his daughters showed him how to use eBay his collection 

started to rapidly increase in size as he could pursue picture postcards from his own 

home and hone his searches easily. Clare recalled a serendipitous realisation years 

after his use of eBay began, that Clare’s friend and antique dealer in the city had been 

bidding against him. By that time her father was increasingly specific in his choice of 

new additions to his collection and his Internet bidding competition repeatedly 

thwarted him in his efforts to acquire new items for his collection. On one of several 

visits to the antique store (a beautiful treasure trove of Indian antiques whose shelves, 

cabinets and boxes I loved to search through) owned by Clare’s friend Balaji I 

enquired about this eBay competition. The same story was recounted to me with a 

broadening smile at past amusement. After Balaji became aware of the large and 

well-loved collection now in Clare’s possession he continued to acquire picture 

postcards but the competition of the past ceased. Instead, he now routes all postcards 

brought to him via his network of suppliers or acquired online to Clare for first 

refusal, particularly ones of Bengaluru. He informed me that he has increased her 

collection by approximately 300 postcards thus far. As a result, in the store itself only 

a few picture postcards will be found lying in a small tin at the back of the room on 

top of a chest and leather suitcases. In this setting their small size seems especially 

apparent as large, framed Raja Ravi Varma chromolithographs look down upon them 

from the walls, ephemera of a somewhat grander order. It was in fact these 

chromolithographs that bought Ganesh and me to the store one afternoon in search of 

new acquisitions for his upcoming show. In that moment two collectors and two types 

of collectables came into a single socio-spatial frame, evidencing the 

interconnectedness of collectors in the city. 

According to Balaji, the interest in picture postcards in Bengaluru has been 

increasing in recent years and the average price of a picture postcard of the city (in 

																																																								
51 Clare never asked her father why this timeframe, however it correlates closely with the 
‘golden age’ of picture postcards (Wilson 2017: 93). 
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India, as opposed to online) has shot up from 300 to 3,000 rupees.52 This 

development, he explained, has coincided with a more generalised shift in the antique 

market in the last decade or so away from desires for European/Christian antiques and 

towards more ‘traditional’ Indian crafts, implying a more complex understanding of 

picture postcards than as things of a solely colonial, European imposition. When 

asked why this might be he ventured that increasing modernisation and development 

has produced nostalgia. Furthermore, both the primary flow of picture postcards in 

the early 20th century from India to the U.K. and India’s unfavourable hot, humid 

climate for paper were cited as contributing factors in the higher cost of picture 

postcards in the present-day.53  

As Clare and I sipped tea in her living room, a space brought to life by 

paintings and Indian antiques, mostly acquired from Balaji, she continued to weave 

together memories of her father with the collection of picture postcards that he began 

and which she has expanded with the help of her friend. In producing a vivid portrait 

of her father as a progressive, energetic man, Clare was careful to ensure that I did not 

misconstrue his collection of British Indian picture postcards as a mark of a 

sequestered, archetypal collector with a passion for imperial history. Perhaps as a 

result of being a renowned photographer herself who has worked extensively across 

India, Clare is astutely aware and critical of the imperial entanglements of British 

Indian picture postcards. Most clearly illustrative of this is her collaborative project 

with the renowned contemporary Indian artist Pushpamala N., which resulted in a 

catalogue entitled Native Women of South India: Manners and Customs (2006). The 

project uses a series of photographic portraits to satirically subvert ethnographic, 

‘native type’ representations of Indian women in the 19th and 20th centuries and drew 

partial inspiration from Clare’s picture postcard collection.  

It was therefore always engaging to discuss picture postcards with Clare, who 

brought a critical and technical eye to the images. With a warm smile of 

remembrance Clare told me that her father was himself a keen amateur photographer 

and, as such, supported the fact that she became a photographer by profession. When 

Clare began new projects, for example on disappearing professions, multiple 

conceptions of beauty or the collaboration with Pushpamala N., her father would 
																																																								
52 100 rupees equated to between 90 pence and one pound during the course of my fieldwork 
period.   
53 Whilst picture postcards are typically cheaper in the U.K., here too their prices have been 
increasing such that they can regularly fetch three to ten pounds at ephemera fairs. 
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become enthused and suggest that she use some of the picture postcard images from 

his collection for her research. Thus, slowly, parts of the collection were detached 

from their place in a compiled sequence and journeyed back to India. Through these 

processes of re-sending, disassembling and reassembling, the collection became a 

bond between Clare and her father: 

It was something we could share […] and he wanted me to have. He 
wanted me to use them and he would get frightfully excited about the fact 
that they were being used and that they weren’t just sitting idly. So, when 
I came up with an idea, when he put the phone down he would 
immediately go and look through them. So, in fact, that’s why the 
collection got in a bit of a muddle when you came.  
 

Upon looking through the albums in Clare’s home on my first visit, I could indeed 

tell that their arrangement had been disturbed: particular postcards had been removed 

and later put back in new positions or kept in small stacks awaiting the methodical 

patience it takes to carefully place each card back into the plastic sleeves of the album 

pages.  

Whilst the collection therefore still retains a certain degree of physical 

integrity, it is clear that it has changed hands and that in the process its meanings and 

engagements have also changed. For Clare’s father the collection functioned initially 

as a mnemonic of his time spent in India and later as a material connection to his 

daughter whilst she lived thousands of miles away in Bengaluru. As the collection 

gradually migrated to Clare it became involved in contemporary projects as a form of 

public mnemonic that investigated modes of representation. After her father’s death, 

the collection became a mnemonic of his and Clare’s relationship, a ‘personal 

mnemonic object […] as priceless and unique as the memory to which it holds the 

key’ (Whincup 2004: 81). This complicates perceptions of collections as static 

entities with fixed meanings and associations, and speaks clearly to the claim that we 

‘expect things to outlive us, embodying and carrying a trace of our physical selves 

into the future in which we are no longer present’ (Auslander 2005: 1020). The 

importance of the collection’s materiality as a mnemonic link between Clare and her 

father was clearly encapsulated by Clare’s recognition that it ‘means so much that 

that person touched that thing’, which can exist for long periods of sequestered quiet, 

gathering dust, only to be ‘bumped into’ again. In this way such a thing’s materiality 

brings it into close, affectual relationships between familial past and present.  
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Today, Clare is conscious to allow the collection to continue its life through 

social interactions, rather than keeping it hidden away. As a result, beyond using the 

images for her own work and inspiration she has also opened up the collection to 

those who have asked to see it (including myself). Whilst this is certainly both a kind 

of tribute to her father’s passion for the collection and a testament to her own 

openness, it also seems the result of her belief that certain scans of her collection had 

been used without her permission. In one of our conversations, Clare recounted the 

details of the matter to me, including her upset about it at the time. However, she 

went on to speak of it with resignation and implied that it had, in the end, made her 

all the more desirous for the collection to be used, not as a source of profit, but of 

‘historical reference and serious collecting’. This signals the value of picture 

postcards in the present-day antiquarian and heritage market as things that can be 

coveted and may, at times, need to be guarded, yet it also reveals the complex social 

relations they end up producing and commemorating.  

 

2.5. Inter-ocular mnemonics of urban transformation   
 
Like Mansoor, Kiran, Rohit and Franklin are also members of the previously 

mentioned Facebook group Bangalore – photos from a bygone age. The same interest 

in the city’s heritage and history, and an engagement with picture postcards that 

depict its streets and monuments is therefore present in all three men. As such, whilst 

there are important differences in the composition of their collections, these very 

differences unite them through the theme of inter-ocularity. The term ‘inter-ocularity’ 

is, in its most simplistic sense, used to refer to the relationships between different 

forms of visual media. Initially drawn from Appadurai and Carol Breckenridge’s 

notion of the ‘inter-ocular field’ as the ‘fusion of ocular experiences and practices in 

public’ (Brosius 2005: 304), Brosius explains that the term was later adapted by 

Pinney who added an emphasis on ‘the sensual and performative aspects of seeing as 

an on-going and conscious dynamic process’ (ibid). By extending Mikhail Bhaktin’s 

notion of inter-textuality to the visual field, we are therefore alerted to the mutually 

constitutive relationships between different forms of visual media (Bhatti and Pinney 

2011: 231). As a result, when exploring the medium of picture postcards it is vital to 

consider the other forms of visual media and ephemera with which they engage and 

circulate alongside. Of course, photography is clearly involved here but picture 
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postcards can also become intimately connected with far more diverse forms of media 

and mnemonic things. 

Appadurai and Breckenridge’s acknowledgement of the simultaneously global 

and local aspects of the inter-ocular field (1991: 51) is especially pertinent to the 

discussion of picture postcard collections. Firstly, picture postcards themselves are 

positioned at the interstice of global and local through their complex patterns of initial 

production and consumption in the early 20th century. Secondly, acts of picture 

postcard collecting in present-day Bengaluru also complicate divisions of global and 

local through their international circuits of travel, for example via sites such as eBay, 

in conjunction with their highly emplaced use and meanings for their Bengalurean 

collectors. Through their acts of collecting, these collectors unearth and produce 

connections between picture postcards and other things, such as photograph albums 

and musical programmes, in their pursuit of Bengaluru’s past. In doing so, their acts 

of collecting and their collections utilise inter-ocularity to speak to both personal and 

collective experiences of change in Bengaluru in a way that echoes Tony Whincup’s 

recognition that mnemonic things ‘are a complex business intertwined with edited 

past experiences, current constructions and orientations towards future aspirations’ 

(2004: 81).  

I came to closely associate the iconic Koshy’s with Kiran, Rohit and Franklin 

since I met with each of them at the café to discuss the city’s history, its photographic 

studios and picture postcards. However, it wasn’t in Koshy’s that I first met Kiran but 

in a branch of the national chain Café Coffee Day (henceforth CCD) located next to a 

high-end shopping centre just south of M.G. Road. Sitting with me in CCD after a 

long day of work in the software industry one evening, Kiran sipped at his coffee and 

had a quick bite to eat to banish his hunger until he would reach home later. From that 

first meeting, I was astonished by his enthusiasm, knowledge and willingness to help 

me with my project in whatever way he could. As we sat at the leather seats and 

glass-topped tables, Kiran told me that the location of this branch of CCD is actually 

close to what the municipality regards as the centre of Bengaluru. Before the end of 

the 20th century the radial distance of the city was approximately four to six 

kilometres, he explained, but by the year 2000 the city had ‘exploded in what is now 
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layout culture’54 and reached approximately 15km. Although born in Mysore, Kiran 

was brought-up in Bengaluru (‘raised bread, butter and jam’ in the city, as he told me) 

and remained there until 1998 when he relocated to France and, subsequently, 

London for work as an engineer. It was not until 2008 that he returned permanently to 

find Bengaluru drastically altered through the development of suburbs and the birth 

of the metro: 

Literally [with] the metro lines moving into the city […] and the 
acquisition of the properties for the metro lines, [it] was like cutting a 
knife through your, ahhh, something that was very precious, very close to 
you. […]the metro cutting through [M.G. road] was not a nice sight to 
bear at that time. 
 
It was between his time in France and London that his interest in the city’s 

history began as he became aware of the scale of the transformation the city was 

undergoing. Once in London his interest increased rapidly and he would visit antique 

and ephemera fairs, and search eBay for picture postcards. ‘I started very small’, he 

told me, ‘I just wanted pictures of the central zone but then it just grew and grew and 

became partly addictive. Now I have learnt to curate my purchases before and then 

buy’. Today, Kiran has expanded beyond picture postcards to collect anything 

pertaining to Bangalore, from a luggage label from the famous West End hotel, to 

letters and photograph albums. His collection, in many ways, epitomises a material 

enactment of Jug Suraiya’s statement about Kolkata that ‘beyond the reach of urban 

blight and civil neglect, this portable city of the mind flourishes all the more as the 

real one declines’ (2007: 122). He eagerly looks forward to yearly visits from family 

who live in the U.K., to whom he has his eBay purchases sent. He has even recruited 

a relative into looking out for Bangalore-related things at antiques fairs and stores in 

the U.K., capitalising on his international connections in order to increase his 

collection. That evening in CCD his anticipation of receiving an album of 

photographs from the early to mid-20th century in his next ‘delivery’ was clearly 

evident. I myself could easily identify with this experience of anticipation: whilst on 

fieldwork I would regularly search eBay and Delcampe55 and over the many months I 

																																																								
54 Various newly developed residential areas in Bengaluru are referred to as ‘layouts’, such 
as Koramangala and HSR to south east of the city centre.  
55 Delcampe is an online auction site where people can sell and purchase ephemera. Whilst 
not as well-known as eBay, from my own experience it seems to have a wider selection of 
picture postcards. 
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was away a small bundle of picture postcards slowly accumulated for me in the U.K. 

Like Kiran, I too would have to wait to see my acquisitions in all their materiality. 

The other items he collects therefore unite with his picture postcards to form 

relationships of inter-ocularity. This is an important point. When we understand 

collections as mnemonic, emplaced and social networks, rather than as self-referential 

series, we are not limited to only considering those collections that conform to 

seriality and clearly designated foci based upon ‘object type’. Instead, we can 

recognise those heterogeneous collections that emerge in contexts in which it is the 

more amorphous foci of place, and both the collective and personal past that motivate 

the collection. Just as no images or things exist outside of relationships with people, 

nor do they exist without relationships with other things. They exist as part of a 

complex terrain. The work and significance of Kiran’s collection of picture postcards 

cannot, therefore, be understood outside of its place within his larger collection of 

what he termed ‘Bangalore memorabilia’. Whilst Kiran holds an appreciation for the 

picture postcard as ‘something that has physically travelled through the post, travelled 

through time and gone through some experience of its own’, he nonetheless places 

these ‘voyages’ in larger contexts. Just as he utilises the multifarious aspects of a 

picture postcard to enhance his understanding of Bengaluru’s history and heritage 

(from the image to the stamp, to the postmark, the message and the caption) so too 

does he utilise other things in his collection. When looking at collections of picture 

postcards it is thus vital to consider what other things inhabit the same physical, 

imaginative and social place. 

 For Franklin, who was born-and-raised in Bengaluru and is of the same 

generation as Kiran and Rohit, a similar sense that ‘everything is going away in 

Bangalore’ triggered the start of his beautifully kept collection of British Indian 

picture postcards, which hang in plastic sleeves from a wooden slat and fit into small, 

custom-made boxes. Franklin allowed me to explore his collection as we sat in 

Koshy’s after he had finished work one evening, the hum from other people chatting 

over coffees providing the backdrop to our conversation. Like Kiran, he began 

collecting relatively recently, around 2011, and at the point of our first meeting had 

acquired approximately 85 picture postcards of Bengaluru. In the past he would 

arrange them carefully based upon location, however they would always become 

disturbed when he added new ones or took certain ones out to look at them. As a 

result, he now no longer bothers. Whilst this could certainly be seen as a response to 
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the tedium of constantly shifting picture postcards between album sleeves, it also 

further counters the commonly held significance of seriality and sequencing for 

picture postcard collectors. For Franklin, this is not the most important aspect of his 

collection. Franklin takes great care in the preservation of his collection and searches 

carefully before making purchases. His observation of a discrepancy in cost between 

picture postcards of cities such as Delhi and Bengaluru is a primary reason for his 

scrupulous attitude. In his opinion, this is due not only to the smaller size of 20th 

century Bengaluru, but is also a result of the city’s older generations’ passion: ‘The 

newer generation are not bothered what Bangalore looked like in the past. You’ll find 

them coming here [only] because it’s cool to be here in Koshy’s. So the old 

Bangaloreans are ready to pay that money and buy’. As a product of this heightened 

zeal amongst older generations of Bengalureans for the tangible, ephemeral heritage 

of their city, Franklin has felt a certain level of competition on online shopping 

platforms such as eBay in a way reminiscent of the bidding competition Clare and 

Balaji recounted. As a result of this, he now waits patiently for cheaper picture 

postcards to become available online.  

When speaking with Rohit, the same sense that constructing a collection of 

picture postcards of Bengaluru, as opposed to other Indian cities, is more challenging 

also surfaced: ‘When you look online and search for “Calcutta” or “Bombay”56 you 

will probably end up with 800, 1,000 picture postcards. Whereas “Bangalore” will 

probably come up with about 50 [or] 100 cards because there was not much of 

anything’. Additionally, Rohit told me that he has found that 90% of the material 

pertaining to Bengaluru is not in India. Unsurprisingly, much is in the U.K. but his 

online searches have led him to purchase picture postcards from across the world. He 

marvelled with his characteristic hearty laugh that he had acquired some from 

Lithuania, furthering the experience of material and social networks, and indicating 

the ‘ways in which places emerge through movements’ (de Neve and Donner 2007: 

5).  

 

																																																								
56 As with ‘Bengaluru’ and ‘Bangalore’, the use of ‘Mumbai’ or ‘Bombay’ and ‘Calcutta’ or 
‘Kolkata’ is embedded within a larger politics. However, in this instance the use of the later 
three terms was indicative of the colonial context of picture postcard production and the city 
names they are captioned with as a result of this. For a discussion on the politics surrounding 
changes to city names in postcolonial India, specifically Mumbai, see Thomas Blom 
Hansen’s book Wages of Violence: Naming and Identity in Postcolonial Bombay (2001).  
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However, for Rohit (whose family originally hails from Bengaluru but who was born 

in Chennai, did his schooling in Hyderabad, worked in Delhi and continues to travel 

widely for his job in the tourism industry) the small size of 20th century Bengaluru is 

complexly connected to his understanding of its colonial history. As we continued 

talking about the reasons for Bengaluru’s relative underrepresentation in picture 

postcards, his narrative brought together practices of 19th and 20th century 

photographic representation with colonial concerns of commerce and control, and 

drew distinctions between the experience of colonialism in North and South India: 

Bangalore was nondescript. It’s been a very small, very, very small, 
virtually nondescript city and I think, after the fall of Tipu, I think, the 
British nearly virtually lost interest in Bangalore because there was 
nothing more for them to achieve in India. […]. So, I think after that 
Bangalore was there just as a cantonment city, small town. We had a 
cantonment, British cantonment. Basically the people of Bangalore were 
not very, we would not get up to fight so British didn't have any 
problems [laughingly] with the law and order kind of thing over here. So, 
it has always been a small city because most of the action was there in 
the commerce and all of the action of the mutiny happened up north. 
Nothing really happened down here. Some sporadic incidents, but that 
way it was a pretty well settled, quiet cantonment town. 
 

Despite (or perhaps even because of) the increased challenge of finding picture 

postcards of Bengaluru, Rohit is ever enthusiastic about unearthing the city’s largely 

undervalued history and heritage: brushing the dust from old ephemera to reveal 

Figure 2.4. A picture postcard from Rohit Hangal’s collection shown to me at a 
table in Koshy’s café. [photograph] 2015. Emily Stevenson. 
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remnants still lying beneath the surface. It is, conversely, the historic ‘smallness’ of 

Bengaluru that Rohit believes enables a greater sense of ‘connect’, or local 

community, particularly with regards to memories of the city’s past. Sometime later 

into our conversation Rohit returned to this point, in a sense articulating his friend 

Kiran’s experience of being a ‘foreign returned’ to a changed city: 

Bangalore’s people, this era, they have seen both sides of Bangalore and 
there’s nothing more nostalgic than that you know what it used to be and 
what is it now. It was a small lazy town, absolutely small town, virtually 
everybody knew everybody else kind of thing, to what it is now. So 
people have seen the transformations and they value the times they spent 
20 years back. […] So people have a lot of memories and a lot of people 
in Bangalore have gone out of India for studies and work and they’ve 
now come back and they’ve come back after ten years and Bangalore - 
they were totally bamboozled [by the urban change], they’ve never seen! 

 

Seamlessly moving between such reflections and the things before him, he pointed to 

a picture postcard captioned ‘South Parade’ in which Spencer’s supermarket is 

visible.57 ‘M.G. road has got some great photographs, unbelievable’ he said, as he 

touched the picture postcard and explained that tactile appeal of the thick paper.  

 It is important to note, therefore, that collectors’ engagements with picture 

postcards are not without critical reflection. Several individuals, including Rohit, 

noted the bias in representation towards Bengaluru’s C and M Station in picture 

postcards. As Rohit lamented, ‘unfortunately we don’t have many talking about the 

native side of India. It’s more colonial and something like this. […] I think people 

found it fancy’. Similarly, Mansoor stated that ‘the majority of postcards deal with 

the British history, there’s very few of the Indian history’. As will be discussed in the 

next chapter, such recognitions are part of much larger debates surrounding colonial 

and pre-colonial built heritage in Bengaluru and it would therefore be a simplification 

to attribute a blanket aphasia (Stoler 2011: 125) to collectors of British Indian picture 

postcards in Bengaluru. Rather, I would suggest, a more complex process is at play 

whereby collectors selectively work with and re-appropriate picture postcards in 

response to the demands of the present variously articulated in terms of personal and 

collective memory, heritage and nostalgia. As complex, social and material things, 

picture postcards therefore act mnemonically in multiple ways, in multiple registers, 

at times founded upon the images they bear, at others on their genealogies and 

																																																								
57 Spencer’s is no longer on M.G. Road, having been demolished a few years ago. 
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relationships, and at others still on their materiality. Karudapuram Supriya, in a 

discussion of the museum at Fort St George in Chennai, builds upon the postcolonial 

literature from Homi Bhabha, Appadurai and Gayatri Chakrovarty Spivak to explain 

the process of ‘indigenisation’ as one which ‘opens up a possibility for conceiving of 

memory construction as an on-going, dynamic and lived practice through which the 

past can be reconfigured into an affirmative identity statement and action’ (2004: 51). 

When we closely examine collectors and their collections of British Indian picture 

postcards, such a process becomes apparent through their ability to move through 

space and time into different contexts and engage mnemonically with multiple 

individuals in multiple ways. 

 

2.6. Conclusion 
 
In this chapter, I have explored multiple collections of British Indian picture 

postcards in present-day Bengaluru as mobile, fluid, material and mnemonic things. 

From this I have revealed the multiple remembrances and discourses picture postcard 

collections elicit and embody within a Bengalurean community of collectors. Due to 

the fact that the picture postcards within these collections were produced in the 

context of colonialism, colonial history and its legacy are ever present and not 

always without nostalgia. However, what also becomes clear is that these collections 

are complex and often inter-ocular assemblages that are intimately tied up with 

particular, locally configured understandings of the past. These understandings are 

made meaningful in the present by their intersection with personal memories, social 

relations and collective experiences of urban transformation. Within the postcolonial 

collection, it therefore becomes apparent that picture postcards and the colonial 

photographs that they bear ‘contain within them the possibility of other readings’ 

(Wright 2009: 236). Yet what this chapter has also highlighted is that the biographies 

of picture postcard collections, and the relationships and meanings that they form are 

far from stable but shift with local and national dynamics of change. 

Moreover, the collectors introduced in this chapter emerge not as insular, 

secluded individuals but as a community diffused across the city whose specific 

dynamics and discourses speak to larger concerns of the present. As such, not only 

are these collectors linked through broader social and discursive networks in the city 

but they are also engaged in networked relationships with picture postcards as things.  
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It has been noted that in the early 20th century picture postcards were consumed by a 

varied and ‘uncritical popular audience’ (Jakle and Sculle 2012: xi). However, the 

individuals discussed in this chapter reveal that in the present these picture postcards 

are engaged with in deeply reflective, multiple and, at times, critical modes as they 

have moved into the realm of historical collectors’ items. 
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[Chapter Three] 

Chemical Stories of Bengaluru: Power, Encounter and the 
Quotidian in Early 20th Century Picture Postcards 

 
3.1. ‘The Survey of India begins at the point of postcards’  
 
South of M.G. Road in one of the ‘high-end’ real estate areas of Bengaluru, 

positioned a short walk from one of the city’s markets, is an architecture firm. A 

fairly typical modern building from the outside, once inside and up the stairs an 

impressive, cool and simplistic foyer greeted me. Open-plan office space stretched 

out behind the glass doors. I had arrived a little early for my meeting with Naresh 

and was asked by the smartly dressed receptionist to be seated in a small, conference 

style room to the side of the office space: glass walls, long table and dormant smart-

board. A few more minutes and Naresh, a successful architect and significant 

contributor to the Facebook group to be discussed in chapter five, appeared and 

reclined into a seat opposite me before beginning a brief account of Indian modern 

history. A man who seems to know everyone, he is both discursively and practically 

engaged in the city’s heritage and urban renewal projects.58 

As we talked, Naresh focused his historical narrative principally on the period 

of British colonial rule, explaining various key events to me whilst indicating the 

imposition of British laws and the unwillingness of the British to adapt to Indian 

culture and environment. After moving to his office, he showed me scanned 

photographs on his computer screen taken by Fred Goodwill, a missionary and avid 

amateur photographer who was stationed for multiple years in Bengaluru (introduced 

in chapter one). Goodwill’s family had generously shared scans of his photographs 

with Naresh, some of which, I was told, were used in the early 20th century by the 

prolific London based company Raphael Tuck & Sons for their postcards of the 

city.59 The first photograph I was shown depicted Fred Goodwill and his family in 

English attire. A little more scrolling through files and a second photograph was 

paused upon in which the same individuals had adopted Indian-style dress. Naresh 
																																																								
58 In 2015 Naresh designed a new layout for Church Street (parallel to M.G. Road) which 
was intended to be ‘pedestrian-friendly with 2m wide footpath […] on both sides and a 5m 
wide road made of cobble stones with concrete’ (Naresh in Menezes 2015: n.p.). The 90 
million rupee project began in February 2017. 
59 Kiran and Rohit both informed me they believed his photographs to have been produced in 
postcard format but I have not been able to find unequivocal evidence of this. Regardless, 
Fred Goodwill remains an important figure in early 20th century photography in Bengaluru.  
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continued his narrative: ‘He [Fred Goodwill] thought “no more, I’m not wearing 

these clothes anymore” and he adopted much more suitable Indian clothes’. In 

Naresh’s narrative these two photographs seemed not only a commentary on various 

fashion habits but an indication of the absurdity of attempts at the maintenance of 

British habits in the colony, predicated upon notions of superiority and distinctions 

between Self and Other. With a shake of the head Naresh exclaimed that ‘all our 

sorry state is due to Queen Victoria and the rules imposed after 1857’.60 Continuing 

his narrative, Naresh wove the history of picture postcards into this history of 

colonial rule by uniting the medium with much broader modes of recording and 

representing India and its people: ‘The Survey of India’61, he said, ‘begins at the 

point of postcards’. Indeed, as Cohn has explained, 

the beginning of a systematic survey of India can be dated to 1765 when 
Robert Clive assigned James Rennell, a naval officer turned surveyor, the 
task of making a general survey of the newly acquired Bengal 
territories.62 In the context of colonial India, the concept of the “survey” 
came to cover any systematic and official investigation of the natural and 
social features of the Indian empire (1996: 7).  
 

By aligning picture postcards with official and systematic surveys of India conducted 

by the British colonial administration, Naresh therefore pointed to an alliance 

between these and the ephemeral, unofficial medium of picture postcards: both were 

‘investigative modalities’ (ibid: 5).  

In his explanation, Naresh was echoing academic writings on colonial picture 

postcards in which it is commonly accepted that ‘the phenomenon was inseparable 
																																																								
60 Between 1857 and 1858 Indian sepoys of the British Indian army rose up against the EIC, 
posing a serious threat to British power. The uprising was triggered by the imposition of the 
new Enfield P-53 rifles that required soldiers to bite open the pre-greased cartridges. It was 
rumoured that these cartridges used both pork and beef fat and were therefore offensive to 
both Hindu and Muslim religious observances. However, as noted by Jill Bender, this was a 
‘convenient explanation’ for the British at the time, which ‘did not openly challenge the 
legitimacy of British colonial control or validate Indian unrest’ (2016: 6). In reality, it is 
likely that an array of broader and more long-standing causes of discontent contributed to the 
uprising (ibid). British retaliation was extremely harsh and after regaining power in 1858 
direct rule was instated with Queen Victoria declared Empress of India in 1877. This marked 
a profound change in the discourse and realities of British colonial presence in India and the 
rebellion subsequently came to be known as India’s First War of Independence.  
61 The Survey of India is the Indian government agency responsible for mapping and 
surveying which dates back to 1767 when it was founded by the EIC. However, the term 
could also refer more generally to numerous surveys established under British colonialism 
designed to record social and spatial aspects to India, which included geological, 
archaeological and linguistic surveys.  
62 New territories in Bengal were ‘acquired’ due to Clive’s victory at the battle of Plassey in 
1757.		
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from the imperial nation’ (Mathur 2007: 115). As such, it is impossible not to 

recognise that picture postcards were complicit in the project of colonialism. As 

Mathur has explained, by 1900 ‘such postcards had transformed the fascination with 

exotic native types that had shaped the photographic collection The People of India 

by making the images available in a portable and more accessible form’ (ibid: 119).63 

Consequently, anyone in the metropole was able to produce ‘a gallery of their own 

oilettes’64 (ibid) and their own photographic ‘survey of India’. In the previous 

chapter, I highlighted that British Indian picture postcards of Bengaluru can evince 

various forms of affect, meaning and discourse ranging from nostalgia, to familial 

memories, to colonial critique, to debates surrounding urban change. In Naresh’s 

narrative a critical awareness of picture postcards’ complicity in larger projects of 

colonialism was positioned at the fore.  

Over multiple years, Naresh has accumulated a large digital collection of 

historical picture postcards and photographs of Bengaluru. His interest in 

documenting the city’s history, he elucidated, comes from his experience as an 

architect, a profession that has heightened his awareness of the planning and 

intentionality behind the construction of place: ‘All this doesn't just simply appear’, 

he said, ‘nothing is tabula rasa’. Certainly, the physicality and imagination of a city 

is far from value neutral but is heavily burdened by mappings, discourses, 

architecture, visual representations and the embodied experiences of its residents, all 

of which can exist in varying relationships of symbiosis or friction. This is 

particularly evident in the case of colonial Indian cities. Not only did they form 

canvases for the expression of colonial power, ideas of modernity and the enactment 

of divisive agendas but they were also sites of contestation and multiplicity as places 

of encounter and co-presence. Furthermore, they became the object of the colonial 

desire for transparency as the documentary fervour increased throughout British rule 

(Chattopadhyay 2005: 82). Whilst the colonial administration was zealous in this 

																																																								
63 The People of India was a collection of ethnographic photographs of India’s casts and 
‘native types’ originally published in 1868. Begun in 1856 for Lord Canning, ‘after the 
Indian rebellion of 1857, it became an official project for the Political and Secret Department 
of the India Office, showing the close connections of science and surveillance’ (de Avelar 
Pinheiro 2008: 502).  
64 An ‘oilette’ is a type of picture postcard produced by the U.K. based firm Raphael Tuck & 
Sons first launched in 1903. It was a particularly popular style of picture postcard, which had 
a ‘surface designed to appear as a miniature oil painting. Early ‘oilettes’ had a brush stroke 
simulation but the vast majority of Tuck “oilettes” have a smooth surface’ (Tuck DB 
Postcards n.d.).  
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regard, the role of popular and ephemeral media in the dissemination of colonial 

imaginaries beyond the walls of administrative offices must not be disregarded. As 

such, in British Indian picture postcards we can discern not only broad patterns of 

colonial urban discourse, such as racialised divisions of space, but also the 

particularities that developed as a result of differing conditions of colonial encounter 

in cities across India. For some time few scholars have been willing to ‘speak about 

colonialism in the singular’ (King 1995: 552). Thanks to in-depth studies on the 

architecture and modernity of colonial cities such as New Delhi, Bombay (Mumbai) 

and Calcutta (Kolkata), it has become clear that the colonial experience was far from 

uniform and produced distinct physical environments across the Indian 

subcontinent.65 As a city often spoken of as having no history prior to the IT 

revolution, an analysis of the role of British Indian picture postcards in the 

construction of a particular imagination of Bengaluru is especially revealing.  

This chapter will analyse British Indian picture postcards of Bengaluru in 

order to highlight the colonial imagination of the city that these picture postcards 

produced and the clear discourses of power, and spatial and racial hierarchy to which 

they contributed. In chapter one I demonstrated the complexly global and local status 

of the photographic studios that produced these picture postcards images and the 

instances of coexistence and collaboration between European and Indian 

photographers. Consequently, in this chapter I will demonstrate that these picture 

postcards contain within them traces of more complex realities and frictions of the 

colonial city as a space of encounter and hybridity. I will examine the collections 

discussed in the previous chapter in order to assess these picture postcards in their 

historical context of the early 20th century. Moreover, in order to understand the 

subtleties of these present-day engagements with such colonial things we must also 

attend to their biographies as they stretch out behind us. Doing so will not only 

situate them in context but it will highlight that as inherently composite things 

(combining image, caption, message and journey) picture postcards contain within 

them the possibility of diverse meanings, discourses, imaginations and engagements 

such as those explored in chapters two, four, five and six. These present-day 

engagements are informed by contemporary contexts and experiences, but they are 

also shaped by early 20th century engagements, stories, messages, circulations and 

																																																								
65 See Kidambi 2007; Legg 2007 and Chattopadhyay 2005. 
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representations of urban space that these picture postcards carry. In what follows, I 

will therefore return to Naresh’s present-day analysis and use it as a springboard 

from which to discuss the primary themes in the literature on picture postcards, 

particularly in the colonial context.   

 
3.2. Searching for a ‘subaltern chemical story’ 
 
Much of the literature concerning colonial picture postcards has focussed upon 

analyses of ‘native type’ postcards that represent colonised people through staged, 

generically captioned photographs.66 Such postcards were a crucial part of a wider 

field of photographic Orientalism and demonstrate a Foucauldian gaze par 

excellence:  

Photography in 19th century Europe, as well as in the European colonies 
in the 19th and 20th centuries, allowed all sorts of ‘native’ subjects to be 
placed under the imperial gaze and to be collected for a realist 
ethnography. This realism was generally civilising at “home” and 
“Orientalising” in the colonies (Appadurai 1997: 4).  

 
Indeed, the Orientalised, racialised and biased representation of India and Indian 

subjects was not something that went unacknowledged by the Bengalureans I spoke 

with during my research, as already indicated. Perhaps the most explicit discussion 

of this, however, occurred during a focus group discussion I held with six collectors. 

Pointing to the convergence of racial politics with the ephemeral, visual 

medium of picture postcards, Naresh asked the group: ‘Why do Indians always look 

so black in the images?’ Not waiting for a response, he continued: ‘I think it’s some 

conspiracy because the chemicals used to develop it makes the white people look 

whiter and the brown people look black. I think there’s a chemical problem with 

Kodak. There may be a subaltern chemical story’. In saying this, I believe Naresh 

was referring to the fact that early colour photography was augmented for light skin 

tones and as such perpetuated racial prejudice through chemical processes (Roth 

2009: 112). Much has been written on this in the media, in large part after picking up 

on the work of Lorna Roth on Kodak’s use of ‘Shirley’ cards67 for colour balancing 

photographs into the 1950s (2009: 113). With regards to black and white 

photography, less has been discussed in popular media, however Richard Dyer has 

																																																								
66 For examples see Alloula 1986; Siebenga 2012; Stevenson 2013 and Healy 2006. 
67 The colour balancing cards used in early colour photography were nicknamed ‘Shirley 
cards’ after the first model who appeared in them for Kodak (Roth 2009: 113).  
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noted that when photographers began portraiture in the 1840s experiments with 

aperture size, chemistry, development time and lighting ‘all proceeded on the 

assumption that what had to be got right was the look of the white face’ (1997: 90). 

Naresh’s comment thus homed in on the historical, and continuing, racialised 

representation of skin tone in photography. However, for the purposes of this chapter 

and its concern with city-views as opposed to portraiture, I suggest that Naresh’s 

comment also alerts us to the fact that whilst photography is a chemical, physical 

process regarded as indexical, no photograph can be removed from the politics and 

context it was produced in. To think in terms of the ‘subaltern chemical story’ of 

British Indian picture postcards of Bengaluru is therefore to recognise their 

implication in the colonial project and the anxieties surrounding this that they reveal 

when read at their margins.  

Cohn notes that the British held a complex view of India as ‘Other’, 

simultaneously a land of jewels and spices, and a place populated with the strange 

and threatening (1998: 1). With the establishment of the EIC’s power across large 

parts of India in the latter 18th century came an increasing preoccupation among the 

British with the depiction and description of this ‘strange’ land. This was a form of 

domestication through documentation that would become crucial to the colonial 

project. The ‘threatening’ aspects of Indian society needed to be replaced with an 

objectified and Orientalised India which could be ‘appropriated, made accessible and 

understandable through a cultural screen constructed by and for the British’ (ibid: 16; 

20). This project was expanded and intensified exponentially by photography 

(empowered by its indexicality) and technologies of mass-reproduction: inventions 

that combined in the picture postcard. Picture postcards’ connections with the 

textualising role of photography in British India cannot, therefore, be denied (Pinney 

1997: 37). The medium became complicit in both ‘salvage’ and ‘detective’ 

paradigms, which respectively consigned India and Indians to an evolutionary 

inferior past and established a racialised hierarchy through the presentation of Indian 

difference (Hight and Simpson 2002: 7). This was enacted through picture postcards 

depicting Indian architecture, landscapes, scenes (‘native views’) and people (‘native 

types’), which united various ‘aesthetic themes and conventions’ (Mathur 2007: 

116). As Miriam Kahn has explained in relation to French colonies, ‘the popularity 

of postcards meshed perfectly with fin de siècle ideologies in which colonised 

peoples were made “manageable” ’ (Kahn 2010: 53).   
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Since the 1980’s, a handful of scholars have been engaging seriously with 

historical picture postcards, largely as examples of the imperial imaginary and its 

‘scopic regime'. The growing interest in colonial picture postcards as a valid focus of 

academic enquiry was largely propelled by the first systematic engagement with the 

medium by Malek Alloula in his 1986 text The Colonial Harem. Through a close 

reading of French Algerian picture postcards of Algerian women Alloula reveals the 

occupying, sexualised and Othering gaze of the (male) coloniser. He asserts that such 

picture postcards therefore played out the French desire of possessing both Algerian 

women and Algeria itself as a form of ‘revenge’ against what had previously been 

inaccessible (ibid: 122). As a result, The Colonial Harem forwards a convincing 

exposé of the crucial role picture postcards played in colonial control through the 

dissemination of a visual discourse predicated on a sharp Self/Other divide in which 

the Other could be collected, controlled and possessed. Despite the significance of 

his text, however, several scholars responded to the work with a critique of Alloula’s 

failure to address the agency of both the Algerian women imaged and the French 

women who played a significant part in picture postcard consumption (see Femea 

1989; Abu-Lughod 2009; DeRoo 1998). Indeed, the collecting of picture postcards 

was, in the early 20th century, regarded as a particularly feminine activity (Mathur 

2007: 130). One male commentator of the time wrote that ‘[t]he postcard has always 

been a feminine vice. Men do not write postcards to each other’ (cited in Mathur 

2007: 130).  

Approximately a decade after the publication of Alloula’s text, arguably off 

the back of the growing interest and debate that it had sparked, came the first edited 

volume to solely address picture postcards. In Delivering Views: Distant Cultures in 

Early Postcards, edited by Christraud Geary and Virginia-Lee Webb (1998), six 

chapters explore picture postcards of disparate places including Japan, Africa and the 

Pacific Islands, focussing particularly on their work of Othering. Robert Rydell’s 

contribution clearly develops on from Alloula’s broad themes to suggest that picture 

postcards acted as ‘souvenirs of imperialism’, which transformed subjects into 

objects to be possessed, collected and arranged (1998: 47). The volume therefore 

points to the increasing value placed upon postcards within history and the social 

sciences, whilst also opening room for new discussions and inquiries. As Jeffrey 

Meikle notes, it is only slowly that ‘this paper Atlantis [has] emerged from the 

depths and risen into popular and historical consciousness’ (2000: 268).  
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With regards to British Indian picture postcards, Steven Patterson’s article on 

Postcards from the Raj (2006) shows that discourses of masculinity and The White 

Man’s Burden68 were reflected by ‘native view and type’ picture postcards of India. 

In the article, Patterson therefore makes a convincing case for the role of picture 

postcards in the British colonial ‘civilising mission’ and the powerfully gendered 

aspect of this (ibid). Mathur’s book on ‘colonial history and cultural display’ (2007), 

offers another gendered discussion of British Indian picture postcards, which not 

only brings women into the frame (quite literally) of British Indian picture postcards 

but also alerts us to the existence of picture postcards at the intersection of public and 

private, which was particularly unstable, shifting and contested under colonialism. 

More recently, Jayasinhji Jhala has offered an alternative analysis through his 

claim that the postcard has gone through a process of indigenisation whereby Indian 

habitus and tradition have been brought to bear upon the medium (2010: 258). Jhala 

analyses the Indian postcard in terms of the right of pūjā, the exchange of pān and 

the mood theory of rasa,69 and asserts that the postcard is a ‘layered text’, which 

exhibits a form of Bakhtinian dialogue (ibid: 260). This recognition that postcards 

both exhibit and elicit ‘plural points of view rather than a single dominant way to see 

or interpret meaning’ (ibid) offers a useful perspective from which to proceed.  

Whilst this current literature has been immensely valuable in highlighting the 

implication of the medium in the construction and wide proliferation of colonial 

discourse, little focus has been given to postcard representations of the colonial city. 

David Prochaska, however, has also gone some way towards this in his essay on 

Senegal (1991). Although discussing multiple picture postcard ‘genres’, including 

‘native types’, ‘women’, ‘occupations’ and specific ‘events’, Prochaska recognises 

that of the 900 picture postcards held by the National Archives of Senegal nearly 600 

are comprised of ‘towns, villages, landscapes, architectural sites and ruins, and 

individual buildings in towns’ (ibid: 44). Through a short analysis, Prochaskra 

highlights the complex terrain that these picture postcards represented and produced 

																																																								
68 The White Man’s Burden is a poem written by Rudyard Kipling in 1899, which propounds 
racialised and Eurocentric notions of the ‘burden’ and ‘duty’ to ‘civilise’ other countries 
through colonialism.  
69pūjā is a Hindu form of worshipping a God or Goddess. pān is a paste made from betel 
leaf, spices and often tobacco that is chewed before being spat out. The chewing and 
exchange of pān is widely recognised as an important mode of ‘community formation’ in 
South Asia (and amongst South Asian diasporas) (Rohel 2013: 34-35). rasa refers to the 
‘mood theory of Hindu aesthetics’ (Jhala 2010: 257).  



	 [122] 

by noting the generalising tendency of Senegalese views compared with the 

specificity of views showing European colonial presence. The specificity of 

‘European views’ and their predominance within the collection, Prochaska argues, 

demonstrates the role of picture postcards in the construction of ‘a historical 

geography of colonial Senegal [that] sketch[es] the arc of French colonial expansion’ 

(ibid: 45). Kahn likewise explains, in relation to colonial Tahiti, that ‘[m]any 

postcards depicted displays of French colonial infrastructure, power and pride’. Such 

postcards depicted churches and hospitals, ‘the mansard-roof, veranda-encircled post 

office; tree lined streets with names like rue de Rivoli; manicured public parks with 

benches and music pavilions’ (2010: 53-54). As will be demonstrated below, this list 

could (minus the French names) be applied to British Indian picture postcards of 

Bengaluru, demonstrating that picture postcards of colonial cities were equally 

complicit in colonial agendas and Othering discourses as were ‘native types’.  

Although these analyses are useful in demonstrating the trends of colonial 

picture postcard representation, they do not allow for a focused, in-depth exploration 

of particular cities such as is present in the scholarship on picture postcards of 

Europe and America. As part of the edited volume Postcards: Ephemeral Histories 

of Modernity (Prochaskra and Mendelson 2010), two essays by Naomi Schor and 

Nancy Stieber focus on the ‘discourse of the metropolis’ (Schor 2010: 22) produced 

by early 20th century picture postcards of Paris and Amsterdam respectively. In his 

book on picture postcards of mid-20th century America produced by the prolific and 

well-documented company Curt Teich & Co., Meikle presents us with the ‘tension 

between the generic and the specific’ (2015: 5). Such picture postcards, he argues, 

offer sweeping views of landscapes that allowed the viewers to be ‘masters of all 

they surveyed’, alongside scenes of streets and monuments that ‘heralded each locale 

as unique even though a common visual style conveyed a sense of the generic’ 

(2015: 5-6). The bright colours of these linen-effect postcards offered fantasies of the 

American dream and the modern city. In a similar way, Picturing Illinois by John 

Jakle and Keith Sculle (2012) also explores the role of picture postcards in 

imaginations of America, specifically of Chicago and its relationship to the rest of 

Illinois. 

It is therefore necessary to extend and complicate discussions on the role of 

picture postcards in the construction of early 20th century cities to the context of the 

colony, not least in order to avoid perpetuating colonial representational discourses 
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that generalised colonies. Moreover, focussing on the picture postcard construction 

of a specific British Indian city is crucial since colonial cities were often utilised as 

‘laboratories of modernity’ (Yazdani 2017: 25) where the British colonial agenda of 

domination and domestication was most evidently played out. When we examine 

British Indian picture postcards of Bengaluru, we become aware that they did not 

produce a holistic, stable and unitary colonial imagination of Bengaluru. Instead, 

they reflected and produced a fragmented, complex urban-scape.  

In some instances, picture postcards assert a spatial colonisation and static 

British imposition, suggesting a divide between ‘native’ and European. However, 

when picture postcard images and messages speak to encounter, hybridity and 

quotidian, embodied activity these discourses of imposition and division are 

complicated. When we look closely at the margins of picture postcard images, we 

can therefore see traces of both the global circuits and discourses of the colonial 

experience as well as a complex locality that could not be contained by the frame: we 

see margins that indicate the on-the-ground limits of larger colonial imaginations for 

Bengaluru. Perhaps in these margins we can, if we look carefully, see what we might 

term a subaltern challenge to dominant ‘chemical stories’. As Kahn states, ‘[e]very 

place is a complex result of the on-going relationship between its physical reality and 

what outsiders might imagine about it, and of the intersecting social relations in 

which these two are brought about’ (2010: 60-61). This complexity is, I suggest, 

what a close reading of picture postcards can help to reveal as things situated at the 

point of friction ‘between the panoptic “lust to be a viewpoint” and the “opaque 

mobility [and] appropriation of the topographical system by the ground dwelling 

pedestrian” ’ (de Certeau in Pinney 2003b: 203).   

By looking at picture postcards of a particular locality, Bengaluru, instead of 

India as a whole, it is therefore possible to avoid generalisations of picture postcards 

as a cohesive genre of colonial representation. Given that (as chapter one has 

demonstrated) there was diversity at the level of picture postcard production in terms 

of photographers, it is no surprise that there is also variation in the types of images 

picture postcards carry. Whilst there are certainly tropes, conventions and styles of 

representation that are common to picture postcards as a medium, there are also 

subtleties, differences and complications that become evident when we look closely 

at a wide sample of picture postcard images from a single city.  

 



	 [124] 

3.3. Picture postcards of public buildings: combining monumental and 
quotidian colonialism  
	
As discussed in chapter one, from the start of the 19th century onwards the 

cantonment and the ‘native’ pre-colonial city of Bengaluru were increasingly divided 

as their economies, physicalities and administrations diverged. As the cantonment 

grew and became officially designated as a C and M Station, it became the largest 

cantonment in South India ‘dwarf[ing] the native city’ (Stallmeyer 2011: 34). With 

its salubrious climate and its ‘almost suburban, or garden city-like, development 

plan’ (ibid) it became a popular place for the retirement of army officers and for 

holidays of Europeans during the hot summers of Madras. The spatiality of 

cantonments was contrasted with that of ‘native cities’ and served as ‘proof’ of the 

‘civilising progress’ of the colonial presence. The fact that there was almost no 

manufacturing in Bengaluru’s C and M Station and that colonial zoning regulations 

divided home and work, whilst in the pre-colonial city there was a strong cotton and 

silk manufacturing industry, only added to this discourse of spatial difference (Nair 

2005: 45-48). As Thomas Metcalf states, architecture in British India was 

representational of authority from the very beginning and the colonial city ‘embodied 

an assertion of conquest’ (1989: 8). From the 18th century, British colonial 

architecture in India adopted the style of European Classicism, yet shifts occurred 

over time with regards to which particular Classical model was deployed (ibid: 9). In 

the first half of the 19th century this style continued, albeit with an increasingly 

Greek emphasis, as a means of representing order, timelessness, permanence and 

‘aesthetic perfection’ (ibid: 14).  
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Figure 3.1. Cubbon Park, Bangalore. S. Mahadeo & Son, Belgaum. [picture postcard] 
Date unknown. Image kindly provided from the collection of Rohit Hangal. 
 

Figure 3.2. Mysore Government Office Cubbon Park, Bangalore. Raphael Tuck & Sons, 
[picture postcard] Date unknown. Image kindly provided from the collection of Rohit 
Hangal.   
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Figure 3.3. Museum, Bangalore. T. Mamundy Pillay & Sons, Bangalore. [picture 
postcard] Date unknown. Image kindly provided from the collection of Clare Arni.   
 

Figure 3.4. Mayo Hall, Bangalore. [picture postcard] Date unknown. Image kindly 
provided from the collection of Ganesh and Hema Shivaswamy. 
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In Bengaluru, the monumental scale of Classical government buildings could not, 

indeed did not need to, match that of larger centres of power (such as Madras, 

Calcutta and, later, New Delhi). The monumental buildings Bengaluru did have, 

however, were located predominantly within Cubbon Park and along South Parade, 

and were all constructed in the latter half of the 19th century: the Government Offices 

(figures 3.1. and 3.2.), the Museum (figure 3.3.) and Mayo Hall (figure 3.4.). These 

buildings appear frequently on picture postcards from the early 20th century, offering 

a visual parallel to broader discourses of colonial modernity, the permanence of 

Figure 3.6. Monument, Bangalore. T. Mamundy Pillay & Sons, Bangalore. [picture 
postcard] Early 1900s. Image kindly provided from the collection of Clare Arni.   

Figure 3.5. Queen Victoria’s Statue, Bangalore. Raphael Tuck & Son. [picture 
postcard] Date unknown. Image from the collection of Emily Stevenson. 
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empire and cultural superiority. Such picture postcards, which feel almost 

monotonous in their similarities, therefore reveal a ‘regime of visual meaning’ (Jakle 

and Sculle 2012: xii) that was produced through a ‘repertoire’ of views of the C and 

M Station, whereby ‘places were symbolically reconstructed from selected points of 

view’ (ibid).  

These postcards also, however, indicate something of the particularities of 

colonialism in Bengaluru. Surrounding these monuments, we often see the abundant 

greenery of a city ‘distinguished by its innumerable public and private gardens’ (Nair 

2005: 60). This background greenery was in fact emblematic of the fact that the 

British ‘did not draw their legitimacy for their rule from the patronage of Brahmans 

and temples, but the supply of water’ was as crucial to Bengaluru in the 19th and 20th 

centuries as it was prior to this (ibid: 30). As a city without a river, Bengaluru had 

long relied on a system of tanks and lakes, and in the 18th century its surrounding 

areas (including the site where the cantonment was established) were described as 

‘largely flat [and] barren’ (Nagendra 2016: 41). Over the course of the 19th century 

the British administration embarked on a process of ‘greening the cantonment’ 

through the expansion of irrigation systems, the building of new tanks, the 

cultivation of private sepoy and officer gardens and the planting of trees.70 Yet as 

Harini Nagendra notes, these efforts were also inspired by the city’s long-standing 

history of embedding nature into the ‘daily lives and livelihoods’ of inhabitants (ibid: 

44). As such, the ‘green city’ that provides the backdrop in many of the monumental 

picture postcards of Bengaluru was the product of complex, particular environmental 

and political conditions that shaped the character of the C and M Station. As 

Nagendra notes, in ‘1885, maps depicted a landscape that was far greener than the 

city of 1791’ (ibid: 43): something more vividly represented in picture postcards. 

Indeed, the cantonment’s low-density population and ‘shrub covered areas […] 

supported the cultivation of leisure activities more appropriate to the English 

countryside’, such as polo and hunting (Nair 2005: 58). 

In many ways, picture postcards of monumental buildings ‘are successors to 

earlier visual and photographic genres’ (Mendleson and Prochaska 2010: xii) from 

European tradition in that certain representational conventions, for example the use 

of the picturesque in landscape painting, were carried over into the picture postcard 
																																																								
70 In the early years of the cantonment more than 200 sepoys were allotted land to cultivate 
as private gardens (Nagendra 2016: 64).  
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format (Meikle 2015: 74). One such convention we can see continued is the use of a 

few figures within the frame to provide a sense of the imposing scale of the 

monument pictured (see figure 3.2.). Other than this inclusion of a few ‘figures of 

scale’, monumental picture postcards are largely depopulated and emphasise the 

grandeur and scenic, green setting of public buildings. In his discussion of Orientalist 

photography in the Middle East, Ali Behdad suggests that in cityscape 

representations we often see ‘a form of static monumentalism’ (2013: 24). Whilst 

Behdad is here discussing Orientalist representations of ‘native’ monuments, his 

insights can also be applied to representations of colonial architecture in Bengaluru’s 

C and M Station. According to Behdad, the presence of people in images of 

monumental architecture would ‘rob’ them of their ‘quest for visual monumentalism 

and circumvent the possibility of visual appropriation’ (ibid). Similarly, by working 

to demonstrate the size, imposition and grandeur of British architecture, picture 

postcards of Bengaluru indicate the looming and powerful presence of the British, 

quite literally signifying the scale of domination. In picture postcards of public 

buildings such as those seen above, we are therefore confronted with a similar sense 

of stasis, permanence and imperial unity as large, stone buildings dominate the 

frame, their doors closed and their classical architectural design situated against 

backdrops of greenery that could just as easily claim to be that of the metropole as 

that of the colony. People do not populate the image, but appear only to enhance the 

sense of the buildings’ scale.  

Picture postcards of Queen Victoria’s Statue in Cubbon Park surrounded by 

canons (figure 3.5.) and the Cenotaph dedicated to the soldiers killed in the 1791 

siege of the city (figure 3.6.) are, however, particularly stark visualisations of power, 

conquest and imposition. In Nair’s account of the city she notes that the statue of 

Queen Victoria, erected in 1906, was ‘a symbolic proclamation of the station’s 

gratitude to the colonial regime as many Indian, European and Eurasian groups 

contributed to its installation’, thereby reinforcing claims of colonial progress and 

indicating the strong sense of loyalty to British rule that developed amongst many in 

the C and M Station (2005: 62). Conversely, in the pre-colonial city that was under 

indirect British rule, sentiments and acts of opposition to British rule were not 

absent. In 1917 this same statue was ‘attack[ed] [as a] symbol of imperial power’ 

(ibid). Despite such instances, however, a strong nationalism was ‘only weakly 

articulated until the 1930s’ (ibid: 69). Picture postcards of Queen Victoria’s statue 
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therefore conform to larger tropes of British colonial monumental representation 

whilst also being wrapped up in specific internal distinctions between pre-colonial 

city and cantonment in Bengaluru.  

It was not only the Classical European style that was utilised for public 

buildings in British India, however. Rather, architecture was deeply tied up with 

Britain’s national identity and understandings of its ‘role’ in India. Accordingly, 

debates raged around what was the most appropriate style to use.71 By the mid-19th 

century the Gothic style had become an increasingly popular choice, especially for 

the construction of churches in India due to its association with the ‘ideals of the 

Romantic movement and of Britain’s own past [and] Christian society’ (Metcalf 

1989: 98). St Mary’s Church (figure 3.7.) and St Andrew’s Church (figure 3.8.) offer 

particularly clear examples of the use of the Gothic style in Bengaluru and indicate 

the local materialisation of the ‘battle of the styles’ between Classical and Gothic, 

first through the construction of public buildings and subsequently by their 

representation in picture postcards. Taken together, picture postcards of Classical and 

Gothic monumental buildings offer a very clear demonstration of attempts to make 

India in Britain’s own image and the debates around what this image actually should 

be. The repetition of form and framing, the often de-contextualised settings and the 

architectural styles of Classical and Gothic (despite their ideological differences) 

therefore worked to enhance a sense of strength, order, cohesion and familiarity 

across empire. 

In picture postcards of Bengaluru’s churches, we are, however, also reminded 

of the more subtle work of colonialism. These buildings are not monumental in the 

same way as the Government Offices in Cubbon Park or, indeed, Lutyens’ New 

Delhi. The monumentalism we see in these picture postcards is instead a quotidian 

form of monumental colonialism. Not only did these churches become part of the 

fabric of everyday life but they sit differently within the fabric of the city: they are 

not surrounded by open space but species of tree that thrive in the local climate; they 

are not set apart from other spaces and buildings but sit along commercial and 

residential roads: in the images people walk past their gates going about their daily 

business and some would have attend their services. These are therefore the 

																																																								
71	Whilst the classical style proclaimed Britain’s connections with Europe and the Roman 
Empire, Gothic architecture was argued to be a truly national and Christian style (Metcalf 
1989: 3).	
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monumental buildings of a cantonment town that was established to serve the 

practical needs of a military garrison and that increasingly developed into a Civilian 

and Military Station (see chapter one for an explanation of this process).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 3.8. St Andrew’s Church, Bangalore. S. Mahadeo & Son, Belgaum. [picture 
postcard] Date unknown. Image from the collection of Emily Stevenson.   

Figure 3.7. St Mary’s Church, Bangalore. [picture postcard] Date unknown. Image 
kindly provided from the collection of Clare Arni.   
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Other picture postcards of the C and M Station likewise suggest the more 

quotidian and unofficial nature of colonialism. In two picture postcards, for example, 

we see British norms imposed and incorporated into the socio-spatiality of the 

colonial city. In the first postcard the stone building with its large lettering on the 

plinth is seen in black and white with a bold red caption that reads ‘The Blighty Tea 

Rooms’ (figure 3.9). In another (figure 3.10), we are, unusually, taken in off from the 

street and into the same tearoom to see European men seated in wooden chairs at 

white linen draped tables: a quintessential image of British colonial imposition. Just 

as Mathur discusses the deployment of a ‘before and after’ paradigm in missionary 

postcards of Indian children that suggested the ‘civilising’ role of colonialism (2007: 

127), picture postcards of Bengaluru such as these can be read as an ‘after’ image of 

British settlement in India, with all the connotations of hierarchy contained within 

this. However, in these picture postcards of the Blighty Tea Room it is not the 

official and monumental aspect of the colonial city that we are presented with but the 

more insidious, day-to-day aspects of colonial presence that characterised much of 

the urban fabric of cantonments. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.9. Blighty Tea Rooms, Bangalore. [picture postcard] Date unknown. Image 
kindly provided from the collection of Rohit Hangal. 
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In a hand-tinted picture postcard of the British Residency (figure 3.11.), we 

see a different indication of the locally articulated dimension of colonial power and 

spatial imposition. This large bungalow was originally built by Sir Mark Cubbon in 

the mid 19th century and functioned as both the Commissioner’s Bungalow and the 

official Residency of Mysore State. Originally covering an area of more than 90 

acres, the bungalow was not only a seat of administrative power but its spacious lot 

surrounded by walls represented both a ‘lavish consumption of space’ (Glover 2004: 

63) as well as a material division between its British occupant and the ‘hostile world 

Figure 3.11 British Residency, Bangalore. Higginbotham & Co., Madras & Bangalore, 
No. 12. [picture postcard] Date unknown. Image from the collection of Emily 
Stevenson. 

Figure 3.10. Blighty Tea Rooms, Refreshment Buffet, Bangalore. [picture postcard] 
Date unknown. Image kindly provided from the collection of Rohit Hangal. 
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outside’ (Metcalf 1989: 6). In this picture postcard, we are therefore presented with 

an image that produces a sense of ‘social distance’ and ‘superiority’ through the 

large bungalow, the manicured space around it and the ‘impressive entry drive […] 

regulated by walls, gates and a watchmen’ (ibid). At the same time as this picture 

postcard speaks to the architectural and administrative demonstration of power, 

however, it also signals something of the hybridity and collaboration that went in to 

the production of urban space in British India since the bungalow form itself 

originated as the ‘thatched-roof hut of Bengal’ (ibid). It subsequently developed into 

a vernacular colonial architectural form that was ideally suited to the Indian climate 

and became a particularly distinctive aspect of the city-scape in Bengaluru. As Peter 

Scriver explains, the bungalow in British India was in fact largely derivative of 

indigenous architecture (2007: 84). In all buildings in British Indian cities, however, 

it is necessary to note that along with British ‘engineers, architects and bureaucrats 

[worked] the far greater numbers of “native” assistant engineers, draftsmen, 

contractors, craftsmen and construction labourers’ (ibid: 11). In picture postcards of 

bungalows, it is possible to discern the collaborative processes that went into the 

construction of British Indian cities, which are obscured in picture postcard images 

of purely Classical or Gothic European style buildings.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.12. Baird Barracks, Bangalore. The Picture House, Bangalore. [picture 
postcard] Date unknown. Image from the collection of Emily Stevenson. 
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What is crucial to note when examining picture postcards of monuments, 

churches and more quotidian, ‘hybrid’ architectures of colonialism in Bengaluru’s C 

and M Station, is that all such buildings were founded upon the needs of the military 

that defined the colonial character of Bengaluru (Nair 2005: 42). Accordingly, the 

urban landscape of the C and M Station was largely structured around ‘military grass 

farms (for the cavalry), the artillery ranges, the barracks and cottages’ (ibid: 57). It is 

therefore unsurprising that many picture postcards of Bengaluru depict the various 

barracks (figures 3.12 and 3.13). These postcards would have held particular appeal 

to the troops that lived in them as a means of showing friends and family ‘back 

home’ their accommodation and surroundings. In one example shown to me by Oez, 

a soldier had marked the image to indicate the location of his room in Hussar 

Barracks. The prevalence of such postcards therefore indicates Bengaluru’s colonial 

identity as, to quote the planner John Blakiston, ‘one of the largest and finest 

cantonments in India’ (Blakiston in Aruni 2012b: n.p.).  

 
3.4. Frictions between image and text 
 
It is not only through their images that picture postcards can reveal something of the 

complex, ‘quotidian nature of colonial domination’ (Angel 2014: 65) in a British 

Indian cantonment. As things which combined image with text and which were sent 

across time and space, picture postcards can also provide glimpses into the marriage 

Figure 3.13. Hussars Barracks, Guard Room. Raphael Tuck & Sons. [picture postcard] 
Date unknown. Image from the collection of Emily Stevenson.   
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of larger visual regimes and discourses of colonialism with the on-the-ground 

experiences of Europeans in India. In some picture postcards the monumental and 

picturesque are combined with a sense of everyday colonial urbanism through 

written messages that speak to experiences of displacement and homesickness or 

indicate the banalities of life through their information about travel plans, family 

affairs and the weather. When we look to the reverse of such postcards and read the 

messages that they carry a more complex understanding of the colonial city and the 

role that the postcard played within it therefore comes to the fore.  

In one particularly depopulated picture postcard of St Joseph’s College 

(figures 3.14a and 3.14b) the sender writes on the reverse that ‘if it weren’t for the 

natives knocking about, one could easily imagine it was England’. Whilst this 

message therefore alerts us to the inherent racial dynamics of colonialism and 

attempts to colonise space (reinforced by the image of a European-style educational 

establishment), what it also directs us to is the displacement of Europeans in India 

and the mundane, personal experiences of homesickness that were so closely 

entangled with larger colonial discourse. As things that could so easily marry image 

and text, picture postcards could do the double work of both disseminating 

visualisations of colonial power and unity, whilst simultaneously indicating the 

personal experiences of displacement and the uncanny felt by Europeans.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.14a. Old St Joseph’s College, Bangalore.  T. Mamundy Pillay & Sons. [picture 
postcard] Date unknown. Image from the collection of Emily Stevenson. 
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Figure 3.14b. Reverse of figure 3.14a. [picture postcard] Postmark Reads: 20.01.1918. 
Addressee: Miss A. Hastmann, 10 Norfolk Crescent, Bath, Somerset, England. Message 
Reads: ‘Dear Auntie, Just a postcard showing one of the numerous big buildings in 
Bangalore. If it were not for the natives knocking about one could easily imagine it was 
England. Hope this finds you quite well. Love from Jack’. Image from the collection of 
Emily Stevenson.  
 

Figure 3.15a. Cubbon Park, Bangalore. Wiele’s Studio. [picture postcard] Date 
unknown.Image from the collection of Emily Stevenson.  
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In a picture postcard showing three views of Cubbon Park (figure 3.15a and 

figure 3.15b), the hand-written message that covers both the front and reverse speaks 

of the climate being comparable to that of Scotland: 

Just here for a few days holiday. I am high up in the hills and the climate 
is like Scotland only we have a hot sun at midday. I trust you are well 
and your wife and son in good form. I have many good pals here and I 
am having a good time. 

 
This picture postcard of colonial monumental buildings and public spaces (the park) 

therefore worked to establish visual links between colony and metropole. Yet at the 

same time their messages offered the chance for writers to establish commonalities 

between ‘home’ and colony in order to convey a sense of their social life in India, 

only to then establish a physical connection by sending the postcard as a material 

thing. Picture postcards such as this were therefore deployed as visual, textual and 

material things to send home to one’s family and friends to make one’s life in India 

legible and relatable, and to maintain social relations across empire.  

 

 

 

Figure 3.15b. Reverse of Figure 3.15a. [picture postcard] Postmark Reads: 28.07.1908. 
Addressee: John McDonald Esq. 214 Dalkeith Road, Edinburgh, Scotland. Message 
Reads: ‘Just here for a few days holiday. I am high up in the hills and the climate is like 
Scotland only we have a hot sun at midday. I trust you are well and your wife and son in 
good form. I have many good pals here and I am having a good time’. Image from the 
collection of Emily Stevenson. 
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In the message on a picture postcard of Ulsoor Lake (figures 3.16a and 3.16b) this 

desire to maintain relationships with relatives in Britain is combined with an attempt 

to convey a sense of military life so prominent in Bengaluru: 

Dear Mother, will you please put this in my book for me. It is taken from 
close to our camp but of course not quite so pretty as this. You can see 
the tower of one of the churches in Bangalore in the distance. Love to all 
from Jack. 

 

Figure 3.16a. Ulsoor Lake, Bangalore. Calcutta Photoype Co. [picture postcard] Date 
unknown. Image kindly provided from the collection of Franklin Antonat. 

Figure 3.16b. Reverse of Figure 3.16a. [picture postcard] Date unknown. Message 
Reads: ‘Dear Mother, will you please put this in my book for me. It is taken from close 
to our camp but of course not quite so pretty as this. You can see the tower of one of the 
churches in Bangalore in the distance. Love to all from Jack’. Image kindly provided 
from the collection of Franklin Antonat. 
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Not only does this postcard evidence the colonial as the personal but it also 

highlights the sender’s use of postcards to communicate with his mother, to convey a 

sense of Bengaluru’s locality and to record his time abroad in a way that speaks to 

experiences of the city through the lens of adventure and displacement. Moreover, it 

is unsurprising that numerous images of Ulsoor Lake appear on picture postcards 

given that, as noted in 1875, ‘water for the use of the European Cavalry, Artillery 

and Infantry has always been obtained, directly or indirectly, from the Ulsoor tank or 

the wells close to it’ (Muir 1875: 332).  

Other examples, however, demonstrate the disassociation that frequently 

existed between the picture postcard image, and the message on the reverse. The 

message on a picture postcard of Cubbon Park (figure 3.17) from Ganesh’s 

collection discussed in chapter two, for example, reads: ‘My dear George, will be 

down this Sunday morning. Hope you are much better now and got rid of your cough 

and cold. Hope Betty is quite well also, yours affectionately Sam. Bangalore 

8/10/09’. In the message no reference is made to the image, suggesting the visual 

was unimportant to the sender or receiver. Instead, the picture postcard has been used 

as an affordable and fast means of practical communication to convey logistics of a 

meeting between friends or family within India.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.17. Reverse of a picture postcard of Cubbon Park, Bangalore. 1909. 
Message Reads: ‘My dear George, will be down this Sunday morning. Hope you are 
much better now and got rid of your cough and cold. Hope Betty is quite well also, 
yours affectionately Sam. Bangalore 8/10/09’. [picture postcard] Image kindly 
provided from the collection of Ganesh and Hema Shivaswamy. 
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As such, whilst it is picture postcards of churches, government buildings, 

Cubbon Park, hotels, colleges etc. that dominate the picture postcard-scape of early 

20th century Bengaluru, such postcards do not only present us with images of 

monumental imposition. Rather, alongside this, we also see traces of hybrid 

architecture, a quotidian colonisation of space and messages that indicate the 

personal, banal, lived experiences of colonialism for the Europeans in Bengaluru. It 

is therefore unsurprising that, as is clear from the picture postcards shown above, the 

C and M Station is notably over-represented. As we were passing around picture 

postcards and examining them during a focus group, Rohit explained that ‘a lot of 

books on the cantonment don't talk about the natives in Bangalore. They don’t talk 

about the Victoria hospital [etc.] which have been part of Bengaluru but they don't 

talk about it’. When asked if he has seen any picture postcards of the fort he 

continued by stating ‘No. You won’t find [them]. I’ve got a sketch from the 

Bangalore fort from the 1860s, but photographs [are not common]’. Since this focus 

group was held in 2015 a picture postcard of the fort has come to light through the 

Facebook group (to be discussed in chapter five), yet this remains the single example 

I have seen. Not only does this reflect the fact that the pre-colonial city of Bengaluru 

(having served for a long time as a node for agricultural surplus) has ‘few physical 

markers or monumental sites as visible signs of its antiquity’ (Nair 2005: 27). It also 

indicates the representational bias inherent within a medium that was consumed 

almost exclusively by a European audience who lived and worked predominantly in 

the C and M Station.  

Despite the bias in picture postcard representations, however, we do see 

picture postcards of certain named sites in the ‘native’ pre-colonial city as well as 

mosques, temples and religious festivals in the C and M Station. However, the most 

prolifically depicted monument in the ‘native city’ is the Glass House in the 

botanical garden Lal Bagh (figure 3.18). Still a significant and popular landmark in 

Bengaluru, the Glass House was built in 1889 in commemoration of Prince Albert’s 

visit. As a garden extensively cultivated by Haider Ali and Tipu Sultan who the 

British overthrew in 1799 (da Cunha and Mathur 2006: 197), the Glass House in the 

garden was symbolically charged as an imperially imbued monument built as a 

political act re-enforcing British claim to the garden, the city and the state. Other 

views of Lal Bagh, without the Glass House, were also commonly used on picture 

postcards both in black and white, and hand-tinted colour. What is significant in all 
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of these picture postcards is that the garden is always presented as an orderly, 

aesthetically pleasing, well-maintained public place in contrast with typical colonial 

discourses of the ‘native city’.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A photograph of Lal Bagh in the Curzon Collection held at the British Library is 

accompanied by a caption that alludes to the absorption of Lal Bagh into the part of 

Bengaluru ‘tamed’ by colonial ‘progress’:  

This beautiful pleasure garden (now styled the Botanical Gardens) is 
situated about a mile to the south of the C. and M. Station, and covers an 
area of 100 acres. It was first laid out by Haidar Ali and enlarged by Tipu 
Sultan. The cypress trees of Haidar and Tipu's days, which overcrowded 
the narrow walks, have long since been removed, and only the unique 
specimens of Mangifera indica, which adorn the grounds, still remain 
(Souvenir of Mysore Album 1890: n.p.). 
 

This description indicates a transformation of Lal Bagh from an ‘overcrowded’ 

garden of ‘narrow’ paths into a ‘beautiful pleasure garden’ through the process of 

‘removing’ certain plants. Whilst this would have been a space of cultural encounter 

that undermined rigid discourses of the division between the C and M Station and the 

‘native’ city, in picture postcards of Lal Bagh we rarely see traces of this. Instead, we 

are presented with Indian men in clear roles as gardeners and Europeans in clear 

pursuit of leisure. It is therefore as if Lal Bagh has been granted exception as a place 

Figure 3.18. The Glass House, Lal Bagh, Bangalore. Higginbotham & Co., Madras and 
Bangalore, no. 199. [picture postcard] Date unknown. Image kindly provided from the 
collection of Ganesh and Hema Shivaswamy.   
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that, despite being outside of the C and M Station boundary, is included in its 

particular locality and presentation of place.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.19. Collapse of Jumma Musjid Minaret, Bangalore. [picture postcard] Date 
unknown. Image kindly provided from the collection of Clare Arni. 

Figure 3.20. Bull Temple, Bangalore. Wiele’s Studio, Bangalore. [picture postcard] 
Date unknown. Image kindly provided from the collection of Clare Arni.   
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 In picture postcards of the Jumma Musjid (figure 3.19), the Bull Temple 

(figure 3.20) and the Umbrella Temple (figure 3.21), we are conversely presented 

with images of ‘Indian’ religious sites. When looking at the picture postcard 

captioned ‘Collapse of Jumma Musjid Minaret’ (figure 3.19) one afternoon in 

Clare’s living room, however, its non-conformity was pointed out to me. As a 

renowned photographer herself and the custodian of an impressive collection of 

picture postcards discussed in the previous chapter, Clare’s eye is attuned to 

analysing images. This postcard of a collapsing minaret is the only one she couldn’t 

‘make sense of’ alongside the others due to its almost journalistic feel of being 

caught in the moment of unusual action. In pointing this out to me, Clare made me 

consider that the representation of a monument in a moment of civic disorder, of 

abundant activity and the representation of a non-British architectural monument in 

the cantonment is unusual. Yet what made this particular image stand out to me upon 

later reflection, was that it resisted the typical exoticised, timeless and picturesque 

representation of ‘native’ religion that we see in figures 3.18 and 3.19. Instead, the 

Figure 3.21. The Umbrella Temple, Bangalore: Bangalore. J.B. MacGeorge. [picture 
postcard] 1917. Image kindly provided from the collection of Rohit Hangal. 
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picture postcard suggests a contextualised moment whilst also being enveloped in 

broader colonial notions of chaotic Indian space.  

Although such picture postcards of Indian difference could be collected, 

collated and catalogued in ways that link to Alloula’s discussion of colonial 

possession, some of the messages we see on the reverse of such picture postcards 

once again bear no link to the image and instead speak of flowers, letters and family 

celebrations. On the reverse of a hand-tinted picture postcard of the Bull Temple, for 

example, the message is clearly written by a father and mother to their children in 

England, wishing them a happy Christmas and telling them of photographs also on 

their way in the post. Picture postcards such as this therefore challenge us to think 

about the frictions between the personal experiences of colonialism and the larger 

discourses, processes and representations it produced. In picture postcards, these 

frictions are made abundantly clear when images that are so deeply embroiled in 

politicised and racialised discourses are combined with banal and personal written 

messages.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.22a. Jumma Masjid, Bangalore. Raphael Tuck & Son. [picture postcard] Date 
unknown. Image kindly provided from the collection of Rohit Hangal. 
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In a picture postcard of the Jumma Musjid on Old Poor House Road (figures 3.22a 

and 3.22b) an even starker disconnect appears between image and written message as 

the writer, evidently located in the U.S., tries to organise sending flowers to a friend 

or relative in 1958. In this example, not only is the message speaking of banal 

activities but the fact that it was sent from the U.S. after India gained Independence 

further disengages the front from the back of the picture postcard. Resultantly, it 

demonstrates the particularly thing-like status of picture postcards as mobile, fluid 

and capable of evincing a multiplicity of meanings, relationships and discourses 

simultaneously.  

Picture postcards of public buildings and spaces in Bengaluru therefore 

present the diversity of architecture that comprised the colonial city, which was part 

of larger debates around the British Empire and understandings of difference 

between Indian and European. These postcards thus worked as portable 

visualisations of the complex projects of urbanisation in British India and offered 

legible, collectable and comparable representations of larger colonial discourse. Yet 

at the same time they indicate the quotidian experiences of life in the C and M 

Station for its European inhabitants. The hand-written messages that sit opposite 

these images and the stamps and addresses that speak to journeys, are evidence of the 

Figure 3.22b. Reverse of figure 3.22a. [picture postcard] Postmark reads: October 
1958. Addressee: Miss Mabel [] 1134 Church Street, Evanston, Illinois. Message 
Reads: ‘Dear Mabel, if not too late, would you have flowers sent to Eunice Baal for 
her husband or self from me. I can pay, for there’s money on my special account. 
Thank you, Mildred. Thank you for enclosings in your last letter’. Image kindly 
provided from the collection of Rohit Hangal. 
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relationships maintained, homesickness mitigated and locality produced. As such, the 

images are complicated by the fact that they exist on picture postcards: unofficial, 

popular things often produced by local studios and used as a form of quick, efficient 

and affordable means of communication that cannot be reduced to readings of a 

generalised colonial discourse alone. In the following section this recognition of the 

picture postcard as a thing that travelled will be complemented by an analysis of 

picture postcards of Bengaluru’s streets. In these picture postcards movement within 

the city and photographic encounters are evident, further indicating the complexity of 

‘picture postcard Bangalore’.  

	
3.5. In the streets of Bengaluru: picture postcards of quotidian motion, 
difference and encounter  
 
	Whilst picture postcards of Bengaluru’s public buildings are typically lacking in a 

sense of dynamism, picture postcards of Bengaluru’s streets speak to the motion and 

encounter of quotidian life in the colonial city: 

[the] walls and fences of the built environment were among the most 
concrete and explicit means by which colonial administrations attempted 
to divide and rule. But these buildings also served to define and frame 
spaces within the social field - spaces of cultural contact and intersection, 
where hybridity and innovation were enabled (Scriver 2007: 6). 

 
In chapter one I discussed the change in representational practices as artists and 

photographers moved from the literal or metaphorical veranda into the street itself. 

When we turn our attention to the picture postcards of Bengaluru produced by such 

photographers, we see this shift enacted. Many of the picture postcard images I 

catalogued were taken at street level and in the street, thus immersing the viewer in 

the city through a ‘genre’ that was at the time becoming increasingly concerned with 

conveying ‘spontaneity and celebrating the activity and excitement of the city’ 

(Hawker 2013: 343). The images on the front of picture postcards of Bengaluru’s 

streets are therefore neither static nor uninhabited but rather speak to motion and 

encounter, and the blurred realities behind colonial discourses of spatial division. 

When analysing these picture postcards we frequently see active bodies in streets. 

With exposure times reduced in the mid-19th century, the possibility for 

‘instantaneous photographs of city life’ arose and resulted in stereoscopic 

photographs that ‘often showed these snap shots of city life with walking figures in 
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poses not traditionally found in art’ (Hannavy 2008: 1047). Picture postcards of city 

streets extended this trend.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We see, for example, a woman and girl on bicycles, a horse drawn carriage and mid-

stride pedestrians in a picture postcard of Commercial Street (figure 3.23). In one 

postcard of Brigade North Road (figure 3.24) we are particularly reminded of this 

experience of quotidian mobility by the blurred lines of the foreground figures as 

their movement belied the camera of its ability to fix in focus. In a picture postcard 

of one of the C and M Station’s markets we are confronted with the bustling, 

quotidian activity of shoppers and merchants (figure 3.25). Picture postcards of 

Bengaluru’s streets thus not only evince a close observation of quotidian life but also 

provide a sense of movement.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.23. Commercial Street, Bangalore. S. Mahadeo & Son, Belgaum. [picture 
postcard] Date unknown. Image kindly provided from the collection of Clare Arni.  
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With this quotidian movement in mind, such picture postcards can therefore 

be read in two primary ways. Firstly, by evincing a division between the ‘native’ city 

and the C and M Station, such picture postcards reinforced colonial discourses of 

Indian ‘backwardness’ and the disorderly, unknowable ‘native’ space versus orderly, 

spacious and ‘modern’ British planning and public space. Secondly, however, in 

certain picture postcards of streets and public spaces we can discern a ‘spark of 

contingency’ (Benjamin in Durham Peters 1997: 24): evidence of encounters and, at 

times, colonial anxiety around cultural encounter. As Lindsay Smith says in relation 

Figure 3.24. Brigade Road North, Bangalore. Elite Studio. [picture postcard] Date 
unknown. Image kindly provided from the collection of Franklin Antonat. 

Figure 3.25. The Market, Bangalore. S. Mahadeo & Son, Belgaum. [picture postcard] 
Date unknown. Image from the collection of Emily Stevenson. 
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to mid-19th century photographs of London: a ‘spark of contingency […] exists not 

in the carefully composed architectural record, but rather in the randomness of the 

inhabitants who peer into a frame’ (2007: 35). In particular, such picture postcards 

reveal traces of that ‘dialogic period during which the subject and the photographer 

come together’ (Pinney 2003a: 10). From this perspective, picture postcards of 

Bengaluru’s streets contain within them ‘a record of a space of complex negotiation 

[…] rather than simple dominance’ (ibid). As Eric Lewis Beverley has commented, 

‘the paradigmatic image of the racially partitioned city has been dismantled […] as 

more a figure of political desire on the part of colonial administrators than an 

accurate description of urban cultural geography’ (2011: 482). When looked at 

closely in the context of a specific city, picture postcards of these streets and the 

messages that they carry suggest the multiple frictions that existed at the 

intersections of colonial cities, the people that inhabited them and the ways in which 

they were represented. For the Bengalureans I got to know, this multiplicity 

contained within postcards was frequently invoked, allowing them to be variously 

engaged in projects of locality, memory, heritage and communication depending 

upon which aspect of their form one chose to focus on at a particular moment.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.26. South Parade, Bangalore. Higginbotham & Co, Madras and Bangalore. 
[picture postcard] Date unknown. Image kindly provided from the collection of Rohit 
Hangal.   
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Figure 3.27. Commercial Street, Bangalore. Wiele’s Studio, Bangalore. [picture postcard] 
Date unknown. Image kindly provided from the collection of Clare Arni.   

Figure 3.28. Cavalry Road, Bangalore. S. Mahadeo & Son, Belgaum. [picture postcard] Date 
unknown. Image from the collection of Emily Stevenson.    
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Figure 3.29. Old Poor House Road, Bangalore. S. Mahadeo & Son, Belgaum. [picture 
postcard] Date unknown. Image kindly provided from the collection of Franklin Antonat.    

Figure 3.30. Street in the City, Bangalore. Wiele’s Studio, Bangalore. [picture postcard] 
Date unknown. Image kindly provided from the collection of Clare Arni.   
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Given the shift to positioning the street as a subject for representation that 

occurred under colonialism in India, as discussed in chapter one, it is important to 

recognise that the street became mobilised for discursive purposes through mass 

representation in picture postcards. As such, it is of little surprise that full 

contextualisation through naming was reserved for the streets of the C and M Station, 

which often indicated the military character of the C and M Station and thus its status 

as a node of British imperial strength. Like in picture postcards of C and M Station 

monuments, picture postcards of C and M Station streets can therefore also be read 

in terms of the active production of British Indian cities within the discourses of 

progress, modernity and the longevity of colonial rule.  

South Parade, as the central, elite retail street in the C and M Station, appears 

as a particularly common scene on picture postcards: the breadth of the road lined by 

‘picturesque’ buildings with the specifically Bengalurean style pointed roofs 

visible.72 The street always appears un-crowded and occasionally we are able to 

make out the names of businesses such as the department-style store of Spencer & 

Co., the English Emporium (where Raphael Tuck & Sons picture postcards were 

sold), the dance hall of the Crystal Picture Palace, and the photographers and 

watchmakers Barton, Son & Co. A quintessential example of the ‘after’ image of 

colonisation, this was ‘a fashionable promenade. Lined with salons and shops 
																																																								
72	The roofs were, and still are, known as ‘monkey tops’ due to the belief that they were 
developed to keep monkeys from sitting on the porch. 	

Figure 3.31. Street, Bangalore. The Picture House, Bangalore. [picture postcard] Date 
unknown. Image kindly provided from the collection of Clare Arni. 
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catering to Westernised tastes, the street was as much for shopping as for socialising 

and being seen’ (De 2008: 41). One particular picture postcard of South Parade 

(figure 3.24), hand-tinted with colour and published by Higginbotham & Co., 

expresses this idea of a ‘before and after’ trajectory through its message, which 

reads: ‘Do you remember the old place? Improved has it not?’ As a location so 

central to discourses of nostalgia for a past Bengaluru that is being lost through rapid 

urbanisation in the present day, what this comment reminds us of is the relatively 

recent history of South Parade (now M.G. Road) and its early 20th century 

associations not with a picturesque past, but colonial ideas of progress, development 

and modernity. Consequently, as these picture postcards move through time and 

space, they are therefore rearticulated and re-inscribed with different meanings, 

politics and associations.  

In a picture postcard of Commercial Street (figure 3.25) we not only see a wide 

and spacious street flanked with orderly buildings, but we also see a man conducting 

road works or some form of construction to the left-hand side. Unlike the static sense 

of completion produced by picture postcards of monuments, this image can be read 

as an indication of the active creation of a new physicality for Bengaluru as the C 

and M Station was built up. As indicated in chapter one, the C and M Station’s 

streets were not value neutral but were, in their very fabric, built into an opposition 

between ‘native’ and ‘European’, ‘regressive’ and ‘progressive’, ‘disorderly’ and 

‘orderly’. As Nair has demonstrated, per capita expenditure on public health and 

parks was ‘significantly higher in the C and M Station compared with the City’ 

(2005: 74). In the mid-20th century the ‘construction and maintenance of roads 

expanded by 300 per cent’ in the C and M Station, whilst they declined in the pre-

colonial city as ‘intensified migration from the neighbouring Madras Presidency’ put 

heavy pressure on resources (ibid: 75). Accordingly, this picture postcard of 

construction on one of the C and M Station’s most well-known streets cannot be 

divorced from efforts to demonstrate efficient urban planning by the colonial 

administration, as well as the very tangible realities of resource difference. The C 

and M Station is therefore constructed as a successfully domesticated and 

progressive place within the colony, a place where one is able to navigate and move 

with ease, comfort and a sense of the familiar as churches, shops and carriages flank 

you. Somewhat ironically, in the present-day this very picture postcard became the 

focus of a joke amongst my interlocutors concerning the continuous and inefficient 
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construction that is taking place in the city, revealing the fluidity of meaning 

contained within picture postcards as they move through time and into new spatial 

and political contexts.  

Conversely, no indication of specificity is given on picture postcards of 

streets outside of the C and M Station (figures 3.30 and 3.31). As Rohit continued 

during the focus group discussion referred to above, ‘the only photographs I’ve seen 

of the city area [are] of Chickpet,73 Avenue Road and call it “native street” ’. The 

more picture postcards I looked at, the more Rohit’s comment was confirmed: whilst 

I encountered multiple picture postcards of South Parade (figure 3.26), Commercial 

Street (figure 3.27), Cavalry Road (figure 3.28) and Old Poor House Road (figure 

3.29) etc. in the C and M Station, I also encountered multiple picture postcards 

simply captioned ‘native street’ or just ‘street’ (see figures 3.30 and 3.31). This latter 

type of postcard is reminiscent of ‘native views and types’ in which Indian subjects 

were often photographed in front of painted screens and in studios, and were thus 

represented in the most stereotyped and artificial manner. In the case of picture 

postcards of ‘native streets’, however, whilst the space depicted is ‘real’ with no 

studio backdrop, a form of decontextualisation remains by denying specific 

identification. As such, whilst Rohit and others were able to use their local 

knowledge to re-appropriate and ‘place’ these postcards by identifying the streets 

pictured, such picture postcards evidently worked to occlude certain spaces deemed 

‘native’. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
																																																								
73 Chickpet is a neighbourhood in the pre-colonial part of the city known for its multiple 
market areas. 
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Figure 3.32a. Narrain Pillay Street. D. Payanivalu Mudr, Ulsoor, Bangalore. [picture 
postcard] Date unknown. Image kindly provided from the collection of Rohit Hangal. 

Figure 3.32b. Reverse of figure 3.33a. Message Reads: ‘a street in the native quarter of 
Bangalore. Typical of all these streets. This is a case of east meeting west for in the 
picture one can see telephone wires and bullock carts’. [picture postcard] Date unknown. 
Image kindly provided from the collection of Rohit Hangal. 
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Despite the clear establishment of racial and spatial hierarchies in picture 

postcards of Bangalore’s streets, however, this divide is simultaneously undermined 

in various ways. Immediately complicating notions of the ‘black’ and ‘white’ town 

divide often presupposed in colonial discourse are picture postcards of so-called 

‘native’ areas within the C and M Station where we see examples of both 

anonymisation as well as the naming of streets. On the reverse of a picture postcard 

(figure 3.32a and 3.32b) of a narrow, palm tree-lined street populated by multiple 

individuals, is a written message that works to anonymise the street and place it 

within a teleology of progress when it states, ‘a street in the native quarter of 

Bangalore. Typical of all these streets. This is a case of east meeting west for in this 

picture one can see telephone wires and bullock carts’. By stating ‘typical of all these 

streets’ the writer denies the particular street of any unique identity, thereby 

suggesting that the image conclusively and wholly represents all of ‘native’ 

Bengaluru. In addition, by talking of ‘east meets west’ as telephone wires run along a 

street filled with bullock carts, the writer reinforces discourses of colonialism’s 

success in bringing ‘progress’ and ‘modernity’ to India. This postcard of a named 

street that sits within in the C and M Station but is still ‘native’, thereby indicates a 

space of liminality: a space that is neither wholly Other and ‘backward’, nor fully 

knowable and ‘modern’. Thus, whilst the narrowness of the street lined by palm trees 

and inhabited by multiple individuals could be interpreted as an assertion of 

racialised, spatial divisions within the colony (as the written message demonstrates), 

it also has the potential to unsettle these boundaries. When read ‘at its margins’, it 

accomplishes this by revealing the C and M Station to be a site of multiple 

experiences of place and locality, which do not conform to representations of 

depopulated, monumental, Anglicised Bengaluru.  

Whilst working as top-down mappings, intensely implicated in the power 

relations of a British Indian city, picture postcards therefore also reveal and circulate 

in the city’s multiple intersections. Numerous European and Indian photographers 

captured picture postcard images as they moved with their cameras through streets 

and encountered quotidian life. Yet, moreover, as things inherently designed to 

move, picture postcards themselves circulated between disparate spaces both within 

the city and beyond it. It is therefore their continued movement and the unexpected 

stories and intersections they carry which instil picture postcards with the potential to 

incite multiple engagements, meanings and connections in the present. As such, they 
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demonstrate that ‘visual regimes of meaning’ are never all encompassing. When we 

look more closely at picture postcards of the C and M Station, we find that, far from 

being homogenous, the margins of representation included different experiences and 

multiple types of place that indicate the fragility, fluidity and partiality of locality 

(O’Byrne 1997: 86). In the present, the complex multiplicity of picture postcards 

means that they continue to be read at the margins as they are mobilised in relation to 

different subject experiences of family, childhood, urban change, locality and 

heritage.  

To return to Pinney’s discussion of the photographic event as the coming 

together of activity (2003a: 10), when we look at picture postcards of quotidian space 

in Bengaluru we therefore cannot help but let our mind travel beyond the frame of 

the image to consider the abundant activity, the frictions, around the moment of the 

photograph’s creation. In the picture postcard of Narrain Pillay Street (figure 3.32a), 

for example, four individuals stand in the foreground looking into the camera’s lens 

and asserting their presence to the photographer, whilst others are concerned with 

their conversations and movement along the street, either unaware or unperturbed by 

the presence of the photographer. Similarly, in a picture postcard of Old Poor House 

Road (figure 3.26), an individual looked back at the camera in the final moments 

before the photograph was taken, their face blurred but looking deliberately and 

directly. By returning the gaze of the camera in this way, these individuals become 

active agents, countering the supposition that ‘colonial power is possessed entirely 

by the coloniser’ (Bhabha in Pinney 2003a: 10). In such picture postcards we 

therefore sense the productive friction in the moment a photograph is taken. 

The notion that picture postcards are fragments produced from moments of 

friction is significant since each postcard alone does not produce a coherent whole, 

but rather a glimpse of the complex composite of place in flux: ‘Images fragment, 

they are themselves fragments, cutting things up and rearranging them, decoupage 

and montage, the art of image-making’ (Lefebvre in Kürti 2010: 56). In other picture 

postcards moments of encounter and the fragmented, non-cohesive nature of the 

colonial city are indicated by the presence of both Indian and European individuals 

in a single representational frame (Carton 2012: 64) (see figures 3.23 and 3.33). Such 

picture postcards therefore indicate the heterogeneity within the C and M Station 

despite the production of both physical and discursive boundaries.  
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As Hall has noted, the idea of a ‘final meaning’ is in fact a ‘fantasy’, 

particularly with regards to visual media ‘whose numinous reverberations are broad 

and deep, but whose power of reference is less precise than the linguistic sign’ 

(2008: 90). Thus, when we look to picture postcards of colonial cities, we cannot 

reduce them to single readings but must allow for the co-existence of a multiplicity. 

This is particularly true for the picture postcard as a visual, written, material and 

mobile thing. It is this possibility for multiple interpretations and fragmentary 

revelations that is built upon by present-day engagements as these picture postcards 

are re-appropriated, re-mediated and re-circulated in the city they depict. If picture 

postcards travelled through space within and beyond Bengaluru, then they can also 

travel through time. They do not exist crystallised in the early 20th century but 

continue to ‘live’ in the present. Those picture postcards that remained in Bengaluru 

are able to resurface in new contexts and those that travelled to the metropole are 

able to carve their pathways back to be re-engaged and re-configured in relation to 

contemporary projects of locality production.  

 

3.6. Conclusion 
 
By delving into the contents of picture postcard collections of and in Bengaluru, this 

chapter has allowed for an in-depth analysis of the work that such picture postcards 

Figure 3.33. St Mark’s Church, Bangalore. Raphael Tuck & Son. [picture postcard] 
Date unknown. Image kindly provided from the collection of Clare Arni. 
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did in the early 20th century. Such a historically rooted analysis is of crucial 

significance as a means of bringing to the fore the context of reverberating power 

relations and lived experiences of colonialism that picture postcards were born out of 

and brought into close dialogue. As this and other chapters make clear, this context is 

something that continues to reverberate and be debated through present-day 

engagements. However, I have also demonstrated that picture postcards alert us to 

more subtle and localised ways in which colonialism was played out in Bengaluru, 

weaving together public and personal discourses of colonialism. By exploring the 

images, messages, captions and journeys of picture postcards in the early 20th 

century, I have demonstrated that these are things that have never been limited to 

singular, stable meanings. Instead, their composite nature means that they have 

always contained within them the capacity for multiple readings, insights, meanings 

and circulations, which continue to proliferate in the present.  

By beginning with an analysis of picture postcards depicting European 

architectural monuments, I highlighted the role that this medium played in the 

representation and dissemination of notions of British colonial power and 

permanence. In these images, stasis and a lacking sense of contextualisation 

dominates the frame as ‘figures of scale’ increase the buildings’ imposing status. Yet 

the chapter has also highlighted that certain picture postcards of public buildings 

hinted at the hybridity of architecture in the colonial city and the more quotidian 

nature of colonial rule, thereby complicating ‘black and white’ understandings of the 

imagination picture postcards produced. Consequently, I demonstrated that even 

when analysing a particular category of picture postcards from a particular city, the 

medium reveals complex spatial negotiation and construction.  

Furthermore, I have shown that the hand-written messages on such picture 

postcards add another layer of complexity. Such messages reveal traces not of an 

official colonial narrative, but of personal emotions, mobilities and relations. It 

therefore becomes clear that picture postcards are composite things that hold on their 

dusty surfaces the frictions of the colonial city, the frictions between European 

Classical, Gothic and ‘hybrid’ styles, the frictions between spaces of locality and 

spaces of difference, and the frictions between generalised, mass-produced images 

and personal, hand-written, often banal messages. 

After exploring picture postcards of public buildings, the chapter moved into 

the streets of Bengaluru. Here, I highlighted the anonymisation of streets in the 
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‘native city’ as part of a larger process that worked to enhance discourses of the 

unknowable, ‘backward’ Indian spaces. Conversely, I revealed that streets within the 

C and M Station, such as South Parade, were made knowable through named 

captions and were therefore presented as examples of successful colonial urban 

planning and progressive modernity. Alongside these discourses of division, 

however, picture postcards also indicate something else. Unlike in picture postcards 

of monuments, picture postcards of streets are filled with motion and quotidian 

activity that speaks to the everyday realities and encounters of the colonial city. 

When we read closely and at the margins, certain picture postcards reveal that the 

lines that divided the colonial city were never as hard and fast as colonial discourses 

and agendas would have perhaps liked. Instead, the C and M Station emerges as a 

complex and heterogeneous place with more than one form of spatiality and locality. 

Finally, when we attend to the individuals pictured in Bengaluru’s streets, we are 

often confronted not with static, posed and uncomfortable figures but with quotidian 

movement and social activity, and, at times, with a returned gaze that evidences the 

collaborative nature of photography. By reading picture postcards of Bengaluru 

closely, it is therefore possible to discern what Naresh identified at the focus group 

discussion that day as we sat in a white-walled co-working space looking out onto 

central Bengaluru: traces of a ‘subaltern chemical story’.  

In the present-day, the numerous 20th century frictions contained within 

picture postcards and their subaltern stories that extend beyond colonial discourse 

enliven engagements, such that these British Indian things can be re-remediated, re-

engaged, re-imbued and re-positioned in line with the frictions of 21st century 

Bengaluru. This chapter has highlighted that when read ‘at the margins’ picture 

postcards reveal the complexities of Bengaluru’s colonial urbanism that contained 

frictions, dualities, broad discourses, personal experiences, local and global 

networks, divisions and encounters. For my interlocutors, such as Naresh, these 

picture postcards therefore offer not one but multiple ‘windows’ into Bengaluru’s 

past, making them particularly suitable things with which to navigate a rapidly 

changing city. 
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[Chapter Four] 

Moving Out of the Collection: Picture Postcards and the 
Discursive Frictions of Heritage 

 
4.1. Reflections on the past 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Underneath the metro on M.G. Road is the Rangoli Metro Art Centre (henceforth 

RMAC), which serves as a public space for art exhibitions, lectures and sauntering 

walks. As the founder of the Facebook group Bangalore – photos from a bygone age 

told me, ‘the public image is that the metro has come and destroyed the city’ and the 

art centre therefore serves as some form of appeasement to Bengalureans. The road 

traffic is slightly shielded by a fence and planted boarders, which, along with the 

absence of uneven paving slabs, make the walkway one of the more pleasant 

stretches of Bengaluru’s roads for pedestrians. It therefore serves as an attempt to 

regain M.G. Road’s previous ‘boulevard’ feel. However, lamentation of the changes 

to M.G. Road still ring through the city as some bemoan the loss of the ‘beautiful 

boulevard’, the traffic congestion and the demolition of iconic buildings.  

 

 

Figure 4.1. M.G. Road reflected in an early 20th century hand-tinted picture postcard of 
South Parade displayed in the Rangoli Metro Art Centre Gallery, M.G. Road, 
Bengaluru. [photograph] 2015. Emily Stevenson. 
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In one of the gallery spaces is housed a semi-permanent exhibition of picture 

postcards displayed alongside a few more recent photographs of the city and a map 

or two (figures 4.2. and 4.3.).74 As I walked through the gallery one morning, the 

spinning air from the fans hanging high above barely reaching me, I looked closely 

at each on the images on display. Couples, friends and families also walked through 

the space and stopped to look at the early 20th century representations of Bengaluru: 

the slow walk, the sideways gaze, the occasional stopping prior to leaning in, a close 

look, a comment. This was not my first visit to the gallery. I had been several times 

before but that day the gallery space felt more alive as people were drawn to the 

RMAC for the postal department’s letter writing competition held outside the 

gallery. It seemed not only a part of Bengaluru’s physical landscape but its social 

landscape too. This served to heighten the sense that the picture postcards on display 

were both detached from the realities of contemporary Bengaluru and at the same 

time deeply woven into the fabric of the city. As I approached the other end of the 

gallery, a cool breeze and natural light were channelled through the open doorway 

and I struggled to see clearly a picture postcard of South Parade. Its postcolonial 
																																																								
74 The picture postcard exhibition is at times removed to allow the space to be used for 
temporary exhibitions.  

Figures 4.2. and 4.3. Picture postcards on display in the Rangoli Metro Art Centre  
Gallery, M.G. Road, Bengaluru. [photographs] 2015. Emily Stevenson. 
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reincarnation as M.G. Road was reflected onto the glass covering the image and 

flickered with distorted cars, autos, mopeds, people, shops and signs (figure 4.1). 

After a few seconds of vainly moving my head from side to side to try to avoid the 

reflections, I realised that the reflection of M.G. Road into an early 20th century 

picture postcard of South Parade actually captured the complex and, at times, 

conflicting experiences and discourses of heritage, urban transformation, city 

identity, materiality and circulation that these picture postcards speak to and enliven. 

Previous chapters introduced the importance of the movement of picture 

postcards: as things they were sent through the postal system in the early 20th century 

and in the 21st century they become part of mnemonic collections. This chapter 

continues this theme by tracing the movement of picture postcards into various 

spaces in the city. By dividing my encounters with picture postcards into four 

sections, I introduce a variety of contexts in which they are reproduced within the 

city. Specifically, I follow picture postcards as they are reproduced for a gallery 

exhibit underneath a metro station, as décor in a café and as part of a university re-

branding project, as tools on heritage walks and as a display at a heritage/architecture 

event. In doing so, I explore the broader discourses of heritage and urban 

transformation these picture postcards engage with when they move out of the 

private collection. Using early 20th century picture postcards as a means of 

navigating present-day Bengaluru in this way provides an alternative perspective on 

the city, whilst additionally highlighting the negotiations between past and present 

(mediated through things) that contribute to its middle class residents’ everyday 

experiences of living in a city grappling with ‘alienating urban transformations’ 

(Chalana 2012: 6). 

As made clear in discussions I had with Bengalureans, urban growth brings 

greater employment, certain improved services and ‘cosmopolitanism’. However, it 

also leads to ‘enormous stress on natural resources, existing social services and 

infrastructure’ (Maina 2013: 70) as well, we can add, to the loss of heritage. In the 

context of Bengaluru, heritage is therefore a complex term and practice that is hard 

to pin down, not least because of lacking ‘official’ heritage in the sense of 

‘professional practices that are authorised by the state and motivated by some form 

of legislation’ (Harrison 2013: 14). In this void of formal policy, it is even easier for 

the subjective concept of heritage to be diversely understood, invoked and practiced. 

By following picture postcards through the city, this chapter will reveal that heritage 
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in Bengaluru sits at the interstice of multiple frictions between nostalgia, colonial 

critique, local histories, official legislation, unofficial practice and classed claims to 

the city.  

David Lowenthal has argued that it was only around 1980 that the global, 

‘modern preoccupation with heritage’ (1998: 4) truly gained momentum against a 

backdrop of economic liberalisation, globalisation and urban change. However, it is 

crucial to note that this ‘modern preoccupation’ actually began its development in the 

19th century. Born out of a colonial context and founded upon a particular 

ontological position, heritage has ‘been oriented by a clear moral imperative to 

conserve and safeguard that which is irreplaceable and in danger of being lost, 

destroyed or misused’ (Daly and Winter 2012: 7). For Lowenthal, writing at the turn 

of the 21st century, this feeling of a need to preserve the past is also connected with 

media, which ‘magnify’ a sense of temporal distance: old photographs, he explains, 

‘seem inconceivably remote’ (1998: 8).  

Much debated in both public and academic discourse, heritage is a ‘broad and 

slippery term’ that is employed in multifarious ways. Rodney Harrison argues that 

heritage is less a noun than a verb that indicates an ‘active process of assembling a 

series of objects, places and practices that we choose to hold up to us as a mirror to 

the present’ (2013: 4). Heritage is, therefore, far from value-neutral but indicates 

particular politically laden and often classed relationships with, and understandings 

of, the past that are constantly produced and maintained (ibid: 14). Consequently, 

heritage has always been complexly interwoven with competing claims on space, 

identity, history and their inheritance. As Peter Howard has noted, the English 

dictionary definition of heritage foregrounds the notion of inheritance, thereby 

alerting us to issues of ownership and entitlement (2003: 6).  

Against this backdrop, this chapter will follow on from Ashwin’s metaphor of 

waves of picture postcards coming onto the market (discussed in chapter two) to 

demonstrate that ‘launched upon the tides of history, we have to cling to things, 

hoping that the friction of our contact will somehow suffice to countervail the 

currents that would otherwise sweep us to oblivion’ (Ingold 2015: 3). To reflect these 

complexities, this chapter will extend my previous usage of Tsing’s concept of 

friction to the realm of heritage to indicate the ‘the awkward, unequal, unstable and 

creative qualities of interconnection across difference’ (2005: 4). By applying this 

notion of friction to historical visual media I argue that it is possible to consider the 
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complex visual, spatial and discursive terrain of heritage practice that is being 

actively, continuously and complexly navigated by Bengalureans today. More 

literally, picture postcards do not move through time and space without having 

encounters that produce frictions which slow them down, speed them up, re-

contextualise them and trigger a range of responses and engagements. 

In chapter two we saw this in the context of collections and collectors. This 

chapter explores the wider frictions of picture postcards in Bengaluru today. 

Following picture postcards as things, tracing how they circulate and mapping the 

places at which they ‘come to rest or are active’ (Joyce and Gillespie 2015: 3) will 

mimic the ways in which Bengalureans utilise things to produce a stabilising friction 

against the rapidly changing city. However, it will also bring to light the intersection 

of multiple discourses, politics, spaces and actors. In this regard, friction is a 

particularly apt concept both due to its physical effect of deceleration as well as its 

ability to conjure the sense of erosion of Bengaluru’s past and the many tensions 

experienced in the city today between different languages, past and present, the 

colonial and postcolonial, the pre-colonial city and the C and M Station, and locals 

and migrants. Whilst the previous chapters have highlighted complex networks of 

people and picture postcards, this chapter will take this further in order to reflect the 

dynamism of these things and people’s experiences with them in the present-day. In 

doing so, the chapter will allow for a navigation of some of the different ‘spatial, 

temporal and institutional scales’ of heritage practice and discourse in the city 

(Harrison 2013: 5) that may not appear connected otherwise. Moreover, by following 

picture postcards as a ‘thread’ across these different scales and spaces, this chapter 

engages with the intersection of heritage and issues of colonialism, locality and 

urban change. In her study of two heritage initiatives in India, Krupa Rajangam has 

argued for an ‘understanding of cultural heritage places and the people or local 

communities who are entangled in them’ (2017: 214). This chapter will utilise 

Rajangam’s argument but will additionally demonstrate the crucial entanglement of 

things along with people in such processes.  
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4.2. Picture postcards and Namma Metro: the politics of heritage amidst rapid 
urbanisation 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Alongside the picture postcard of South Parade discussed above hang approximately 

30 other prints of picture postcards of various streets and monuments in early 20th 

century Bengaluru, some of which are black and white, some tinted. Most have been 

blown up to around A4 size and framed in white wood, whilst others have been 

displayed two or four to a frame. They hang at eye level in the otherwise bare, white, 

rectangular room. The now semi-permanent exhibition was the result of a larger 

temporary exhibition held in 2013 and entitled Bangalore Picturesque – The Past in 

the Present, which was organised as a grass roots initiative by the members of the 

Facebook group Bangalore - photos from a bygone age (the focus of chapter five) 

and curated by the Facebook group’s administrators, the co-convenor of the Indian 

National Trust for Arts and Cultural Heritage (henceforth INTACH),75 and Aliyeh 

Rizvi, a writer, designer and founder of the memory, locality and heritage project 

Native Place. Aimed at establishing a connection with and celebration of Bangalore’s 

past, the initial exhibition in 2013 of approximately 250 photographs, postcards and 

maps encouraged visitors to contribute to a ‘memory-scape’ displaying thoughts 

																																																								
75	Indian National Trust for Art and Cultural Heritage is an NGO, headquartered in New 
Delhi with regional branches in cities across India, which works to raise awareness and 
conservation of India’s tangible and intangible heritage.  	

Figure 4.4. Namma Metro running above Rangoli Metro Arts Centre, M.G. Road, 
Bengaluru. [photograph] 2017. Emily Stevenson. 
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about the city and its representation since the 1700s (Sivanand 2013: n.p.). The 

Bangalore Mirror reported at the time that ‘[t]he irony that the Metro, much reviled 

by Bengalureans, is instrumental in bringing people to the city's heritage is not lost 

upon the team who believe it to have become “the truest form of community space in 

the city” ’ (Madhukar 2013: n.p.). To indicate this productive irony, or friction, the 

article continued by explaining that ‘apart from the photographs, old postcards will 

be displayed along the route map of the Metro, depicting sights such as the Ulsoor 

Lake, Trinity Church, East Parade Church and other landmarks’ (ibid). The space of 

the metro was therefore utilised as a means of orienting Bengalureans in relation to 

the city’s past, interpolating visitors into the temporal fabric of the city 

predominantly represented by colonial-era imagery. In this section, the exhibition of 

picture postcards at RMAC will serve as an entry point into a discussion around 

discourses of heritage and urban change in Bengaluru, particularly in light of the 

exhibitions’ spatial, bureaucratic and discursive intersection with Namma Metro. 

As Kiran elucidated in chapter two, with the start of Namma Metro Phase I 

construction in 2007 (Bangalore Standard 2014: n.p.) many Bengalureans felt that 

the fabric of their city was being altered irrevocably and not entirely for the best. In 

2010 the demolition of the iconic, 74 year-old building on M.G. Road that had 

housed the Plaza Cinema and the Phoenix Watch Works in order to make way for an 

entrance to the metro station hit the news, epitomising Lowenthal’s statement that 

‘we value our heritage most when it seems at risk’ (1998: 24). In this instance, 

however, there was no doubt about the risk posed and, despite opposition of the land 

acquisition by the building’s owners, the Supreme Court ruled in favour of the 

Bangalore Metro Rail Corporation Ltd. (henceforth BMRLC) (Dhaneshkar 2010: 

n.p.). An article in the Times of India covered the story: 

The phoenix never dies, but rises from its ashes, they say. But for the age 
old Phoenix Watch Works that was there even before Plaza Theatre, the 
journey’s end was eminent. […] “This is still the good old South Parade 
for me”, reminisces 74-year-old R.C. Sharma, locking up all his 
memories inside huge cardboard boxes (Aarthi 2010: n.p.).  
 

Press coverage and public upset at property demolition for Namma Metro persisted 

during my fieldwork as construction for Phase II continued (Deccan Herald 2013: 

n.p.). In a recent, on-going project the well-known Bengalurean photographer, 

PeeVee, has begun highlighting this by documenting demolition at Namma Metro 

sites across the city. The project, entitled Stairs to Nowhere, focuses upon staircases 
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left behind after the partial demolition of buildings. For PeeVee, these staircases that 

lead to nowhere ‘interpret the current scenario to the near future, where we will have 

nowhere to go’ (PeeVee in Satyanarayana 2017: n.p.). A symbol of Bengaluru’s 

acceleration towards ‘world-class’ megacity status, as well as a practical means of 

lessening chronic traffic congestion and pollution, the metro therefore demanded 

dramatic alteration to the cityscape through the destruction of heritage structures, 

homes and trees. In PeeVee’s project the metro thereby becomes a symbol of 

frustrations with development linked with wider concerns about an ecologically and 

structurally unviable future.  

The metro has also become a flashpoint for debates that feed into 

performances and knowledge of both cultural heritage and ‘world-class’ lifestyle that 

are required of India’s new middle class (Brosius 2010: 329). It has therefore 

emerged out of uneasy frictions between different class positions, understandings of 

public space, attempts to retain particular aspects of the past and aspirations to a 

future as ‘India’s Singapore’. On multiple occasions I heard residents of the city use 

the metro as a temporal marker, seemingly positioning it as an important dividing 

line between past and present. Furthermore, the length of time it is taking to 

construct Namma Metro has become the butt of jokes about the failings of the 

BBMP.76 An exhibition held by INTACH in Cubbon Park highlighted that the city 

has certainly changed by showing that between 1985 and 2015 the number of 

structures recorded in Bengaluru more than halved (Shekhar 2016b: n.p.) and the 

city’s population has exploded making it the fifth largest urban agglomeration in 

India as per the 2011 census (Stallmeyer 2011: 37). Resultantly, whilst public 

transport in the form of a metro system is vital to reducing congestion and pollution, 

and is also connected with images of a ‘modern metropolis’, it can nonetheless 

prompt critique amongst residents. Parts of Namma Metro run underground but the 

majority of tracks run above ground level, held up on large, concrete legs that stride 

across the city casting a shadow over everything below. In middle class and elite 

discourse what became foregrounded was therefore its significant effect on the 

skyline of the city and the destruction of heritage sites that it demanded. For such 

inhabitants, to whom the metro does not spell loss of livelihood and shelter, it is 
																																																								
76 As mentioned previously, the Bangalore City Municipality was merged with the Bangalore 
Civil and Military Station Municipality in 1949. In 2007, the municipality was extended to 
include an additional seven city municipal councils, one town municipal council and 111 
villages (BBMP n.d.), furthering popular ideas of Bengaluru as a city of neighbourhoods.  
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possible to focus upon the aesthetics of the metro and its effect upon heritage and 

notions of locality. To be able to engage with heritage and to fight for its 

preservation is therefore a possibility discussed in a currency that not all are able to 

afford. 

 The first stretch of the metro that runs from Baiyyappanhalli (east of M.G. 

road and the neighbourhood of Indiranagar) to M.G. Road was opened in 2011 and is 

therefore a relatively new addition to the cityscape. As construction began, 

newspaper articles on both the demolition of heritage structures, as noted above, and 

the clearance of slums appeared, highlighting the complex ‘claims and counter-

claims over […] contested city space’ that are intensifying in many Indian cities as 

attempts are made to move towards a homogenised urbanism (Banerjee-Guha 2011: 

91). This alignment is particularly interesting given the close correlation often seen 

between heritage preservation in the Indian city and practices of slum clearance. As 

Mary Hancock has explained in the context of Chennai, the shift from the ‘curatorial 

state’ to the ‘planning state’ in 1990s government policy constructed the city as a site 

of opportunity in which material markers of the past are largely viewed as 

‘unwelcome interruptions and sources of disorder’ (2008: 47). Despite this, Hancock 

continues, the ‘planning state’ has utilised heritage as a crucial component in 

‘rebranding the city [since] landscapes of modernity demand signs of the pasts that 

they superseded’ (ibid). In this context, heritage in Chennai became complexly 

positioned as antithetical to order and economic development, and at the same time 

part of a planning project to make the city ‘visually vivid’ (ibid: 48). In Jaipur 

research has demonstrated that metro rail construction has resulted in a ‘tension’ 

between the ‘registers of “heritage” [and] the registers of “development” ’, which 

both, despite their antagonism, demand ‘certain narratives and certain people are 

expelled in the name of purity of the utopia’ (Kuldova and Varghese 2017: 10). In 

Bengaluru, unlike in Chennai, the state has typically been outspoken against the 

conservation of heritage areas. In 2016 a government official was quoted in a 

newspaper as stating that heritage status is simply ‘not required’ in the city 

(Satyanarayana 2016a: n.p.). Consequently, the city, like many others in India, 

remains without an official heritage policy. The Archaeological Survey of India (or 

ASI as it is commonly called), under the Ancient Monuments and Archaeological 

Sites and Remains Act of 1958, does protect some of the city’s main monuments, 
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such as Lal Bagh, the Fort, Tipu Sultan’s Summer Palace, the Jumma Masjid and the 

Someswara Temple (Pillai 2016: n.p.).  

Nevertheless, a comprehensive heritage policy is lacking. The Bangalore 

Chapter of the national NGO INTACH is therefore the most visible and active 

heritage body in the city, running heritage awareness workshops and activities, 

undertaking conservation projects, documenting heritage in the city and campaigning 

for official heritage legislation and resources. Many other heritage structures in 

Bengaluru (such as Mayo Hall, the various churches, the Government Museum, the 

Library, the Residency etc.) seem protected due to the fact that they fall under the 

care of the Church, the Army or the Government but ‘there is little legislation to 

safeguard domestic properties’ (ibid). As such, the division of heritage structures 

between different organisations combined with the lack of communication between 

these departments forms a primary obstacle to effective and comprehensive 

preservation. A narrow, official conception of heritage handed down from British 

colonial policies, notably the Ancient Monuments and Preservation Act of 1902 

(Chalana 2012: 8), creates further challenges. However, in his study of mills in 

Mumbai, Manish Chalana notes that there has more recently been an expansion of 

the ‘definition of heritage’ in India (ibid). Indeed, he notes that in response to laissez-

fair polices hailed in by economic liberalisation, Mumbai became the one city in 

India to have comprehensive heritage legislation in 1995 (Pillai 2016: n.p.).  

Such growth has also brought with it much unplanned urban development, 

which continues to be evinced by the countless construction sites one sees littering 

the cityscape. As noted by Tathagata Chatterji, the increasing importance of Indian 

cities to the country’s economy since the 1990s liberalisation has led to rapid growth 

but this has not been matched by ‘the strengthening of the administrative capacities 

of urban governance’ (2015: 118). In Bengaluru, Upadhya asserts, the city’s elite and 

middle classes frequently bemoan traffic congestion, flooding, lowering bore hole 

water levels, poor power supply and continuous construction that indicate the state’s 

‘inability to cope with Bangalore’s unplanned growth’ (2009: 263). Having 

construction going on next door to your home is therefore not uncommon in 

Bengaluru: I myself spent many months watching and (much to my frustration) 

listening to my landlord’s construction of a new office/apartment block next door to 

and above me. Materials which are for many evocative of Bengaluru’s various past 

identities as the ‘Garden City’ or the ‘Pensioners’ Paradise’ (brick, stone, stucco and 
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trees) are being replaced by those symbolic of its current identity as the ‘IT capital of 

India’ (concrete, glass and steel). Sitting in a branch of the coffee shop CCD one 

afternoon with a friend and interlocutor, he explained that in Bengaluru ‘land is the 

main commodity’ with a single square foot capable of fetching between 25,000 and 

50,000 rupees in the city centre. As I was told during one heritage walk, whilst 

peering in through the doorway of a decaying bungalow, a frequent ‘tactic’ is to 

allow the building to fall into such a state of decay that demolition and 

redevelopment can then take place under the cloak of night on the grounds of 

safety.77 With so much of Bengaluru’s economy at stake in the very earth of the city, 

the protection and preservation of both privately owned and government buildings is 

‘pitted against powerful development lobbies’ (Chalana 2012: 2). Colonial 

bungalows that typically sit on large plots of land are particularly incompatible with 

the logic of the city’s 21st century economy.78  

Conversely, more recent discourse has positioned Bengaluru as a dying city 

with either no future at all or, at best, a very dystopic one. Triggered by research 

conducted by the Indian Institute of Science, numerous newspaper articles have 

appeared since May 2016 foretelling the death of Bengaluru in just five years time. 

Rapid urbanisation, the research showed, has led to a 525% growth in built up areas 

in the city in the past 40 years and almost 80% loss in green cover and water bodies, 

which is devastating the city’s ecosystem (Menezes 2016: n.p.). In the wake of this 

research, some residents dismissed it as alarmist, whilst others argued that the city is, 

in fact, already dead. ‘This city dies and we are all watching, waiting’, read an article 

in The Hindu, which continued by stating that ‘[f]or those of us who remember the 

city when it was young, innocent, welcoming and had real gardens instead of fake 

ones in IT La-La Land, this is all nostalgia’ (Sarukkai 2016: n.p.). Critiques of the 

city’s municipality and the Bangalore Development Authority (henceforth BDA)79 

gained increasing press platform in the wake of the Indian Institute of Science’s 

research. Stark contrasts were drawn between the city’s idealised past and its 

																																																								
77 It is not unusual to find old bungalows in a state of disrepair with hand painted signs 
reading ‘under-litigation’ decorating their boundary walls as family debates regarding the 
sale of the property for development drag on. 
78 For example, Balabrooie Guest House, which was built in 1850 as the residence of Mark 
Cubbon, covers 14 acres of land (Madur 2014: n.p.), an immense plot in a city so in need of 
land for residential accommodation.  
79 The government organization responsible for planning and regulating urban development 
in Bengaluru with the aim of ensuring ‘sustainable and orderly growth’ (BDA n.d.). 
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associated aspirations (for example as the Nehruvian picture of the future and the 

Singapore of India), and its apparent decline in the present. In this context, middle 

class and elite discourse in the city often looks back nostalgically to before the 1990s 

liberalisation of the Indian economy when the IT revolution took hold and much of 

the city’s urban transformation began in earnest. In a city that is facing an uncertain 

future due to dwindling water supplies and increasing pollution, for certain 

communities Bengaluru’s past is an attractive place to turn to, resulting in the 

mobilisation of material remnants amidst anxiety. 

Despite the traditionally uninterested approach of the state to Bengaluru’s 

heritage, the BDA’s 15-year master plan published in 2017 advises, for the first time, 

that a ‘city-level Heritage Committee led by the BMRDA Commissioner, with three 

private members working in the field’ be established (Bharadwaj 2017: n.p.). The 

plan, hailed by INTACH as ‘a great first step to offer recognition to heritage sites’ 

(Iyer in Lalitha 2017: n.p.), specifically proposes 12 heritage zones and identifies 

more than 500 heritage sites (BDA 2017: 88-90). These sites are sub-divided into 

built, natural and cultural heritage (the latter category including Koshy’s) (BDA 

2017: Annex 4 and Annex 5). It is still too early to know in what ways this new plan 

might be brought into action and what its consequences will be. However, the 

debates which led it to include heritage, like those that congealed around Namma 

Metro construction, already highlight the complex frictions between competing 

discourses, visions and experiences of Bengaluru: between the ‘Silicon City’ of shiny 

infrastructure and the ‘planning state’, between the city whose heritage is being 

destroyed by inadequate urban planning and the city in which poverty is being 

cordoned off as a threat to all such ‘world-classness’ (Brosius 2010: 59; 112). As 

Srinivas states, ‘displacement of various kinds - from slum clearance to degradation 

of the city’s environmental base and architectural history - continues with 

construction efforts’ (2015: 81). Consequently, whilst in certain discourses the threat 

to heritage and the threat to disenfranchised communities are aligned, in reality they 

are often at odds given that the former typically demands a particular cityscape and 

use of public space that excludes informal economies and ways of life. 

Given the current climate, concerns such as what the city’s heritage is, how it 

is being lost and in what ways one can connect with it in the present-day are 

therefore palpable in everyday middle class and elite discourses and experiences of 

the city. Newspaper headlines, such as City Heritage Hack tries to recreate ‘Ye 
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Olde’ M.G. road (Shekhar 2016a: n.p.) and Are our heritage buildings vanishing 

right under our nose? (John 2016: n.p.), make this particularly apparent. Elaborating 

on these sentiments, the co-convenor of INTACH’s Bangalore Chapter, Meera Iyer, 

stated in a newspaper article that ‘[i]t is [the] feeling of being lost in one’s own city 

that moves people to seek an anchor that they can hold on to even as they are 

buffeted by waves of change’ (Iyer 2016: n.p.). Iyer here brings us back to waves, 

tides and friction as she articulates a desire to find a way of gripping to a sense of 

stability and familiarity in the city. But as this friction, this stability, is sought other 

frictions rub against it, such as the frictions between middle class heritage discourse, 

the needs of the city’s disenfranchised, and government and business agendas for the 

city’s place in global markets. Following picture postcards into the exhibition space 

of the RMAC therefore opens up a complex terrain of heritage negotiation in which 

material remnants of the past are ‘clung to’. When displayed as reproductions 

underneath Namma Metro, British Indian picture postcards become part of a larger 

representational field of the city’s past, entrenched in public debates around what 

heritage is, whether it should be preserved and how it is entangled with the politics of 

urban change.  

 
4.3. Dining with the past 
 
It is not only at special events and in formal spaces of display that picture postcards 

enter into complex discourses of memory, heritage and urban change. In fact, one 

encounters picture postcard reproductions in various spaces across the city, in some 

cases displayed individually and in others as parts of sets. In this section, I will trace 

the presence of picture postcards in one particularly iconic restaurant in the city 

(Koshy’s) and in an art student’s re-branding project. Doing so will demonstrate the 

unofficial ways in which picture postcards become displayed in the city and will 

further reveal the conflicting relationships to Bengaluru’s past and contemporary 

situation. Longing for the past and critique of the present meet with acceptance of 

change and attempts to interpolate upwardly mobile migrants into local discourses of 

heritage. At the same time, picture postcards as things associated nostalgically with 

the pre-IT past get reproduced in iconic local spaces through technologies of 

digitising and printing processes that themselves cannot be disentangled from the IT 

industry.  
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The walk from the RMAC on M.G. Road to Koshy’s on St Mark’s Road takes 

less than five minutes - braving traffic to cross M.G. Road being the most lengthy 

and arduous part of the journey. On the way, one passes G.G. Welling’s 

photographic studio, the popular K.C. Das sweet shop and Hard Rock Café (housed 

in the impressive stone building that was previously the Tract and Book Society). As 

I have discussed in previous chapters, Koshy’s was a crucial field site during my 

time in Bengaluru as a place where I would meet with various interlocutors and 

friends: a place which you don't just visit but you make a ‘pilgrimage’ to, as I heard 

said of the café. Additionally, it was also crucial as another site of picture postcard 

repurposing. During meet-ups and interviews I would be surrounded, in a way that 

seemed almost too serendipitous, by examples of the very things I was discussing 

with various individuals. On every one of the café’s four creamy-yellow walls in the 

more informal dining area are framed prints of early 20th century picture postcards 

blown up to A4 size, very similar to the prints displayed at the RMAC. The only 

other décor adorning the walls are three large portrait photographs of the owner, his 

father and grandfather, which serve as visual testaments to the family-run café’s 

status as a long-standing fixture in the fabric of the city. When I met with Prem, the 

café owner, brimming with pride for his establishment and the place it holds in 

Bengaluru, he insisted that I stay after we had talked for the full Koshy’s lunch 

experience, which was a welcome treat. He effused in decidedly phenomenological 

terms that Koshy’s is ‘the only place where you can truly evoke your entire body to 

go into a memorial event’. The picture postcards decorating the walls add to this 

affective capacity of the café. As we chatted, Prem articulated how and why he had 

come to decorate his beloved café with the old images of the city: 

I found [the old images] interesting because […] for us, you know, who 
grew up and who had generations of Bangalore in our breath and in our 
blood, it’s really sad to see on one level things we wanted but when 
they’re actually there it’s, you know, be careful what you wish for! You 
want all the modern stuff, you want this, you want that, you want great 
restaurants, ‘wow Hard Rock in Bangalore! Starbucks! The [sense of the] 
international, wow!’ But what is the effect of that? What does that cost? 
What is the exchange? 
 

Once again picture postcards are positioned at the interstice of discourses 

surrounding the conflict between aspirations for a ‘modern’, ‘international’ city and 

the preservation of heritage, history and locality. As our conversation continued and 

Prem kept up his enthusiastic narration he moved from nostalgia for the city’s past, 
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to an appraisal of what he called its present ‘diaper stage’, to a sense of optimism for 

its future. Through all the changes the city has experienced, Koshy’s, said Prem, has 

remained exactly the same with the same energy: ‘So, when people come here it’s 

like a they get choked - it’s emotional. […] So, here we are with all these pictures 

and surviving it’. The narrative Prem produced as we sat in his café therefore 

resonated with the way in which the collectors I discussed in chapter two wove 

picture postcards into broader mnemonics and stories about their personal lives and 

collective experiences of urban transformation. In this way, picture postcards are not 

only meaningfully integrated into the discourses, stories and experiences of 

collectors but also a wider Bengalurean community when they move beyond the 

collection and into a site of quotidian cultural heritage. In Koshy’s, these picture 

postcards therefore become part of a location of lived heritage and interpolated into 

Prem’s discourse that is at once nostalgic, critical and optimistic. 

My interlocutors invariably mentioned Koshy’s décor at some point as we sat 

discussing their own collections, different individuals making different assessments. 

Whilst one collector was not such a fan of the fact that the images have been blown-

up and edited, distorting them from their ‘original’ state and sense of materiality, 

others I spoke to enjoyed the fact that the images had been made more ‘viewable’ 

and informally accessible through enlargement and display. Either way, the images 

affirm Susan Sontag’s remarks on photographic reproduction: 

[photographs] which fiddle with the scale of the world, themselves get 
reduced, blown up, cropped, retouched, doctored, tricked out. They age, 
plagued by the usual ills of paper objects; they disappear; they become 
valuable, and get bought and sold; they are reproduced (Sontag 1977: 
4).   
 

The edited, enlarged, reproduced décor at Koshy’s and the exhibition at the RMAC 

perfectly epitomise such processes. The choice to enlarge picture postcard images of 

the city thereby signifies, very literally, the way in which photographs can ‘alter and 

enlarge our notions of what is worth looking at [by] enlarg[ing] a reality that is felt to 

be shrunk, hollowed out, perishable, remote’ (ibid: 105; 163). When enlarged and put 

on display in a public space, picture postcards therefore take on a heightened 

significance as things that connote the status of heritage onto the spaces their images 

depict and as things that link the spaces they are displayed in to heritage discourses. 

It was not only in these two locations that I encountered picture postcards 

digitised, enlarged and displayed in public spaces of the city. In a neighbourhood 
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dominated by restaurants, bars and high-street retailers I was directed to a popular 

branch of a local, long-standing local Bengaluru ice cream chain and was surprised 

to find the walls covered with more reproductions of picture postcards of the city, 

similar to those seen in Koshy’s. The modern interior did not seem the natural setting 

for old picture postcards of the city and nor did the location in an area that, as Kiran 

said, is an example of the ‘layout culture’ (explained in chapter two) that is so 

indicative of Bengaluru’s expansion and urban transformation. Intrigued, I began 

investigating where these reproductions had come from and how the notion of using 

them as decoration had been initiated. Despite failing to meet with the owner or find 

out where the reproductions had been sourced from, Internet searches led me to the 

art student Riya who had taken inspiration from the ice cream shop for an art project. 

Sitting together in a restaurant/bar on the corner of M.G. Road and Church 

Street, Riya explained that she had been inspired to base a university re-branding 

project on the pre-existing use of framed, blown-up picture postcards in the ice 

cream shop. The project, she said, became a means of expressing the longevity of the 

business that was started in Bengaluru several decades ago. Moreover, it also 

developed into a means of producing ‘connect’ between past and present. By 

working digitally and using the images already displayed along with others sourced 

from the Internet, Riya produced ideas for a wall of picture postcards that could be 

picked-up and written as a form of memory wall, not unlike that used as part of the 

RMAC exhibition of 2013. She asked herself: 

In that way [can] today’s generation of people, right now, […] get 
connected with that past which is there on the postcards? […] So it’s like 
the layers, right. It’s like a very old memory of a place dating back a few 
hundred years and then people are writing their own memories on that 
and just pasting it on that wall. So it’s just like a thread, like a link to 
connect the people. 
 

For Riya, picture postcards thus became the inspiration for an art project that 

highlighted the capacity of such things to connect people and place across time and 

different communities within the city. Though not from Bengaluru, after moving to 

the city Riya quickly became aware of discourses of urban change and nostalgia. As 

such, her project also articulated an awareness of the need to include newer 

generations and newer inhabitants of the city in the construction of ‘layered’ 

memories. Explaining the reception her work received from fellow art students, Riya 

recalled: 
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It’s like, you know, that whole sense of intrigue, like, the place has 
changed over the years and how it’s changed […]. I mean it was a little 
unsettling for me also at first to see that, OK, it’s the same place. But 
once you realise that it’s changed over the years and you get to see the 
same pictures again. 
 

In saying this, Riya articulated the unsettling capacity of picture postcard images as 

they disrupted her sense of emplaced-ness by revealing a different Bengaluru that she 

was not versed in as a non-local and as an individual of a younger, post-IT revolution 

generation. This was, however, overcome by her repeated exposure to the very same 

old images that enabled a fuller comprehension of the city through time. As such, 

whilst typically engaged with by born-and-raised or long-term resident 

Bengalureans, in this instance picture postcards were mobilised as a tool of 

integration for migrants and younger generations. Consequently, not only can picture 

postcards highlight generation and migration frictions in the city but they can also 

negotiate these frictions when made accessible as documents containing local 

knowledge.  

Whilst Riya did not use the term ‘heritage’ in our discussion, her 

understanding of these images as a ‘thread’ through time that produce ‘connect’ with 

the city resonated with Harrison’s explanation of heritage’s preoccupation ‘with the 

various ways in which humans and non-humans are linked by chains of connectivity 

and work together to keep the past alive in the present for the future’ (2013: 5). 

There are several differences between the reproductions in Koshy’s and in Riya’s art 

project, such as subject position and format. However, in both cases the common 

‘thread’ pulling picture postcards into these present-day reproductions is the 

experience of urban change and a desire to preserve the past. Both cases are 

symptomatic of the specific conditions that are needed to bring forth the digitising, 

enlarging, printing and displaying of picture postcards in Bengaluru. Firstly, such 

processes of remediation would not have taken place before the city’s rapid 

development began several decades ago, after which the past assumed enlarged 

significance. Secondly, and indicative of yet another ironic friction, nor would this 

digitising and reprinting have been so easily possible without the very developments 

hailed in by the city’s IT industry, such as greater access to the Internet and 

improved digital scanning and printing technologies. As such, whilst Sontag is right 

to alert us to the changes that photographs go through in the course of their social 
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life, it is also vital to note that acts of editing, reproduction and circulation always 

occur as a result of a specific confluence of events and discourses.  

It is therefore not enough to recognise the social life of either photographs or 

picture postcards. What we must also do is attend to the broader contexts around the 

different stages of their life at which they become exposed. The enlargement and 

reprinting of picture postcard images at an iconic café and their digital use for an art 

student’s project therefore indicate the bestowal of worth onto the images and an 

attempt at an increased visualisation of a remote Bengaluru and its tangible heritage 

in the context of rapid change, uncertainty and heritage degradation. Here, picture 

postcards enter into contradictory and complex terrain, traversing both public and 

personal local discourses when reproduced as representations of the city’s heritage 

thanks to the very changes they are posited against.  

 

4.4. Walking with the past 
 
If we are to fully consider the movement of picture postcards out of collections and 

the frictions of their encounters in various spaces of the city, it is at this point 

necessary to think more literally about the role of movement and friction in the social 

life of picture postcards and the production of heritage discourse in Bengaluru. I shall 

do this by following picture postcards and some of my key interlocutors on heritage 

walks. As I do so, we will see people walk along congested roads and ill-maintained 

pathways as they search for traces of the city’s heritage. Often, picture postcards, 

paintings and maps are called upon as tools to aid imagination of and connection to 

the past. In this sense, picture postcard scenes of pedestrians, cyclists, and horse and 

cart are replaced with critiques of countless cars and the looming metro. The 

decreasing ability to walk and cycle in Bengaluru was expressed to me on multiple 

occasions as residents recalled times when traffic was light, roads even and they 

could travel through the city with the intimate ease of bodily movement. Heritage 

walks, therefore, form one way in which people can ‘root’ themselves in the city by 

learning about its past and gaining an embodied experience of meaningful navigation 

on foot.  

Heritage walks began in Bengaluru 11 years ago, pioneered by the company 

Bangalore Walks. This initiation correlates with when many people cite as the 

moment the urban fabric of the city became ‘un-recognisable’, having by the early 
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2000’s been subject to around a decade of exponential growth. Speaking with me on 

M.G. Road with Namma Metro looming above us, a member of INTACH told me 

that the INTACH parichays (heritage walks) began around seven years ago. The 

intention of such walks was to counter the perception that ‘Bangalore has no past’, 

which has been perpetuated by the above mentioned 1950s Nehruvian notions of 

Bengaluru as a city of the future and its more recent rise into the ‘IT Capital of India’ 

as the epitome of Indian urban modernity and globalisation (Walters 2013: 64). 

Various organisations and companies now offer walks throughout the city. Not only 

are multiple neighbourhoods covered but so too are multiple themes, such as water 

tanks, bungalows, photographic studios and cinema halls from a range of different 

time periods. What unites the different walks, however, is their focus upon the local 

histories of the city framed by a sense of recent change and, often, loss. ‘When we 

demolish buildings’, one guide said at the beginning of a walk, ‘we don't only lose 

bricks and mortar, but history and stories also get lost’. 

Walking is a growing business in the city. With walks that last around two 

hours and include a breakfast or snack typically costing around 500 rupees (and 

others that may be longer or include travel and food costing more than 1,000 rupees) 

there is money to be made from sharing information on a theme, locality, food type 

or period of history in which the guides are themselves interested. As one part-time 

guide told me, it is their hope that if their business continues to grow it will be 

possible for them to quit their day-job and pursue their historical interests full-time. 

As a city that is not on the typical ‘tourist map’ of India, however, it was perhaps 

unsurprising that in my experience the walkers were often residents of Bengaluru, 

rather than tourists, who were seeking to learn more about the local history and 

heritage of ‘their’ city. Walking with slow and contemplative steps, arrhythmic gait 

accommodating the uneven city environment, rushing over roads in the gaps between 

traffic, stepping up and down pavements, stepping over thresholds into disintegrating 

rooms, and navigating the rubble and debris of the past. The Hindu newspaper 

summarised the situation in one recent article caption, which stated that ‘a whole lot 

of Bengalureans are looking at the city with the eyes of a tourist, only to feel more 

Bengalurean’ (Bhumika 2015: n.p.). Roopa Pai, one of the founders of Bangalore 

Walks, went on to explain in the same article that ‘you want to explore the core of 

Bengaluru because it connects you to who you are as a local and it makes you feel 

like a real Bengalurean’ (Pai in Bhumika 2015: n.p.). 
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Aliyeh, a friend of Mansoor who worked on the RMAC exhibition discussed 

above, further explained the relationship between heritage walks and Bengalureans’ 

experience of urban transformation to me. Our first meeting was at a chain coffee 

shop in northeast Bengaluru to hear about a project she held in collaboration with 

Srishti Institute of Art, Design and Technology. When we first spoke, I came to 

realise that the setting she had proposed was significant and indicated the themes of 

loss and disorientation. She explained, with a look of sadness mixed with 

resignation, that the building in which the coffee shop is housed had once been the 

home of her close childhood friend: an uncanny transformation from family home to 

chain brand. A Bengalurean born-and-raised, Aliyeh’s wealth of knowledge about 

the city and captivating eloquence were mobilised as she explained her view on the 

city’s experience of urban change. Unlike other Indian cities, in Bengaluru, she said, 

the development began in the centre and ‘ate its way outwards’. This incredibly 

visceral and somewhat disturbing metaphor for post-liberalisation urban 

development captures what Aliyeh says was the shock felt at the sudden change of 

the city. She went on: 

Everyone talks about displaced people all over the world who don't have 
a connection with their physical environment, so they live with an 
imagined idea of the homeland and of the town. But for us we’re living in 
a city we don't recognise, we don't know, and we feel terribly 
uncomfortable in because nothing of what we remember is as it was and 
there’s nowhere we can go to access those places which have just 
become memories. 
 

When I later visited her own home and we sipped hot chai together, Aliyeh 

elucidated further. She stated that the heritage walks in the city, although diverse, are 

united in their drive to make sense of the change and compensate for a feeling of loss 

by enabling meaningful navigation and connection. As a result of this experience of 

temporal dislocation and spatial disorientation, Aliyeh believes that Bengalureans are 

in search of what she rather beautifully described as ‘heart space’. Such expressions 

of displacement, the uncanny and the loss of a sense of locality (or ‘heart space’) 

resonate with discussions of migrant communities for whom Dawn Chatty argues 

‘[t]he work of producing and reproducing such a community is […] all the more 

difficult’ (2010: 299), a reference I am sure wouldn’t be lost on the well-read Aliyeh. 

What this therefore prompts us to consider is how, in the wake of liberalised 

economies, exponentially increasing populations and rapid spatial growth, certain 
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communities can come to feel displaced despite not having migrated. The desire to 

navigate and connect through heritage walks, Aliyeh explained, applies not only to 

those born-and-raised in the city but also to migrants previously unaware of the 

city’s past. Aliyeh’s articulate statements about loss and the desire to connect echoed 

the more visceral sighs, shaking heads, lamentations and reminiscences I heard 

whilst on heritage walks in the city. As mentioned above, many different periods and 

aspects of Bengaluru’s past were frequently (and, at times, simultaneously) invoked 

as we trod through the streets on these heritage walks encountering physical 

remnants: ‘During the walk you are seeing the real thing […]. Its story is being 

unfurled to you in situ. Right there! And there are folks around you participating and 

they’re sharing’, said one heritage walker.  

It was thanks to Mansoor that I began attending heritage walks when he 

suggested that I accompany one of his own walks in the city. Aware of his knowledge 

of the city and his digital collection of picture postcards and old photographs, I was 

excited to attend and woke early in anticipation on the day. Over the course of my 

time in Bengaluru I would accompany many of Mansoor’s walks, always learning 

something new about the city. Often, Mansoor’s walks would combine his knowledge 

as an architect with his historical research, his experience of living in Bengaluru his 

whole life and his understanding of Islam. However, what I was most excited by on 

that first walk around Russell Market was the moment he brought out a folder filled 

with printed copies of picture postcards, maps and watercolour paintings to assist in 

explaining the city’s history and to use on occasion as a navigational ‘stand-in’ for 

buildings no longer existent or views now obscured. During another walk through the 

pre-colonial city, where parts of Tipu Sultan’s Summer Palace and the kote still stand 

amidst busy streets that feed in to the city market, Mansoor similarly pulled out 

several pieces of A4 card. On to each he had printed maps and picture postcards in 

order to provide us with a sense of the area’s previous appearance. The attraction of 

picture postcards for Mansoor is therefore the aid they give to historical research and 

heritage production, especially for someone without the affiliations required to gain 

access to the state archives.80 Unlike photographs, where ‘all you have is the image’, 

																																																								
80 To gain access one must be a researcher, have letters of introduction from an educational 
institution and proof that they are conducting a specific research project. As a result, most 
Bengalureans are unable to access official archival records.  
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Mansoor told me, ‘postcards are much more interesting, they tell a lot more’, from 

their stamp, message, postal marks and captions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

During a walk organised by INTACH’s Bangalore Chapter, and led by a PhD 

student researching the history of Bengaluru’s lakes and tanks, the walkers (myself 

included) were fascinated when two A4 photocopies of early 20th century 

photographs of the tank were passed around as we stood on the spot they would have 

been taken around a century ago (figure 4.5.). Whilst the tank has disappeared, the 

tree visible in the foreground of one image still stands with chromolithographs of 

Hindu gods placed at its base. Once the images reached me, I realised that the 

photographer was none other than C.H. Doveton discussed in chapter one. I instantly 

recognised the images as from his souvenir booklet of picture postcard views entitled 

Picturesque Bangalore (1900). As the A4 pages were passed around, various fellow 

walkers took photographs of them on their mobile phones thereby further 

proliferating the reproduction of these images in different forms. One man held the 

flimsy piece of A4 paper at arm’s length as he carefully took a photograph from the 

same spot as the original, capturing the change in scenery and positioning himself at 

the temporal interstice.  

Figure 4.5. C.H. Doveton picture postcard image being shared around a group on a 
heritage walk, Bengaluru. [photograph] 2017. Emily Stevenson. 
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By following picture postcards onto heritage walks in the city, I found them 

utilised as mobile things of orientation and as illustrations of urban change. It was 

also during the INTACH parichay, however, that I learnt of the British Indian 

administration’s role in the draining of Bengaluru’s tanks and lakes, a project that 

has continued post-Independence and has contributed to the city’s projected demise 

discussed above. Such sites would not have been recognised as heritage under the 

British preoccupation with monumentalism and instead became part of a colonial 

consumption of space for elite purposes such that one tank bed was even drained for 

use as a polo playing field (Unnikrishnan, Manjunatha and Nagendra 2016: n.p.). 

Once again ironic friction emerges when picture postcards enter heritage discourse 

such that whilst British Indian picture postcard images are used in the production of 

heritage and evoke Bengaluru’s previous picturesque status, the context from which 

they were born is recognised as one of the roots of the city’s current ecological 

problems.  

Similarly, a British Indian picture postcard of Victoria Hospital shared on 

another heritage walk triggered a narrative that wove colonial critique together with 

present disenchantment. As we stood in front of the hospital, the guide informed us 

that after the British victory at Sriringapatna in 1799 the British demolished 

Bengaluru’s kote and used the stone as a ‘ready-made quarry’ for the construction of 

the new hospital. The British displayed a ‘BBMP type of mentality’ said our guide, 

provoking a cynical laugh from the walkers. Moving into the remnants of the kote 

itself, the guide produced more picture postcard images and maps, along with a sheet 

of paper with a poem written on it. He explained that during the Second Anglo-

Mysore War (1780-1784) numerous British soldiers were imprisoned in the kote’s 

dungeon and to all intents and purposes abandoned by the East India Company. The 

poem was written in this context, bemoaning the fate of these men. Handing the 

piece of paper over to me as the only British person present he asked me to read it 

aloud to the group with a cheeky smile and laugh, saying ‘to rub it in, a kind of 

revenge’. Somewhat awkwardly, I accepted my implication in colonial history and 

began to read the poem: 

At length now that liberty dawns, 
The Muse who lay dormant for long; 
Companion to misery in bonds, 
Upraises her head with a song. 
To you our old friends in Madras, 
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Who surely our sufferings bewail; 
While your hours so cheerfully pass, 
View the scenes of our Bangalore jail…. 
[…] 
The sentinels placed at the door, 
Are for our security bail; 
With muskets and chaubucks secure, 
The guard as in Bangalore jail…. 
(Prison Song in Bangalore 1788 in Aruni 2012a: n.p.) 
 

In a prior conversation, however, when I asked the same guide what British Indian 

picture postcards show, he responded immediately: 

A British vision of urban planning. In those days the British had a clear 
idea of how the city should look, work and develop. Wide roads, sewage 
system – but today there is no planning. The city is a mess because it 
developed so quickly and no one has a clear urban plan. 
 

We therefore see seemingly contradictory views put forth by a single heritage walk 

guide that further connotes a conflicting relationship to Bengaluru’s colonial past and 

its postcolonial present: a relationship which picture postcards (as colonial things, as 

ephemeral heritage and as things that represent heritage) unsteadily navigate 

between.  

On heritage walks this unsteady navigation becomes especially apparent as 

A4 reproductions of picture postcards flap in the breeze and we find our footings 

uneven as we traverse the ground between heritage sites and contemporary urban 

cityscapes. The motion and friction of walking therefore becomes matched by the 

motion and friction of moving through time and producing heritage. This is never a 

simple project, least of all when embroiled with a colonial past and articulated with 

the aid of colonial things. However, as became clear to me on heritage walks, the 

colonial roots of British Indian picture postcards do not preclude them from being 

woven into decidedly postcolonial narratives that allow for both colonial and 

contemporary critique, and aim at evincing an embodied navigation in a city that is 

felt by some to be increasingly disorienting. 
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4.5. Debating with the past 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Debates surrounding heritage in Bengaluru are complex and not without reflection, 

intersecting with multiple other discourses and politics in the city. In this section I 

will use ethnographic data gathered during a weeklong festival in April 2016 of the 

architecture, identity and heritage of Bengaluru to further highlight some of these 

complexities. I will focus on one particular area of reflectivity in such debates: the 

colonial politics of heritage in India. Held at RMAC, the festival was organised by 

Designuru,81 a collective of Bengalureans that aims at engaging the general public 

with art and design initiatives to ‘create a dialogue among residents of the city 

through the lens of community and public interest based works of art, design an 

architecture’ (India Today 2016: n.p.). The festival included displays on the city’s 

architecture and alternative ways of building, panel discussions about the city, 

specially designed heritage walks, personal stories and more (figure 4.6.).  

The first day I visited the event I looked at the displays as I walked down 

M.G. Road. Towards the beginning I came to a series of panels displaying 

information on the neighbourhood of Halasuru, otherwise known as Ulsoor, located 

to the north of M.G. Road. The panels had originally been produced by INTACH’s 

Bangalore Chapter as part of their week-long celebration of Namma Halasuru as ‘one 

																																																								
81 This name incorporates the Kannada word ‘ūru’, meaning ‘place’.  

Figure 4.6. Designuru, Rangoli Metro Arts Centre, M.G. Road, Bengaluru. 
[photograph] 2016. Emily Stevenson.	
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of the oldest residential localities […] where heritage buildings stand proudly, 

retaining an old-world charm that is completely at odds with the city’s growing 

apartment culture’ (Times of India 2014: n.p.). This original exhibition had consisted 

of 21 panels about the history, culture and architecture of the area. However, only the 

few panels that focussed upon the temple and the lake in the neighbourhood were on 

display at Designuru. As I looked closer, I realised that the images provided as 

contextualisation and visualisation of the area’s history had, in fact, been taken from 

Rohit’s collection of picture postcards introduced in chapter two (figure 4.7.). I later 

became aware that these picture postcards had been somewhat of a centrepiece of the 

original exhibition in 2014, which specifically stated that ‘[o]ne of the rare exhibits 

will be a postcard on Halasuru, which is over a century old. It is part of the 12 old 

postcards collected by Rohit Hangal’ (ibid). Although at Designuru no original 

postcards were displayed, a number of them had been printed onto the panels and 

displayed alongside text discussing the histories and landmarks of this specific 

neighbourhood. Resultantly, the picture postcards seemed to take on a particularly 

locally poignant quality becoming distanced from the colonial agenda of generic 

representation and instead woven into contemporary heritage narratives of ‘the 

distinctive character of Halasuru - its essence of Indianness’ (Aravind in Times of 

India 2014: n.p.). By being placed into a new context, these picture postcards from 

Rohit’s collection were interpolated into the non-colonially defined identities of a 

Bengaluru neighbourhood.  

On another evening during the Designuru week of events, a panel discussion 

expanded on debates around heritage in terms of the continuing legacy of colonial 

policy and local specificity. The title of the panel, Bangalore to Bengaluru, itself 

alluded to the politics of colonial history and postcolonial identity in the city. Indeed, 

the use of this phrase is not uncommon in popular discourse and seems to stand in for 

larger changes to the city. The panel was comprised of key architects in the city, 

including Naresh who, as I noted in chapter three, is actively involved in discussions 

around heritage and city planning in Bengaluru. With car headlights and illuminated 

signs serving as the backdrop and groups of people filling plastic seats whilst others 

perched on walls or stood along the edges of the planted boarders, the panel 

convener asked a provocative question: “Why should we preserve things just because 

they are old?” In his typically confident and eloquent style, Naresh responded firmly 

that, “800 buildings have already been destroyed in Bangalore! A city gets a sense of 
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continuity from heritage and a sense of pride and belonging. We need visual 

reminders”. The picture postcards that are permanently displayed at RMAC seemed 

one response to Naresh’s call for ‘visual reminders’. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

For Naresh, heritage structures and old images of the city are a means of 

reminding people that Bengaluru is in fact 480 years old, older than Mumbai, 

Kolkata and Chennai, thereby countering misconceptions that ‘Bangalore started 

with Infosys in the 1990s’. As S.K. Aruni of the Indian Council of Historical 

Research’s centre in Bengaluru stated in a review of the Bangalore Picturesque – 

photos from a bygone age exhibition at the RMAC: 

the governance wants to abandon the project of recollecting the past. Past 
is for those who belong, not for those who long to be here for long and 
look forward. […] People watch these photos as maps of the time they 
are losing out, being and living in Bangalore (Aruni 2014: n.p.).  
 

However, as the panel discussion at Designuru concluded and questions were opened 

out to the audience another layer was added to the discourse around heritage 

structures, their preservation and visual reminders when one lady asked, ‘In 

Figure 4.7. INTACH display board including Rohit Hangal’s postcards on display at 
Designuru, Rangoli Metro Arts Centre, M.G. Road, Bengaluru. [photograph] 2016. Emily 
Stevenson. 
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Dharamsala the colonisers built buildings that were to last forever. In light of that 

what can you say to the saying that we should “live and leave without a trace”?’ 

Another panel member, a man who had previously lamented the loss of Bengaluru’s 

older architecture and supported the call for preservation, now responded that ‘India 

is not like Europe, it is a continuing country. Why do we burn our dead here? I 

would rather erase that memory’. I was not entirely clear of the meaning behind this 

statement: was he suggesting a particular Indian ontology of the past and its role in 

the present? Was he arguing for an erasure of colonial history specifically or was he 

arguing against colonially inherited heritage paradigms based upon conservation and 

preservation instead of regeneration, use and change? My sense, however, is that 

elements of all these sentiments, and perhaps others, were present in this one 

statement, demonstrating the fact that Bengaluru’s heritage and past are implicated in 

the complexities of the contemporary postcolonial situation such that a clear 

articulation of one’s position is not always possible. In such contexts, questions are 

the only rhetoric one can adopt.  

 In another panel discussion, including the convener of INTACH’s Bangalore 

Chapter, a well-known Bengalurean artist, a historian and a conservation architect, 

further complexities of the Bengaluru experience were highlighted. INTACH’s 

Bangalore Chapter convener explained that when INTACH was first established in 

1984 the organisation’s chapter in Bengaluru was fairly inactive since there was little 

concern with the preservation of the city’s culture and heritage. Even just 20 years 

ago, he explained, Bengaluru was still somewhat of a ‘sleepy’ city in which urban 

transformation had not yet taken-hold and sentiments of nostalgia were not yet so 

pervasive. This explanation therefore points to the rapidity of urban change in 

Bengaluru and goes some way to explaining why structures such as Namma Metro 

have come to hold such a powerfully symbolic status indicating crucial moments of 

change. What it also points to, however, is his perception of Bengaluru as an atypical 

city. Unlike Kolkata or Delhi, he felt, Bengaluru is not a city of monuments but is a 

city of neighbourhoods, such as Halasuru/Ulsoor represented in the picture postcards 

on display, which continue to hold distinct, local identities and therefore further 

complicate the issue of heritage preservation in the postcolonial context. The 

complexity and multiplicity of a place’s local identities are therefore a challenge to 

heritage discourse and practice, particularly in a context in which the locally 

inflected ‘built environments’ of cities across India are being replaced with 
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‘aesthetics and planning ideals of capitalism with little or no relation to local context’ 

(Chalana 2012: 1). In Bengaluru, a city that is so frequently positioned as a global, 

post liberalisation city par excellence in much discourse and state agenda, frictions 

between past, present and future identities are particularly heightened.  

In this light, the discussion turned to what heritage actually is. The panel’s 

conservation architect argued that it is about what the present values and what it 

chooses to define as its past. Having reached a recent realisation that museums in 

India were not initially created for ‘us’ but rather by the British to objectify India, 

she has since come to question how we can reconcile these colonial entanglements 

with preservation in the present. For INTACH’s Bangalore Chapter convener, India’s 

amount of historical ‘baggage’ means that heritage is engaged with in India through 

many layers of historical influence - one of which is colonialism. A particularly 

pervasive layer it is, given widespread academic recognition that dominant heritage 

practices in South Asia remain ‘entrenched in colonial legacies’ (Sinha 2017: 1).  

What the panel discussions held during Designuru indicated was the 

continuation of these legacies and a reflective questioning of them by Bengalureans 

invested in discourses of heritage and memories of their city prior to its rapid 

urbanisation. Thus, whilst the discussions resonated with Brosius’s definition of a 

certain type of ‘cosmopolitan’ proficiency to know how to build ‘western elements in 

one’s Indian repertoire’ (2010: 330), they also pointed to the connection between 

heritage and popular memory that can become obscured when we think of heritage 

only in terms of middle class leisure and consumption practices (Dhabhai 2017:194). 

As colonial things that represent the city, picture postcards are therefore intrinsically 

embroiled in debates around the place of British Indian architecture and institutions 

in postcolonial Bengaluru. Consequently, heritage is not only arrived at through the 

discursive ‘baggage’ of colonialism, but, at times, it is also informed by a material 

‘baggage’: a wave of British Indian ephemeral debris washing up onto heritage 

displays and re-articulated with narratives of locality, memory and postcolonial 

subjectivities.   

 

4.6. Conclusion  
 
By discussing multiple frictions and encounters with picture postcards in disparate 

spaces of Bengaluru (from gallery, to event, café, ice cream shop, art project, to 



	 [191] 

heritage walks) this chapter has situated them in the wider contexts of heritage, 

history and place negotiation occurring within some of the physical and discursive 

middle class spaces of the city. Following British Indian ‘things’ through the city has 

made apparent the complex negotiations between colonial past and postcolonial 

present that are at play in these wider contexts as they become, variously, 

rearticulated into local, non-colonial histories, calls for heritage conservation, 

navigational tools or stand-ins for no longer present sites, triggers for critiques of 

both colonial and postcolonial governance, and indicators of claims to locality. In 

this context, picture postcards enliven discourses and become re-enlivened 

themselves. Thinking through these encounters with the ideas of motion and friction 

highlights the role these British Indian things play in Bengalureans’ attempts to 

counter experiences of being ‘un-moored’ and unable to navigate their changing city. 

It is when mobilised out of collections that picture postcards therefore become most 

visible in the city, becoming acknowledged as part of the city’s heritage themselves 

and simultaneously enhancing the local heritage status of the spaces in which they 

appear. However, this increased visibility does not mean that the position these 

things hold in the postcolonial present becomes clearer. Rather, the movement of 

picture postcards out of the private space of the collection leads them to become 

embroiled in complex frictions that exist at the intersection of discourses and 

practices of heritage, locality production, navigation and colonial history in 21st 

century Bengaluru.  

Not only do picture postcards stick to walls but to various other spaces and 

discourses when they move outside of the collection. As complex, hybrid things that 

are the ephemeral product of the colonial encounter themselves, it is no surprise that 

picture postcards move into spaces and discourses of ambiguity and friction. In these 

spaces and discourses calls for heritage conservation rub up against critiques of the 

colonial roots of the heritage paradigm, nostalgia moves against recognition of the 

inevitability and benefits of change, and colonial critique gets mixed with critiques 

of contemporary city governance. In a city that is struggling with rapid, unplanned 

urbanisation and that is facing dystopic predictions, following the circulation of 

picture postcards alerts us to the disparate, unofficial spaces in which heritage and 

history are negotiated with the aid of colonialisms’ material legacy of things around 

which coalesce complex and often dualistic or ambiguous understandings. To 

understand the complexities of heritage in megacities that have yet to acquire official 
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heritage legislation, it can therefore be effective to begin from an embodied 

navigation with things rather than from a top-down analysis of listed structures and 

formalised organisations. Taking the former approach, as this chapter has 

demonstrated, can allow the diffuse and interconnected terrain of unofficial heritage 

to come into view. This is a terrain of uneven surfaces traversed with different routes 

in mind.  
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[Chapter Five] 

The Living Archive of ‘Bygone Bangalore’ 
 
5.1. ‘Take a trip to this Facebook group’ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Have you often gazed at pictures of South Parade, what is now 
Bangalore’s M.G. Road, and wondered how it looked back in the time of 
the British Raj? Or have you stopped and stared at a crumbling old 
bungalow in Basavanagudi or the Cantonment wondering who lived there 
say 100 years ago? Then, you should take a trip to this Facebook group, 
“Bangalore – photos from a bygone age” (Karthik 2013: n.p). 
 

This nostalgic invitation to visit the early 20th century through the time travelling 

portal of ‘sepia memories’ formed the opening of an article about the Facebook 

group Bangalore- photos from a bygone age (henceforth BPBA) run in The Hindu in 

August 2013. Founded with the aim of documenting the city’s heritage in the 

absence of official policy, nostalgia for ‘bygone Bangalore’ certainly runs deep for 

the members of BPBA and can be clearly seen in many of their images and 

comments. However, when we look beyond newspaper article descriptions and 

explore further into the online space of the group, it becomes clear that something 

more is at work than a simple, unproductive narrative of nostalgia.  

Throughout my research in Bengaluru, the group served as an important 

means of making contact with picture postcard collectors and heritage enthusiasts, 

and of keeping up-to-date with heritage events and discussions taking place in the 

city. Like some kind of ‘pooling system’ for Bengalureans interested in the city, 

history, visual media and heritage, the group also served as a crucial means of getting 

to grips with the interpersonal connections between the different individuals I was 

Figure 5.1. Banner image of the Facebook group ‘Bangalore – photos from a bygone age’. 
[digital image] 2013. Kiran Natarajan. Available at: 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/bygonebangalore/ [Accessed: 15.04.2017] 
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meeting and being told about. However, it was only after much time and reflection 

that I came to recognise the group itself as a ‘mediated’ community of Bengaluru 

that plays an active role in the production of heritage. On a daily basis I watched 

picture postcards, old maps, recent photographs, newspaper articles and more being 

shared alongside memories and pieces of information about the city: fingers on 

mouse pad scrolling down posts, occasional clicking to expand an image, following 

the thread of online conversations. When digitised and shared, it became increasingly 

clear that these picture postcards, photographs, maps etc. are things that are mobile, 

socially engaged and whose form and meanings are not ‘congealed’ but fluid. Unlike 

the term ‘object’, in which a focus on physical materiality is often foregrounded as a 

defining feature, the fluidity and mutability implied by the term ‘thing’ allows for a 

less rigid distinction between the ‘physical’ and digital. The group therefore became 

a vital space within which I conducted my research and a subject of my research 

itself in which picture postcards as things take on a new form and engage in a 

multitude of relationships with people, places and other digital things.  

The fact that social media have been positioned as decedents, or 21st century 

equivalents, of the picture postcard made it a particularly relevant space to study as 

part of the complex biography of these things. As stated in an article by Julia Gillen 

in the Independent in 2016, ‘there was nothing comparable to the Edwardian picture 

postcard in the period between 1910 and the dawn of electronic social media’ (2016: 

n.p). Not only was the picture postcard premised upon quick, convenient, informal 

communication that combined image and text but it was also a medium that sparked 

concerns over privacy, allowed for global flows of information and was an 

unprecedented popular media phenomena: much like social media. Accordingly, 

although they did not have the ‘immediate networked context we see in social media, 

postcards did migrate across different spaces and temporalities’ (Hjorth and Kim 

2016: 124). As Ganesh told me in one of our first meetings, whilst use of the 

physical postcard has decreased, ‘postcards in their true nature have not become 

obsolete’ since their marriage of image and text continues in social media.   

In the previous chapter I followed picture postcard reproductions through 

different spaces in Bengaluru. In this chapter I extend this into the digital space of 

the social media group BPBA, drawing upon it’s own description of itself and its 

regulations, my conversations with the administrators and some of its most active 

contributors, media coverage and my own observations of posts as a member. 
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Through this, I will demonstrate that within BPBA discourses of heritage become 

entangled with those of nostalgia as picture postcards and other things are digitised, 

shared and commented upon. Since, as Caroline Wilks and Catherine Kelly note, 

heritage ‘involve[s] exploring the past by evoking personal/collective meaning’, it is 

unsurprising that it can become deeply connected with nostalgia (2008: 130). In 

BPBA, not only is nostalgia invoked but it is also debated and critiqued as hazy 

distinctions are drawn between that which is ‘random’ and that which assists in 

learning, producing and preserving the city’s heritage. 

By ‘filling the gap’ of information and documentation on Bengaluru’s history 

and heritage, and by moving between multiple temporal registers of nostalgia, this 

chapter argues that the group functions as an unofficial, digital and collaborative 

form of ‘living archive’ (Hall 2008). As opposed to functioning as ‘the prison house 

of the past’, as the traditional archive does, Hall argues that the living archive is 

instead an on-going process that is self-conscious and never complete (ibid: 89). By 

applying the concept of a living archive to BPBA, this chapter will highlight that 

both nostalgia and the temporal structure of Facebook are characterised by a sense of 

‘ephemerality, “liveliness” and flow’ (Kaun and Stiernstedt 2014: 1161) as opposed 

to stasis, linearity and fixity. In itself, Facebook is designed as a form of constantly 

expanding archive that has ‘the ambition to collect, store and process vast amounts of 

information’ (Kaun and Stiernstedt 2014: 1160), which has more recently begun 

capitalising on nostalgia through its On This Day feature (Ingraham 2015: n.p.).82 

Nostalgia, similarly, exhibits a fluid movement between past and present that is 

constantly re-articulated and re-mediated. Both nostalgia and the Facebook format of 

the group therefore invite temporal movement, and, when aligned with one another, 

encourage the accumulation of images, ‘stories, memories and meanings’ (Iyer 2016: 

n.p.).  

The chapter thereby demonstrates that BPBA is a nostalgically motivated 

process of collective learning that actively assembles heritage in the form of a living 

archive of the city in line with the politics, discourses and anxieties of the present as 

experienced by its members and curated by its administrators. As noted earlier, 

archives are never objective records, but are carefully selected constructions 

(Simpson and Kresse 2008: 6). Nostalgia, likewise, must be recognised as a 
																																																								
82 Since 2015 Facebook has implemented a function that shows users a photograph of them 
on that same date in previous years. 
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‘practice, where sentiments and feelings are recruited and mobilised in the present to 

do “work” for personal, social, cultural and political reasons’ (Campbell, Smith and 

Wetherell 2017: 609). Largely spurred into being by nostalgia and grown by 

unofficial and collaborative acts of sharing, BPBA therefore challenges conventional 

understandings of both what archives and nostalgia are and do in 21st century cities.  

 

5.2. ‘For proof of a search for rootedness, browse through social media’ 
 
It was in 2012 that a management consultant named C.N. Kumar, a born-and-raised 

Bengalurean, decided to start the group. This date assumes a particular significance 

when situated in context of the opening of Namma Metro in 2011, which, as 

discussed in previous chapters, was a pivotal moment in experiences of urban change 

and the loss of heritage in the city. The group’s membership grew quickly and C.N. 

soon recruited three additional administrators to help in its management: Kiran, 

Mansoor and Naresh. Given that BPBA is a ‘closed’ group, it is one of these four 

administrators who must first approve requests to join before full access is granted. 

Unlike ‘open’ Facebook groups, non-members cannot see or make posts. Unlike 

‘secret’ groups, however, anyone can request to join without being first invited and 

the group name, description, members and tags can be seen by anyone. As a result, 

the ‘closed’ setting offers a kind of ‘middle of the road’ option. The administrators, 

therefore, not only functioned as forms of gatekeepers in my research, leading me to 

vital information, people and things but they also serve as gatekeepers to BPBA and 

thus to the city and heritage it assembles through collective processes of learning. It 

is these four individuals who are arguably most influential in shaping the group, 

serving as frequent contributors as well as moderators of content and writers of 

regulations. In addition, they formed some of my most frequent points of offline 

contact and their insights will therefore recur throughout the chapter.   

In his explanation of founding the group, C.N. cited two reasons for his 

choice of Facebook as the medium: ‘I thought there was that much that I could do. 

So, I thought of a medium that could help me bring this together and that’s how 

Facebook was an answer: It’s free, it has lots of members’. Indeed, in September 

2012 Facebook reached one billion users worldwide as a ‘porous […] and rapidly 

expanding machine for the flow of information’ (Brügger 2015: n.p). In India, the 

total number of Facebook users reached 241 million in 2017, overtaking the U.S. 
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Whilst this still only equates to 19% of India’s total population, the growth of new 

users was up by 27% in the first six months of 2017 (The Hindu 2017b: n.p). In 

India, Facebook therefore remains very much a middle class medium, if we take the 

middle class to be a heterogeneous group as discussed in the introduction. As such, 

whilst it is not part of the majority’s everyday lives, its network is growing as 

Internet and smartphone access rises.  

In May 2017 a post to the group celebrated the number of group members 

reaching 25,000 by sharing a remediated picture postcard from the 1960s (figure 

5.2.). This number is fast increasing and the group’s content is also growing in 

quantity and variety. As a result, although one newspaper article highlighted the 

middle class nature of the group by stating that ‘there’s a great hunger for the way 

things were - especially amongst middle class Bengalureans’ (Krishnaswamy, 

Rajagopal and Idiculla 2017: n.p.), beyond this the group is not easily defined 

demographically. It includes, as one group member stated in a blog post, ‘heritage 

enthusiasts and members of the city’s conservation, journalistic, art and culture 

communities’ (Bangaloregirl 2015: n.p). However, we can add to this list IT 

professionals, architecture students, born-and-raised Bengalureans who have long 

since migrated away from the city for work or family and non-Bengalureans in 

search of information about a historical family connection. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.2. Digitally remediated picture postcard of the BBMP Offices from the 1960s, 
shared on the Facebook group ‘Bangalore – photos from a bygone age’. [digital image] 
2017. Kiran Natarajan. Available at: https://www.facebook.com/groups/bygonebangalore/ 
[20.10.2017] 
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In addition to this, the group has also become a place for researchers, like 

myself, to make contacts and gather information. Architectural historian Rachel Lee, 

for example, encountered the group as a means of aiding her research on the 

architecture of Otto Koenigsberger. Similar to my own experience, it was this initial 

interaction that led Lee to argue that although the group allows ‘ample space for 

reminiscing about the ‘good old days’, its members also create often-illuminating 

discussions about the city’s urban and architectural history that can challenge 

accepted academic perceptions’ (2013: 40). It is perhaps telling of the group’s 

growing size that both C.N. and Kiran found it easier to define the group in terms of 

whom it is not typically comprised. In C.N.’s view, it is less common to find recent 

or temporary migrants with no family connection to the city joining the group’s 

community, whilst Kiran suggested that although it is a ‘very mixed group’ there are 

few teenage members: ‘It is a slightly mature audience in that sense’. As Lee 

reported in her article, when group membership stood at 5,000 in 2013 Kiran 

‘guesstimated’ that ‘20% of the members are based aboard, 20% in other Indian 

cities and the remaining 3,000 members live in Bangalore’ (ibid: 31). With more 

than 30,000 members today it is somewhat harder to make estimates. As such, 

although the group is contributed to by a large number of people and, in the words of 

one administrator, is ‘not meant to be an exclusive kind of thing’, it is important to 

recognise that exclusionary factors are always at work in any community regardless 

of the intentions of the community gatekeepers and members. BPBA, although not 

employing any explicit restrictions on membership, is primarily contributed to by 

individuals who are able to (often nostalgically) recall Bengaluru before the IT 

revolution took full hold and who are able to engage through the English language 

with discourses of heritage, history, memory and visual culture via the Internet. 

There are therefore structuring factors of the group that influence not only 

membership but also how ‘active’ one’s membership might be.  

Consequently, the history and heritage that the group produces is, 

unavoidably, deeply positioned: framed, selected, edited and narrated based upon the 

experiences of the group members. In this light, the group offers its members a 

platform for their own personal experiences of the past such that memories, sites and 

things can be shared, narrated, sequenced, repurposed and linked across collective 

experiences and understandings of urban change. These are aspects of the past that 

my interlocutors told me are all too often ignored by academic texts, the media, the 
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government and people unfamiliar with the city. These are stories and experiences of 

the past that are not recorded in formalised, official outlets but which are nonetheless 

crucial to the contributors’ relationships with the city that emerge from emotionally 

charged, embodied memories and relationships with things and spaces. As Iyer, 

herself a member of BPBA (Gumari 2013: n.p), stated: all cities are ‘palimpsests’ 

(2016: n.p.): ‘The demolition of these old houses and traditional markets [etc.] erases 

these markers of memory, severs the city’s links with its past and leaves its people 

feeling unmoored’, lost-at-sea in the transformative tide of ‘glitzy modernity’ (ibid). 

Iyer continued that one need only ‘browse through social media’ in order to find 

evidence for ‘a search for rootedness’ (ibid). In BPBA digital things are combined 

with historical information, and personal and collective memories as a kind of 

‘rooting’ to counteract such experiences of being ‘unmoored’.  

Whilst, as outlined above, there are genealogical connections between picture 

postcards and social media, it may seem ironic to use social media, a technology 

made possible by IT, to nostalgically document things from the city’s past before the 

IT revolution. However, this can be understood as symptomatic of the complex 

demands, frictions and possibilities of urban dwelling that cause such apparent 

contradictions to abound. Some BPBA members work in the IT industry, whilst 

Mansoor designs the very buildings he associates with Bengaluru’s transformation. 

Although group member Aliyeh (introduced in chapter four) explained that she is 

desperately saddened by the loss of Bengaluru’s past identities and material heritage, 

she also told me she remembers her youth in the then ‘provincial’ Bengaluru as 

characterised by a yearning for a Levi’s shop so she and her friends could buy bell-

bottom jeans. For Rohit, one of the collectors introduced in chapter two and also an 

avid member of BPBA, the urban development of Bengaluru cannot be wholly 

derided for it has also bought restaurants serving every type of cuisine, a heightened 

sense of ‘cosmopolitanism’ and greater employment opportunities. For C.N., 

although newer residents to the city have contributed to its congestion and the 

weakening of community connect, he does not hold resentment towards these 

individuals for whom Bengaluru is a city of employment opportunities just as other 

Indian cities were for him when he worked in them many years ago: ‘Kolkata has a 

very rich history, it was the first capital of the British Empire, but for me it was a 

transactional place’. Likewise, in Bengaluru there is ‘a whole population of people 

[…] for whom it makes no sense at all’. To be able to hold such seemingly 
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contradictory positions simultaneously epitomises the way in which cities and their 

inhabitants often end up with complex stories that resist simple linearity, particularly 

in moments of rapid urban transformation (AbdouMaliq and Pieterse 2017).  

BPBA therefore offers a way to both produce and ‘navigate through all these 

different stories [making] unusual connections’ (ibid: 1-2). These connections are 

formed between multiple past and contemporary experiences, between different 

things, and between online and offline spaces. When asking Rohit why he joined the 

group, he explained that ‘it’s good fun [because] you learn so much about your own 

city’. This is a form of learning that is a ‘generative and practice-based’ process in 

which memories, things and different aspects of the past ‘become aligned and 

contested’ (McFarlane 2011: 1) thereby assembling a living archive of the city.  

 

5.3. ‘No Random Nostalgia’: debating and curating nostalgia 
 
When looking at posts in BPBA, it is impossible not to be struck by the nostalgia that 

seems to radiate from it. Comments frequently proliferate that express a longing for 

the city’s quiet, scenic past and a sense that these characteristics have become 

lacking as time has passed. Members write of Bengaluru’s former ‘paradise’-like 

status and stark contrasts are often established between this and the ‘mess’ of the 

city’s present situation. In both the offline and online spaces of Bengaluru I 

frequently encountered the use of phrases like ‘the good old days’, ‘the halcyon 

days’ and ‘the bygone days’. Despite nostalgia’s pervasive presence, however, 

critiques of the sentiment, recognitions of anachronistic approaches to the past, 

statements on the positive attributes of the present and calls to link nostalgia to 

concrete information about the city are also present within the group. In a blog post 

on an online city guide, Ramjee Chandran is emphatic in his condemnation of 

nostalgia in the city, stating that ‘almost everyone who writes about Bengaluru writes 

with wistfulness; their reminiscing is gentle humour set in the melancholy of a black 

and white photo’ (n.d.: n.p.). The description of BPBA itself includes a regulation in 

the form of the capitalised and exclamatory statement ‘NO RANDOM 

NOSTALGIA!’ As such, nostalgia clearly holds a somewhat ambivalent position in 

both the city at large and the group as a fine (and hard to define) line is invoked 

between, on the one hand, its capacity as a motivational force behind the sharing of 

information and the preservation of heritage, and, on the other hand, ‘random 
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nostalgia’ that is deemed unconducive to processes of learning and archiving the 

city.  

In many ways, this multifaceted relationship with nostalgia is a reflection of 

broader debates within academia around the concept. For many years nostalgia was 

not considered deserving of close analysis, but was instead disregarded as a ‘social 

disease’ and a hindrance to more worthy historical enquiry (Stewart 1984: ix). It was 

not until the effects of postmodernism and the literary turn of the 1970s and 1980s 

took hold, that nostalgia began to be studied seriously not as ‘bad history’ but as 

reflective of complex experiences in the present (Angé and Berliner 2015: 4).83 

Consequently, various definitions and nuances have been applied to the term making 

it somewhat heteroglossic (ibid: 5). Nostalgia can, however, be broadly defined as a 

‘longing for what is lacking in a changed present’ (Keightley and Pickering 2012: 

122), a ‘sadness without an object’ (Stewart 1984: 23). Emily Keightley and Michael 

Pickering explore this in more depth and suggest that nostalgia is comprised of three 

temporal orientations – longing, lack and loss. The first, longing, is oriented towards 

the past. Lack is oriented towards the present. And the final, loss, is ‘longitudinal as 

it involves a movement or transition from the past to the present’ (2012: 114). It is 

only when longing, lack and loss occur together that nostalgia emerges, though the 

combination of these three orientations will vary depending upon the specific context 

(ibid: 117). By recognising these three orientations these authors suggest we can 

recover nostalgia from the negative readings of it as malaise. In her essay on 

nostalgia in Bengaluru, Jisha Menon notes that ‘the suspicion that the everyday life 

in the city has deteriorated post-liberalisation, traffics in a politicised reflective 

nostalgia’ (2012: 251). Consequently, nostalgia within BPBA clearly exhibits the 

three temporalities through assembling stories of the past, producing a dynamic 

critique of the present and addressing concerns with the future based upon the 

subject positions and experiences of its members (Keightley and Pickering 2012: 

112).  

This was made particularly apparent during my first meeting with the group 

founder, C.N., which took place at the Indian Coffee House on Church Street. When 

I arrived, he explained that he had chosen this location because it is a place we would 

																																																								
83 It is also important to note that nostalgia is inherent within the history of anthropology as 
evidenced by early anthropological endeavours of ‘salvage’ and ‘preservation’, elements of 
which continue in the present-day (Angé and Berliner 2015: 4). 
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be able to talk without too much noise or disturbance. However, it quickly became 

apparent that C.N. also associated the café with a nostalgic ‘bygone Bangalore’. 

Unlike CCD, discussed in other chapters, which cultivates an image of urban, global 

coffee consumption, the Indian Coffee House is a co-operative chain that takes its 

place alongside Koshy’s as one of the city’s iconic restaurants. Originally established 

in 1957 on M.G. Road (Indian Coffee House n.d.) the restaurant was forced to move 

to its current location on Church Street in 2009 after the co-operative ‘lost a legal 

battle with the owner of the building’ (Muthannal 2014: n.p). It became evident that 

C.N. felt this forced relocation meant it did not, indeed could not, live up to its 

former atmosphere and character as a fixture of M.G. Road before Namma Metro 

came.  

The setting I found myself in therefore seemed an apt symbol of the changes 

Bengaluru (and in particular M.G. Road) has gone through and the importance my 

interlocutors invest in particular, symbolically loaded sites in the present. As we 

sipped sweet coffee in this location C.N. continued to explain that whenever he 

would visit Indian Coffee House on M.G. Road before the city’s rapid growth he 

would know at least five people. ‘But today when I come here’, he continued, ‘I 

don’t know anyone. The city has so many people that you can’t have that 

connection’. When I asked C.N. why he established BPBA, his answer also seemed 

to encompass the complex and ambivalent relationship to nostalgia outlined above. 

‘Just, perhaps, […] to do with nostalgia’, was his initial response, which seemed to 

me a modest trivialisation of the group and the work that it performs. However, hot-

on-the-heels of this short, simple explanation, C.N. offered a much more complex 

reasoning that linked this nostalgic drive to what he believes is the group’s potential 

and significance: 

The motivation for starting it was that we do not have a heritage 
preservation policy. The consequence of that is that the city I grew up in 
was slowly disappearing. I thought it was important, even if we do not 
have a heritage preservation policy, at least we should record images of 
the city as it existed – the architecture and buildings and people – all 
aspects of the city and how people relate to it [….]. That was the 
motivation: How do you preserve the heritage of the city with its diverse 
aspects without actually having to work for a heritage authority? The 
second [reason], of course, was that you should also give an opportunity 
for people to relate to the city as it existed – perhaps their ancestors or 
family. Because you see the kinds of conversations that take place and 
it’s all kinds of diverse relations.  
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‘Just’ nostalgia is therefore complicated through connection with an attempt to 

provide an unofficial solution to the lack of heritage conservation policy in the city 

and offer (certain) Bengalureans an opportunity to connect with the city through its 

past and its material things. Mansoor, one of the group’s admins, explained that on a 

visit to Delhi several years ago he was astonished by the thousands of monuments 

the city had to offer and felt dismayed that his own city seemed so historically 

lacking. Since becoming actively involved in heritage walks and joining BPBA, 

however, he has learnt of his own city’s rich past and heritage, and has contributed to 

a process of collective learning about such monuments as ‘Newmarket, which is now 

Russell Market, Ibrahim Khan’s tomb, Hamid Shah’s tomb’ (Mansoor Ali in Karthik 

2013: n.p).  

Nostalgia is therefore critically assessed whilst simultaneously situated as the 

root of learning, narrating and assembling the city’s past and heritage in the present. 

The word itself frequently appears on the group ‘thread’, as members self-assign the 

label of ‘nostalgia’ to their emotional and mnemonic experiences. Consequently, 

whilst nostalgia pervades much of the discussion on the group, the fact that it is 

frequently self-labelled by members demonstrates its capacity to go beyond malaise 

to be reflectively deployed as a ‘self-conscious relationship with history’ (Bonnett 

and Alexander 2012: 393). As such, whilst any historical discourse or practice is 

exclusionary of certain positionalities, experiences and politics, what BPBA also 

alerts us to the internal debates and reflectivity that can occur in local history groups. 
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Moreover, in some instances nostalgia is not only fleetingly referenced but is 

actively discussed. A post by Kiran from 2014 of an 1880s albumen print84 of St 

Mark’s Cathedral (figure 5.3) sparked a thread of comments that went on to debate 

both the place of nostalgia within the group and the purview of the group as a whole. 

Kiran wrote in his comment that ‘we are seeing a lot of “new” pix here and unless 

they lead to threads of bygone interest, we may have to filter since dozens of them 

being posted at a time tend towards spam’. A discussion ensued regarding whether 

admin approval of all posts should be instigated, but it is telling that the 

administrators did not privately conduct this discussion and that the expansion of 

their control was resisted in favour of deleting posts deemed irrelevant or illustrative 

of unproductive nostalgia. When asked by another member to explain what is 

considered ‘random nostalgia’ Kiran replied, 

I guess we’re talking about relevance rather than date – so a recent pic of 
a significant locale or local event or tradition (with some notes 
preferably) would be fine…but recent, blurry-random pix of the 
pavement one played on as a kid, with smiley teary eulogies to “those 
days”, which may at best bring about a couple of likes and comments by 

																																																								
84 An albumen print refers to a type of photographic print that uses albumen (from egg 
whites) to bind chemicals to the photographic paper.  

Figure 5.3. 1880s Albumen Print of St Mark’s Church. Shared in the Facebook group 
‘Bangalore – photos from a bygone age’. [digital image] 2014. Kiran Natarajan. 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/bygonebangalore/ [15.01.2018] 
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chaddi dosts […] are unfortunately just that [winky face]. Unless that 
pavement had one stone from the destroyed cenotaph…  
 

In this statement Kiran suggests that nostalgia, whilst a motivational factor of the 

group, must be deployed in a way that extends beyond ‘random’ personal memories 

and experiences to the wider collective community of the group and beyond ‘chaddi 

dosts’ [close friends] to contribute to the process of learning, recording and 

assembling the city’s past. However, despite this attempt to distinguish between 

different ‘types’ of nostalgia, in practice this distinction is blurry within the space of 

the group, making clear the challenges of determining where the personal becomes 

the collective and where memory becomes history.  

Significantly, Kiran did not invoke a temporal line: recent photographs are 

acceptable, as are recent histories, so long as they contribute to knowledge about the 

city’s past. Reflective of this is the fact that, whilst BPBA certainly does not 

represent all histories of Bengaluru, posts are drawn from a large temporal range and 

various locations in the city, further suggesting that nostalgia is something more 

complex than looking to the past in a simple, singular, flat way.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The 2017 colour version of the group’s banner image, produced by Kiran, (figure 

5.4.) itself illustrates the temporal and spatial diversity of nostalgia within the group 

through its use of six different images taken from both picture postcards and 

photographs: Attara Kacheri from the 1980s, M.G. Road from the 1960s, Ulsoor lake 

from the 1970s, City Market from the 1930s, Ashoka Pillar from the 1940s and Lal 

Bagh Road from the 1910s. But the group also invokes much more temporally 

distant events, people and things, for example the city’s memorial stones that date 

Figure 5.4. Updated, colour banner image of the Facebook group ‘Bangalore – photos from 
a bygone age’. [digital image] 2017. Kiran Natarajan. Available at: 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/bygonebangalore/ [23.07.2017] 
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from the 7th to 12th centuries (figure 5.5.). Whilst these more remote periods of the 

past have not been personally experienced by members, their material remnants in 

the present in the form of stones, statues, temples etc. are part of experiences of 

locality, heritage and nostalgia that become digitally mobilised in the group. 

Consequently, whilst nostalgia certainly pervades the group, many of the posts are 

not linked to a specific, limited time period or personal, nostalgic memories but 

rather digitise a range of stories, things, histories and places related to Bengaluru.  

Frequently, a dividing temporal line is drawn at the 1990s when the IT 

industry took hold or the early 2000s when Namma Metro began construction. 

However, the line is by no means fixed and we also see posts relating to more recent 

experiences and events in the city, such as when Kiran shared a photograph of the 

interior of the space-themed NASA Pub located on Church Street from the early 

1990s: ‘NASA Pub shut down sometime in 2010’, his comment read, ‘but one can 

still always timetravel into it here ;)’. Whilst building on post-1990s nostalgic 

experiences of the city’s famous pub culture, Kiran’s use of a winky face emoji 

simultaneously indicates a certain reflective satire of his own invocation of nostalgic 

‘time travel’.   

The debate around and deployment of nostalgia within the group therefore 

signals the complexity of differentiating between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ nostalgia (Bonnet 

and Alexander 2012: 393), and supports Rebecca Wheeler’s assertion that nostalgia 

can be used by local history groups to enable ‘place attachment’ and ‘foster a sense 

of continuity and offer an adaptive strategy for long-term residents who have 

witnessed change’ (2017: 468). In the context of BPBA, self-conscious debates about 

nostalgia suggest just such an ‘adaptive strategy’ in response to what Iyer describes 

as ‘feeling unmoored’. As Lee notes from her observations of BPBA, whilst certain 

discussions in the group highlight the importance of the city’s pre-colonial history, 

others suggest that colonial-era architecture and planning cannot be simply 

understood as ‘a British imposition’ but must instead be thought of as locally 

inflected and meaningful parts of the urban landscape. Consequently, rather than 

being defined by an unreflective Raj nostalgia of the kind Brosius discusses in her 

book on middle class consumption practices (2010), certain posts to BPBA ‘question 

the relevance of terms such as “colonial” and “postcolonial” and encourage a more 

complex and integrative assessment of the past, and an avoidance of overused 

academic categories and terminology’ (Lee 2013: 35), such that a range of aspects 
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from the past intersect. When we think of the group and the images circulating 

within it as things, it is therefore possible to free nostalgia from a specific temporal 

or material focus. Instead, it emerges as a ‘fluid, plural and active social force’ 

(Wheeler 2017: 472) that is as much to do with experiences of rapid urban change in 

the present as it is with any narrowly defined, specific past.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In her discussion of a local history group in Martham, the U.K., Wheeler 

states that ‘[t]he circulation of photographs, stories and, historical materials within 

the community provides people with a sense of inclusion and belonging, thereby 

incorporating them into the “story” of Martham’ (2017: 478). Nostalgia, I argue, is 

similarly deployed within BPBA as a means of establishing connection with the city 

in a time of rapid change. As such, whilst Wheeler notes that the ‘political aspects of 

local history groups’ cannot be ignored since their composition is ‘typically elite’ 

Figure 5.5. A memorial stone, shared on the Facebook group ‘Bangalore –photos from a 
bygone age’. [digital image] 2016. Mansoon Ali. Available at: 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/bygonebangalore/ [12.09.2017]  
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(ibid: 467), we must also recognise their capacity to enable a particular group of 

people to connect with the place identified as home, particularly given the 

etymological roots of the term ‘nostalgia’ from the Greek nostos meaning 

‘homecoming’ (Blunt 2003: 720). As Iyer explained with regards to BPBA, ‘posting 

their memories and photographs on these groups gives people a sense of shared 

history and belonging’ (2016: n.p).  

When asked about the types of images and information shared on the group, 

C.N. indicated the importance of this ‘shared history’ and ‘belonging’ when he 

explained the popularity of certain posts in terms of members’ ability to ‘relate’ to 

them: 

I think it’s diverse, but I also think a lot of it has to do with images that 
members relate to. For example, M.G. road has, because of the metro, 
undergone a major transformation. So, every time an image of M.G. 
Road comes up everyone relates; one image I put up got 1200 likes. And 
across generations people are able to relate. […] People’s personal 
histories come in. Personalities who perhaps formed the city, who 
influenced the way the city grew, so there is a lot of history that comes 
out of it that is triggered off by these images. 
 

This observation, I suggest, points to the now widely acknowledged understanding 

that local knowledge cannot be disentangled from ‘knowledge of how to produce and 

reproduce locality under conditions of anxiety and entropy, social-wear and flux, 

ecological uncertainty and cosmic volatility’ (Johnson and Schneider 2013: 234). As 

a result, crucial to the capacity of the nostalgic mode of engagement to evince 

rootedness and a sense of belonging in a rapidly changing Bengaluru is the pre-

requisite of local knowledge: the ability to ‘relate’ to an image of M.G. road, as C.N. 

explained. By interacting in a nostalgic mode, and sharing local knowledge and 

experiences of Bengaluru, I suggest that members are incorporated into the ‘stories’ 

of Bengaluru. As one group member informed me, he has reduced his contributions 

to the group after feeling that all people did was click ‘like’ rather than properly 

engage with his posts. For some members, therefore, the group is about more than 

simply posting images. Instead, for some, sharing knowledge and engaging with 

others in an active learning process within the digital space is of vital importance. 

Sharing images that trigger personal histories on a collective scale and forge 

connection with the city are therefore crucial. But more than this, the ability to share 

images, memories and historical information is intrinsically connected to the 

production and demonstration of locality. 
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Further contributing to constructions of locality, or what Meera Iyer 

described as attempts to ‘anchor’ oneself in a changing cityscape (2016: n.p.), are 

posts that advertise current heritage events taking place in the city, posts that evoke 

sensorial encounters and posts that recall contemporary navigation of the city’s 

streets. Both nostalgia and Facebook, in this sense, work towards a restructuring of 

time and memory as ‘spatial and involving organic participation’ (2009: 2). Since the 

early days of social media, there have been debates around its erosion of the strong 

bonds of community and experiences of locality (Hodkinson 2017: 204). In addition, 

it has been argued that a digitisation and the retreat into ‘cyberspace’ has produced a 

decoupling, an un-mapping of physical and social space (Ife 2013: 1, 39) such that 

cities are ‘becoming dematerialised in people’s imaginations’ (Light 1999: 120). 

Such critiques are not unheard of in relation to BPBA and speak further to the 

frictions of heritage discussed in chapter four. In the words of one collector and 

group member, ‘they keep talking but I wish they would use this space, save 

something’. Alongside such critiques, however, are instances when BPBA 

demonstrates nostalgia and social media’s capacity to foster connect and rootedness 

to the city (Diamantaki 2014: 260). In these instances, BPBA works to counter the 

experience of living in ‘a city without a place attached to it’ (Sorkin 1992: xi) that is 

so prevalent in contexts of intense urbanisation. As Miller has argued, Facebook is 

intimately informed by and connected with offline spaces (2011: 163). 

The most discernible example of the group’s extension into offline space is 

the exhibition at the Rangoli Metro Arts Centre on M.G. Road (discussed in chapter 

four). Aside from this, however, it is not uncommon to find posts on the group 

advertising heritage walks, lectures, etc. and encouraging members to attend. In 

2015, I discovered multiple events taking place in the city through my regular visits 

to the BPBA group page, from World Heritage Day celebrations to be held by 

INTACH and the ASI, to a heritage conservation workshop, to heritage walks and to 

historically inspired art installations. In December, for example, a post in the group 

mimicked graffiti that I had seen springing up across walls in the city (figure 5.6.) 

that asked ‘Mohan kaun?’ [who is Mohan?] The post was advertising a mixed-media 

installation entitled Myself Mohan 1909 taking place in an old house that would tell 

the story of the building and the generations who lived there, thus raising awareness 

about the abandonment of heritage buildings. More recently, as demolitions of 

heritage structures have continued to take place (for example Krumbiegel Hall in Lal 
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Bagh)85 the group has increasingly become a space to rally resistance to what is 

experienced as the negative effect of the city’s development and poor urban planning 

through sharing newspaper articles and proposals about heritage loss, protests and 

signature campaigns.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Other posts evoke sensations, tastes and motion, such that visual fragments of 

the past are linked across time into embodied experiences of the present. With a 1910 

picture postcard of South Parade (figure 5.7.) Kiran tempted group members to ‘Just 

jump into the pic and take a walk back in time through that cool path this hot 

summer [smiley face]’. This sensorially evocative post not only links an historical 

image to the warm weather being experienced in 2017 but it also plays into 

contemporary discourses of the effect of urban growth on the famous ‘salubrious’ 

climate of Bengaluru. When sharing photographs of the past proprietors of one of the 

city’s iconic and still standing bakeries, Mansoor similarly evoked a sensorial 

experience when he listed the ‘many tasty’ baked goods he had enjoyed there, from 

‘rich plum cake’ to ‘tasty puff[s]’, making my mouth water as I recalled my own 

experience of visiting a local bakery. 

 

 

 

 
																																																								
85 Krumbeigel Hall was a 100 year-old lecture hall located in Lal Bagh gardens that took its 
name from the landscape gardener Gustav Krumbiegel referred to in chapter one. It was 
demolished in 2017 after being declared beyond repair. The demolition garnered much 
attention in both print media and BPBA.  

Figure 5.6. Graffiti on a wall in Bengaluru advertising a heritage art installation. 
[photograph] 2015. Emily Stevenson. 
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A connection to embodied movement in Bengaluru is further evinced through 

posts that share contemporary photographs taken by members on walks through the 

city’s streets, offering digital corollaries to the heritage walks discussed in chapter 

four, as well as less formalised experiences of emplaced movement. After 

accompanying Bakula on a search through the streets in Chickpet neighbourhood,86 I 

found that photographs from our exploratory morning had been shared in the group 

(figure 5.8.). As an artist who takes inspiration from and paints on top of old 

ephemera, Bakula was keen to find out more about the address on several bazaar 

cards87 a friend had given her and I quickly jumped at the chance to accompany her 

on her search. Arriving at the area early one morning, we wound our way through the 

narrow streets, asking again and again for directions to a specific address, our eyes 

wandering into shops and up winding staircases attached to old facades. Our search 

																																																								
86 As previously mentioned, Chickpet is an area in the pre-colonial part of the city known for 
its multiple market areas and the busy shopping street ‘Avenue Road’.  
87	Illustrated advertising postcards used primarily by business traders in markets, hence the 
name ‘bazaar cards’ (Agarwal n.d.).	

Figure 5.7. Digitally remediated picture postcard of South Parade from the 1910s, shared 
on the Facebook group ‘Bangalore – photos from a bygone age’. [digital image] 2017. 
Kiran Natarajan. https://www.facebook.com/groups/bygonebangalore/ [25.11.2017] 
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ended unsuccessfully but throughout the morning Bakula took photographs of the 

architecture ‘hidden’ in the area. Later, as I explored the Facebook group, I saw that 

Bakula had posted a selection of the photographs she had taken to the group, 

accompanying them with a message that hinted at nostalgia for the city (figure 5.8.). 

Such posts evince a longitudinal movement between past and present as discussed by 

Keightley and Pickering (2012: 114), and demonstrate the ways in which the online 

and offline become ‘entangle[d]’ in processes of emplacement and heritage 

production (Stuedahl and Mörtberg 2012: 122).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By advertising events, layering representations of various spaces in the city, 

evoking sensorial experiences and sharing contemporary photographs captured in 

moments of movement through the city, the group therefore works to reinforce a 

sense of locality, heritage and connect in Bengaluru, (re)positioning the city as a 

knowable place that can be learnt and navigated as opposed to a disorienting 

metropolis. As Lee stated, by becoming a member of the group, she was able to 

become ‘part of a network of local knowledge that extends beyond the Facebook 

Figure 5.8. Avenue Road and the surrounding streets, shared on the Facebook group 
‘Bangalore – photos from a bygone age’. [digital image] 2016. Bakula Nayak. Available at: 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/bygonebangalore/ [17.06.2016] 
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website and into the urban reality of the city’ (2013: 34). Online and offline can, 

therefore, no longer be thought of as distinct and must instead be explored in terms 

of their complex interrelationship (Georgakopoulou and Silioti 2016: 5).  

In the case of BPBA, the boundaries often assumed between online and 

offline, digital and physical are broken down in the process of (re)mediating things 

and sharing lived experiences. Nostalgia is therefore not only ‘random’. Rather, by 

allowing for a self-reflective engagement with the past and encounters with heritage 

in the present, nostalgia can be mobilised as a means of ‘restor[ing] the sense of 

collective memory’ amongst a particular community of Bengalureans (Silberman and 

Purser 2012: 17). Nostalgia in this context ‘creatively reassemble[s] fragments from 

certain shared elements of the past into a dynamic, reflective expression of 

contemporary identity’ (ibid: 16). It is the creativity and fluid nature of this 

nostalgically motivated process of assembling the city’s past that I will now explore 

as we encounter copyright, remediation, inter-ocularity and inter-textuality within 

this group as a nostalgically motivated living archive.  

 

5.4. Nostalgia, social media and the living archive: assembling and curating 
through multiple temporalities  
 
The multiple temporalities of nostalgic discourse played out in BPBA may at first 

seem incompatible with assembling an archive. Similarly, Facebook also fosters a 

temporality of multiplicity and hybridity that moves swiftly and continuously 

between past and present in a way that could be deemed challenging to archival 

work. Whilst Miller states that it is the experience of ‘Facebook time as narrative 

time’ (2011: 192) that is crucial to this form of social media, Anne Kaun and Fredrik 

Stiernstedt suggest that Facebook’s format is actually structured such that it allows 

for only limited, fragmented narrative and thus only ‘a partial stability of memory’ 

(2014: 1162). The medium’s format, they observe, continuously urges the 

proliferation of new posts that ‘push old stories out of sight’ and offers few 

opportunities for archival processes of ‘ordering and indexing’ (ibid: 1160-1161). 

This produces ‘ephemerality, “liveliness” and flow’ rather than ‘remembrance and 

preservation’ (ibid). It is for this reason that they suggest the Facebook group they 

studied developed a generalised nostalgia with limited possibilities as ‘personal 

archive or […] a site for collective memory work’ (ibid). Certainly, BPBA is like 

other Facebook groups in that the medium’s structure lends itself to only rudimentary 
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organisation.88 However, Kaun and Stiernstedt’s critiques of Facebook’s archival 

limitations only stand when we hold to a traditional conception of the archive as 

material, official and static with clear-cut and comprehensively implemented 

indexing: when we adopt Hall’s (2008) the concept of the living archive the multiple 

temporalities inherent to both nostalgia and Facebook no longer stand at odds with 

an archival project. Unlike traditional archives, those that are ‘living’ involve on-

going processes of ‘reawakening and reanimating’ (Vaughan 2016: 228). Thinking 

of a nostalgic Facebook group as a living archive therefore alerts us to the capacity 

of both nostalgia and social media to provoke remembrance, narrative and 

preservation in ways that are informal, fluid, on-going and digital. 

The role of the group as a form of archive is perhaps epitomised by the 

regulation ‘[p]lease mention the sources of photos/videos and any other material 

posted; no copyright violations please’. Kiran highlighted the importance of 

providing information alongside images when he explained that a primary job of the 

administrators is to ‘curate’, invoking the notion of an archive with curators, 

archivists, donors and visitors.89 The majority of posts to the group provide some 

level of source or copyright information, making the group more than a ‘random’ and 

wholly un-curated, un-managed amalgam. Additionally, some individuals choose to 

add comments or watermarks to images they upload so as to ensure they are credited 

as the photographer and/or owner of the thing imaged. Whilst the copyright of 

picture postcard images and photographs from the early 20th century has expired, 

collectors own the physical cards in their collections and, particularly when edited, 

can claim copyright for specific reproductions. This is something further complicated 

by the fact that Facebook itself has license to use all images uploaded to it (Smith O. 

2013: n.p). This demonstrates that the group is a form of archive where copyright 

and credit are taken seriously but it also indicates the complex understandings and 

navigations of copyright when dealing with digital, online remediations of ‘old’ 

media as ‘new’ media in a non-traditional archival format.  

																																																								
88 Early on during my research some of the groups’ administrators hoped that I would be 
able to utilise my research resources to ‘formalise’ and ‘order’ the group’s holdings. This 
was one instance in which I felt the uncomfortable tug of an uneven relationship between 
researcher and research subjects since ordering the Facebook group was something I was 
unable to offer to my interlocutors. 
89 Jussi Parikka notes that the interconnection between the digital and the archive is apparent 
even in computer and online lexicon where words such as ‘trash’, ‘notes’, ‘bookmarks’, 
‘albums’, and even ‘archive’ itself have been appropriated (2013: 1). 
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As such, it is clear that despite Facebook’s apparent archival ‘limitations’, 

members of BPBA actively employ strategies for ordering the group’s holdings that 

demonstrate the ability of such digital, living archives to organically adjust to both 

the opportunities and challenges presented by digital and social media. Such efforts 

align with features of the archive and demonstrate the administrators’ close attention 

to the group’s role and capacity in view of Facebook’s ‘technological and 

institutional affordances’ (Kaun and Stiernstedt 2014: 1154). However, the fact that 

within the group acknowledgement of copyright is not standardised and that the 

boundaries between the categories of archivist, curator, etc. are frequently blurred 

frees the group from some of the constraints of a traditional archive and endears it 

towards fluidity. 

In chapter two I introduced preconceptions of the archive as a darkened, quiet 

room filled with boxes and files, catalogues and careful compilations of physical 

things. Within academia this image of archives has, however, been increasingly 

complicated in recent years. As archivists began to integrate digital technologies into 

their practice so too did postmodernism urge them to question the archive as a 

‘naturally occurring phenomenon that archivists inherit’ (Lane and Hill 2011: 4). In 

this context of fundamental changes to archives and archival work, Adrian 

Cunningham has proposed the notion of the ‘post-custodial’ archive to suggest that 

in the present-day we must embrace the opportunities offered for community led, 

local archival programmes (2011: 173).  

In addition, with the Internet has come the capacity ‘to make ordinary 

individuals into public archivists of their own histories by allowing them to post 

texts, images, blogs, videos – historical documents, in other words - of their own 

making’ (King 2011: 23). In light of this, discussions around archives are now 

engaging with the dissolution of clear-cut distinctions between producer and 

consumer that has been present within media studies for some time. With the advent 

of ‘Web 3.0’ the distinction between archivists (producers) and users of archives 

(consumers) becomes even hazier (Cox 2011: 229). Just as I noted in chapter two 

that picture postcards must be thought of as both nouns and verbs (Schwartz 2011: 

74), BPBA demonstrates that we must also shift from thinking of archives as passive 

to active (Lane and Hill 2011: 10). Hall’s discussion of the living archive is 

particularly useful here in its recognition that ‘what we might call the field of the 

archive is marked by rupture, significant breaks, transformations, new and 
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unpredicted departures’ (Hall 2008: 91). Thus, whilst Kaun and Stiernstedt regarded 

Facebook’s tendency towards the proliferation of posts, its limited capacity to order 

and fragmentary narrative as a challenge to the creation of an archive, these very 

features are ideally suited to the development of a living archive.  

It is also vital to recognise that such archives are shifting, socially engaged 

constructions that involve selection, emphasis and erasure of certain parts of the past. 

In her essay on a German Facebook group, similar to BPBA, Mechtild Stock 

discusses the usability of such Facebook groups as ‘datasets’ of historical sources 

that may be challenging to the historian because of their bias, subjectivities and 

inaccuracies (2016: 216). Through this she fruitfully demonstrates that cultural 

heritage institutions and scholars should take such groups seriously as forms of 

micro-history (ibid: 210–211). However, when examining groups such as BPBA, it 

may be less fruitful to attempt to determine the ‘reliability’ of the group from the 

perspective of a historian. As Lee has stated in her study of BPBA, if the group’s 

content was transformed into an ‘searchable database […] much would be gained for 

efficient historical research, but much of the spontaneity and vitality of the current 

constellation would be lost’ (2013: 38). By taking an anthropological approach to 

local history social media groups we are therefore freed from reducing them to 

notions of ‘reliability’ and ‘efficiency’. We are able to engage with them as 

fragmentary and continuously constructed living archives diffused with subjectivities 

that can tell us much about the relationship between past and present. In this sense, 

BPBA reveals a community’s attempt to counter their experience of the 

marginalisation of certain past materialities and identities in the wake of the IT 

industry.  

Through BPBA, unofficial histories are shared and prompt a kind of social 

research or archaeological digging into digitised fragments of the city’s past. Two 

particular picture postcards from Rohit’s collection show Trinity Circle, located at 

the opposite end of M.G. Road from Koshy’s. Rohit shared both these picture 

postcard images as a single post on the Facebook group, prompting discussion with 

his comment that ‘Trinity Church…check the two photographs from similar 

views…the lovely lamp-post goes missing from what was the “Trinity Circle” ’ 

(figure 5.9.). Several comments ensued which offered personal memories as a means 

of investigating the case of the missing lamppost. From an outside perspective, the 

discussion of when a lamppost was erected and when it disappeared may seem an 
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innocuous and perhaps even trivial subject matter, a strange emphasis or selection of 

little importance to a city’s broader history or present-day concerns. However, the 

Facebook group’s very significance is in its presentation and discussion of multiple, 

specific aspects of Bengaluru. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For Rohit and the other BPBA members who commented on his post, this lamppost 

is connected to the broader history of electricity in the city, to memories of well-

maintained traffic circles and stories of disappearing heritage sites, whilst the picture 

postcards themselves are connected to prior modes of communication and 

photographic representation. As such, unlike official, traditional archives beholden to 

themes, funding requirements and storage capacity, this Facebook group is able to 

produce a diverse living archive of a city rooted in local knowledge and experiences. 

The fluidity of Facebook’s temporality further enables a digital, unofficial living 

archive as it encourages the proliferation of new posts and, thus, new connections 

(Kaun and Stiernstedt 2014: 1161).  

Figure 5.9. Picture postcards of Trinity Church and Trinity Circle, shared on theFacebook 
group ‘Bangalore – photos from a bygone age’. [digital image] 2014. Rohit Hangal. 
Available at: https://www.facebook.com/groups/bygonebangalore/ [13.05.2016] 
. 
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Mansoor is also a frequent contributor who, as mentioned in chapter two, 

spends his spare time in the evenings searching for old images and pieces of 

information online before sharing them with the group. In a post of a picture postcard 

of the Blighty Tea Rooms, already seen in chapter three as part of Rohit’s collection, 

Mansoor added a link to a newspaper article on the history of the tearooms. In the 

many comments that followed came a discussion about the etymology of the word 

‘Blighty’ along with questions and information about the post-colonial history of the 

building the tearoom was housed in. When posting a zoomed-in portion of another 

picture postcard, Kiran asked for guesses as to the identity of the building 

photographed, thereby inviting a form of collaborative, collective investigation and 

learning (figure 5.10.) Hence digitised picture postcards and other old things serve as 

opportunities to ‘crowd source’ information about local landmarks and businesses, 

producing a fluid living archive of images and locally embedded knowledge that can 

be continuously expanded. As a result, the group both inspires ‘archaeological’ work 

on the city and allows for a continuous, collaborative production of knowledge and 

narrative as people keep on adding comments to posts.  

By enabling members to write endless interconnecting comments below 

posts, ask one another questions, link posts to newspaper articles and websites, and 

refer back to previous posts, inter-textuality is continuously produced. In one post, 

Kiran, for example, made a link back to a previous post he had shared, urging people 

to read both in order to fully understand the narrative his words and images offered 

about the gates to the original city: ‘Also read my earlier post/article about the Siege 

of Bengaluru that began on that fateful dawn of the 7th and ended thru the terrible 

night of the 21st here [link inserted]’ (figure 5.11.). Even when such explicit links 

aren’t made, Facebook’s search facility allows group members to search for previous 

posts related to certain places, media, names or time periods etc., thereby forging 

their own inter-textual links. Therefore, whilst, as noted above, Facebook’s 

orientation towards the constant proliferation of new posts can hinder the 

development of smooth, unbroken narrative, it can conversely enable new, 

fragmentary and unexpected stories to be told, linked together and stitched into ‘a 

larger story’ (Kaun and Stiernstedt 2014: 1163).  

What is also important to reiterate, however, is that it is not just picture 

postcards that are shared on the group. As has already been evidenced, picture 

postcards circulate alongside a staggering variety of images in BPBA’s ‘discussion’ 
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page such as the photographs of Chickpet taken by Bakula, Mansoor’s photographs 

of temples and hero stones, as well as maps, photographs of everyday things, links to 

videos and more. As a result, this living archive is one of inter-ocularity as well as 

inter-textuality in which multifarious digitised things come together in an online 

space. Katharina Niemeyer argues that, although there has been only limited writing 

on nostalgia as it relates to different media, it is in fact a ‘mediated process’ due to 

the fact that ‘[m]edia, and new technologies in particular, can function as platforms, 

projection places and tools to express nostalgia’ (2014: 7).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.10. Digitally remediated and cropped picture postcard of Vani Vilas Hospital, 
shared on the Facebook 
group ‘Bangalore – photos from a bygone age’. [digital image] 2017. Kiran Natarajan. 
Available at: https://www.facebook.com/groups/bygonebangalore/ [02.02.2017] 
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Unlike the archetypal traditional archive (as outlined in chapter two) in which 

the contents are kept sequestered in drawers and cabinets, arranged by type and serial 

number, in BPBA various types of images are able to fluidly co-exist amongst one 

another, creatively linked and narrated by members in a multiplicity of ways. In this 

context, digitised picture postcards of Bengaluru are situated alongside a vast array 

of other images, some pertaining to the city’s colonial past and others not. This is 

particularly important given that ‘while nostalgia is thought of primarily as a form of 

longing for something no longer attainable […] it is made manifest primarily through 

material objects that are, in one form or another, obtainable’ (Bach 2015: 124). In the 

case of BPBA, picture postcards, statues, medals, cinema tickets etc. are made 

obtainable to all group members through the process of digitisation and online 

sharing which cultivate the fluidity and mutability of things. The role of the collector 

as an individual who obtains such things, ‘engag[ing] in salvage as a way of ordering 

time and space, of re-organising the suddenly disorganised present’ (ibid: 126), is 

Figure 5.11. Newspaper article on Yelahanka Gate, shared on the Facebook group 
‘Bangalore – photos from a bygone age’. [digital image] 2017. Kiran Natarajan. Available 
at: https://www.facebook.com/groups/bygonebangalore/ [24.03.2017].  
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therefore crucial. However, it is not only serious collectors who contribute. Rather, 

within BPBA there is the capacity for all members to become ‘mini-archivists’ 

(Parikka 2013: 2) when they share, explore and gather in an inter-ocular online 

space. 

We must, however, consider how digitisation may affect the role of things, 

such as picture postcards, in relation to nostalgia and heritage production. As 

Marshall McLuhan famously argued, the content of any medium is another medium 

(1964). For Bolter and Grusin, this refers to the complex ‘representation of one 

medium in another’, or ‘remediation’, introduced in the introduction to this thesis 

(2000: 45). This process of remediation is, they argue, a ‘defining characteristic of 

the new digital media age’ (ibid). They identify various levels to which digital media 

remediate ‘old’ media and note that in some cases digital media are utilised to enable 

greater access to ‘old’ media, such as photographs or paintings, in a way that evinces 

immediacy of experience. The ‘digital medium wants to erase itself’, they explain, 

‘so that the viewer stands in the same relationship to the content as she would if she 

were confronting the original medium’ (ibid). Having observed conversations about 

how to get the best quality scans or photographs of old things, it is evident that this 

form of remediation is prevalent in BPBA as a space in which members can see ‘old’ 

media and places that they would otherwise not be able to access. However, the 

erasure of the computer screen interface is never fully achievable and always makes 

its presence known ‘perhaps because the viewer must click a button or slide a bar to 

view a whole picture or perhaps because the digital image appears grainy or with 

untrue colours’ (ibid: 46). When looking through BPBA, one frequently encounters 

images that must be clicked on and expanded, whilst on other occasions comments 

about blurry image quality appear. Underneath a tinted photograph from 1917 (figure 

5.12.), for example, Kiran commented that ‘unfortunately the original pic is only 2x3 

inches or so, hence low resolution’. The relationship between viewer and medium is 

therefore unavoidably altered when that medium has been digitally remediated.  
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Whilst this could be used as an argument against the effectiveness of 

Facebook as an archival platform, it is not necessary that it be lamented as a failure 

of digital ‘new’ media to evince the immediacy of an ‘old’ medium. As noted by 

Hito Steyerl, although image quality and materiality may be diminished with 

digitisation, the digitised version gains the ability to travel further and with greater 

velocity (2009: n.p). Her definition of ‘the poor image [as] a copy in motion’ is 

particularly well suited to the digitisation and online circulation of picture postcards 

and other things, (ibid). Steyerl suggests that the phenomenon of digitisation urges us 

to reassess the ‘hierarchy of images’ that is based on sharpness and resolution and 

instead consider what opportunities poor images offer, such as wider reach and faster 

travel (ibid). The unofficial, sped-up circulation of visual media enabled via the 

Internet and digital technologies therefore produces ‘alternative archives and 

collections’ (ibid) comprised of images that testify to the numerous transfers, as well 

as the ‘countless people who cared enough about them to convert them over and over 

Figure 5.12. Photograph of Cubbon Park from 1917 taken by amateur photographer T.E. 
Dew, shared on the Facebook group 
‘Bangalore – photos from a bygone age’. [digital image] 2015. Kiran Natarajan. Available 
at: https://www.facebook.com/groups/bygonebangalore/ [25.08.2017] 
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again, to add subtitles, re-edit or upload them’ (ibid). Within BPBA, Kiran, Mansoor, 

C.N., Naresh and Rohit are all such individuals, however they are just a few of 

BPBA’s members whose remediated posts to the group demonstrate time and effort.  

The agency of users is therefore highlighted as they ‘become the editors, 

critics, translators and (co-)authors of poor images’ (ibid). Whilst those following in 

the footsteps of Baudrillardian theories of the simulacra may disregard certain 

mediations as ‘unreal’ or ‘false’, Bolter and Grusin argue ‘all mediations are 

themselves real’ (2000: 55). As such, whilst a loss of the physicality of picture 

postcards, photographs and paintings etc. occurs when they are digitised, this does 

not equal a loss of ‘real-ness’ or significance. As was demonstrated in chapter one, 

picture postcards emerged from complex photographic networks that continue to 

exist in archives, memories, buildings and social relations today. Similarly, within 

BPBA postcards and photographs exist ‘not just as pieces of paper […] but as a 

network of artefacts, images and cultural agreements about what these special images 

mean and do’ (ibid: 58). It is therefore through the fluid processes of digital 

remediation, inter-textuality and inter-ocularity that the remits of nostalgia, heritage, 

locality and lived experience are worked out in BPBA.  

Beyond simply adding copyright watermarks, BPBA’s digital format also 

allows for more creative remediations that contribute to its development as a 

nostalgic, digital, living archive in which a new medium enlivens old. Kiran is 

particularly active in this regard, for example by changing the colours of images, 

adding speech bubbles and superimposing captions. In one post, (figure 5.13.), Kiran 

shared an 1880s albumen print of two men standing in Bengaluru’s Cubbon Park. 

The edges of the image show the wear of the original photograph whilst in the centre 

Kiran has superimposed two speech bubbles emanating from the men. In response to 

one figure’s question ‘’sup dood?’, the second figure’s speech bubble reads ‘not 

much bro! but just heard a group talking ‘bout a new layout called Richmond Town 

being added to the Cantonment next year!’ 
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By remediating this 1880s photograph in this way, firstly by scanning it, secondly by 

adding speech bubbles, text and copyright tagline, Kiran demonstrates the ability of a 

consumer to creatively repurpose a medium and in doing so blur the boundaries 

between consumer and producer. Additionally, the content Kiran chose to add to the 

image through his use of speech bubbles satirically links the establishment of 

Richmond Town in 1883 with the area’s present status as a sought after, central 

location of prime real-estate. In a further comment accompanying the image, Kiran 

wrote: ‘A Whatsapp! conversation from the bygone days! Real estate speculation in 

the early 1880s? [winky face]’. Kiran therefore not only creatively edited the image 

to bring into a single frame historical events and contemporary discourses about 

urbanisation. However, by referencing WhatsApp through a 19th century image he 

also brought into this single frame ‘old’ and ‘new’ media.  

 

 

 

Figure 5.13. Digitally remediated albumen print of Fig Tree Avenue, Cubbon Park from the 
1880s, shared on the Facebook group ‘Bangalore – photos from a bygone age’. [digital 
image] 2015. Kiran Natarajan. Available at: 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/bygonebangalore/  [20.02.2016] 
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In another example, Kiran shared a photograph of the statue of Chamaraja Wodeyar 

in Lal Bagh that he had creatively remediated to make colourful in celebration of the 

festival of Holi (figure 5.14). In doing so, Kiran once again demonstrates his creative 

amalgamation of the roles of consumer and producer whilst linking a 20th century 

picture postcard to a current festival in the city. The Facebook group is therefore able 

to explicitly link past and present, as its members become archivists, collectors, 

historians as well as media producers and consumers.  

Such creative acts of remediating picture postcards and photographs 

demonstrate that whilst, as Bolter and Grusin discuss, some digital remediations seek 

to erase the digital medium and evince an immediacy of viewing the ‘original’ 

image, others make clear the ‘artificiality of both the digital version and the original’ 

by the disjuncture between ‘old’ and ‘new’ (2000: 47). In such cases, Bolter and 

Grusin state, ‘the older media are presented in a space whose discontinuities, like 

Figure 5.14. Digitally remediated photograph of the Chamraja Wodeya Statue in Lal 
Bagh from the 1910s, shared on the Facebook group ‘Bangalore – photos from a bygone 
age’. [digital image] 2016. Kiran Natarajan. 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/bygonebangalore/  [24.03.2016]  
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those of collage and photo montage, are clearly visible’ (ibid). Here it is 

hypermediacy (rather than immediacy) that comes to the fore as the desire to 

multiply media and bathe in the ‘pleasure of mediation’ is evinced (ibid: 12). Such 

hypermediacy, I argue, offers a heightened possibility for group members to navigate 

through the things and places shared in BPBA, fostering connection to the city.  

When the acts of remediation, and hence the selection and construction that 

always go into the creation of an archive, become instantly visible due to digitisation 

and the layering of comments, the city and its heritage become visible as shifting 

assemblages. Furthermore, by making apparent remediation, such posts mimic the 

longitudinal movement between past and present that is so fundamental to nostalgia. 

In this way, experiences of hypermediacy within BPBA (whether in the way in 

which the computer screen interface makes itself apparent or in more active instances 

of creative editing) demonstrate that this digital and unofficial living archive works 

to not simply preserve the past but to assemble it in the context of the present.  

 
5.5. Conclusion  
 
In this chapter, I have followed British Indian picture postcards out of physical 

collections and into the space of what is arguably their 21st century equivalent: social 

media. Here, these remediated picture postcards enter into inter-ocular and inter-

textual relationships with other remediated things, including buildings, family 

photographs, maps and other ephemera, in a nostalgically motivated project of 

unofficial history, heritage and locality production. Throughout this chapter I have 

analysed the Facebook group Bangalore – photos from a bygone age and in doing so 

I have demonstrated that local history social media groups work more complexly 

than readings of nostalgia as unproductive malaise would suggest. Whilst BPBA is 

clearly pervaded by nostalgic sentiment, within the group nostalgia is self-assigned, 

debated and, at times, critiqued. This not only highlights the reflective mode with 

which nostalgia can be deployed but also indicates the blurry attempts to map a 

distinction between different types of nostalgia against personal and collective 

experiences of place, past and heritage. I have demonstrated that, rather than 

dematerialising place and disconnecting people from the ‘real’ world, BPBA 

frequently intersects with heritage events and nostalgically evocative, embodied, 

sensory experiences in Bengaluru. Posts regarding current events, in particular, not 

only connect the city’s past to embodied experiences and navigation, but work as a 
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form of ‘advertisement’ to members of potential opportunities for engagement with 

the past in offline spaces of the present. 

Furthermore, multiple time periods, which become entwined with nostalgia, 

are matched by the ephemeral, dynamic and fluid structure of time promoted by 

Facebook itself. Although nostalgic Facebook groups may seem to offer a limited 

archival capacity when viewed in traditional terms, these very limitations become 

crucial components in their development into living archives, which ‘breathe, grow 

and invite engagement’ (Puwar 2016: 146). Facebook groups such as BPBA 

therefore force us to recognise the role that unofficial, digital and nostalgic living 

archival practices of communities themselves play as insights into the ways in which 

things and places are meaningfully engaged and produced as heritage in the present. 

Spurred into being by nostalgia and grown by unofficial and collaborative acts of 

remediation, knowledge and remembrance, BPBA challenges conventional 

understandings of archives. Yet it also urges us to consider what happens to things, 

such as picture postcards, when they are digitised and uploaded onto social media. 

Whilst digital images are often considered as somehow lesser than their original 

referents, such as material picture postcards, it is through this digitisation and acts of 

uploading that they are able to travel further and faster as they move out of private 

collections. As they do so they become increasingly subject to creative remediations 

that alert us to movements between past and present. As a 21st century descendant of 

the picture postcard, social media groups such as this enliven old media and in doing 

so allow the past to be linked up to and assembled in conjunction with the subject 

positions, politics and experiences of members in the present. Having for many years 

failed to recognise the socio-historical significance of 20th century picture postcards 

because of their ephemerality, fragmentary narrative and nostalgic hues, it is crucial 

to avoid doing the same again with 21st century social media groups. It is due to such 

groups’ fluidity, creativity, complex temporality and collaborative proliferation of 

open-ended fragments that they play a crucial role for certain, structurally defined 

communities, revealing as much about the present as the past. 
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[Chapter Six] 

Picture Postcards as Material, Networked Enchantment 
 
6.1. An ‘old’ medium in a silicon city  
 

Who could have predicted, 20 years ago, that […] the material world, the 
real world and things themselves […] would return with a kind of 
vengeance[?] (Brown 2015: 12). 
 

Whilst in the above quotation Bill Brown’s question is primarily concerned with the 

material turn witnessed across academic disciplines, what it also points to are 

instances of nostalgic returns to the use of ‘old’ media and concepts of thing-ness in 

the 21st century. In recent years, an increasing number of studies have been 

published, which point to the ways in which ‘old’ media ‘are becoming objects of 

people’s longing themselves’ (Menke 2017: 627). As has been discussed in the 

previous chapter, nostalgia is typically understood as a longing for that which is no 

longer attainable. However, Göran Bolin has noted that ‘technostalgia’, or ‘analogue 

nostalgia’, is a distinct form of nostalgia in that it can be ‘cured’ (2016: 261) through 

the revived use of an ‘old’ medium. The importance placed by contemporary 

postcard-users on the materiality of picture postcards therefore also reveals that 

nostalgia can be ‘felt in [the] fine-grained texture’ of things (Kitson and McHugh 

2015: 491).  

In this chapter, I further trace the social life of the picture postcard, 

incorporating but also extending beyond British Indian picture postcards, to explore 

how it has become a thing of nostalgia that calls forth its own redeployment in a city 

so synonymous with digital technologies, rapid urban change and for some (as 

already indicated in previous chapters) a sense of disenchantment. This is a form of 

nostalgia that rests upon complex experiences of fluidity, materiality, place and 

human-thing networks, and which discloses a world of things that have ‘retained 

[their] enchantment or been enchanted anew’ (Brown 2015: 10). As Michael Saler 

has pointed out, the Weberian notion that modernity is all disenchantment has come 

under much attack more recently (2006: 692). At the turn of the 21st century, for 

instance, Dipesh Chakrabarty cautioned that ‘[t]he moment we think of the world as 

disenchanted […] we set limits to the ways the past can be narrated’ (2000: 89). In 

saying this, Chakrabarty not only complicates the Eurocentric stance of Weberian 

approaches to modernity but he also urges us to take seriously the narratives we, as 
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sociologists and anthropologists, are told by our interlocutors. Chakrabarty cites 

Indian peasants’ claims of divine inspiration as an example of an enchanted 

narrative. However, in this chapter I suggest that we should extend his recognition 

beyond the divine to the material turn and consider how thing-human networks may 

be experienced as (re)enchanting.  

Whilst traditional conceptions of enchantment rely on divinity or 

‘providence’ (Bennett J. 2001: 12), more recent scholarship has demonstrated 

everyday enchantment beyond the spiritual. Of particular salience for this chapter, 

for example, are recognitions of the enchanting potential of the ‘affective and 

meaningful presence’ of things (Ramsey 2009: 200). Enchantment, then, does not 

have to be limited to dramatic, ‘immobilising’ moments of divine or supernatural 

encounter but can be brought into the realm of everyday things as they interact with 

both people and places. When examined from a material and visual culture 

perspective, it therefore becomes clear that enchantment can proceed from 

materiality and networks, or human-thing ‘collaborations’ (Morgan 2018: 75). In the 

context of Bengaluru, a city that faces pervasive issues of infrastructure, ecological 

instability and neighbourhood fragmentation, it is not uncommon to hear residents’ 

disenchanted critiques of congestion, pollution levels and the loss of neighbourhoods 

in this city that was once looked upon with optimism. 

In The Hindu an interview with Naresh was summarised in which he 

explicitly referred to experiences of disenchantment: ‘From the leisurely city it once 

was, Bengaluru has now become fast-paced, leaving little time for people to reflect 

on or come to terms with the many changes happening around. Naresh agrees that 

there is disenchantment with the city’ (Datta 2014: n.p). In the article, entitled Look 

up to Bangalore, Naresh explained his understanding of the capacity of nostalgia and 

old images of the city to motivate a (re)enchantment based upon an urban experience 

of ‘time, of memory and of imagination’ (ibid). Another article in early 2017, 

entitled Postcards from the Past, announced the release of 12 picture postcards in 

connection with a joint proposal by Naresh and INTACH for a palace-to-palace 

corridor of heritage sites across the city.90 The black and white photographs for the 

heritage postcard series were taken by the professional photographer known as 

PeeVee, who was introduced in chapter four and who is himself passionate about the 
																																																								
90 The palace-to-palace corridor is a ten-kilometre stretch across Bengaluru incorporating 42 
heritage buildings, and beginning and ending at the city’s two palaces. 
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use of picture postcards.91 PeeVee’s idea for the picture postcards is that as people 

walk along the corridor they will be able to ‘take home a slice of history’ 

(Satyanarayana 2016b: n.p.). Here, Naresh’s call to tackle disenchantment with the 

city is engaged in relation to images of city’s heritage sites as well as in connection 

with reproduced picture postcards as material things. 

In this context, I suggest that the (re)production and use of picture postcards 

in Bengaluru (including both early 20th century reproductions and contemporary 

designs) becomes entangled in quotidian, sensory and nostalgic enchantment. As 

tangible things associated with slower temporality, embodied acts of communication, 

inscribed human-thing networks and meaning/memory-laden representations of the 

city, picture postcards take on a salient role for certain residents in the city. If we 

follow Benjamin’s ‘sense that the world of things [is] not mute and inert but carr[ies] 

its own energy and liveliness’ (Plant in Partridge 2006: 129) then we can recognise 

that when reproduced and put to use as material tools of communication picture 

postcards in and of Bengaluru ‘enable the sensory experience of history’ through 

moments of enchantment in the present (Seremetakis 2001: 3). In David Morgan’s 

discussion of ‘focal objects’, he suggests that they are able to enchant by obscuring 

the networks behind them (2018: 78). In this chapter, conversely, I propose that the 

picture postcard’s enchanting capacity is rooted in the networks they are a part of and 

produce. Enchantment, in this case, is not ‘the subordination of the network to a 

focal object’ (ibid) but the expression of a materiality, place and networks in a thing.  

 The chapter begins with a discussion of Postcrossing in Bengaluru92 and my 

encounter with this activity via reproductions of early 20th century picture postcards 

of the city. The second half of the chapter follows one particular member of the 

Postcrossing community as she produced her own set of illustrated picture postcards 

of the city over the course of 100 days. By examining these interconnected examples 

of postcard (re)production and use in Bengaluru, it is possible to discern the complex 

processes of entanglement between ‘old’ media, digital technologies and embodied 

experiences of urbanity in the 21st century. As the biographies of early 20th century 

picture postcards, and the medium more broadly, continue in the city we are urged to 

reconsider how experiences of things, networks and nostalgia interweave with one 
																																																								
91 PeeVee is himself a member of the postcard project Postcrossing which will be discussed 
at length later in this chapter. 
92	Postcrossing is a global project that facilitates members to write postcards to one another. 
It will be further discussed below. 	
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another in moments of everyday enchantment. As Jennifer Kitson and Kevin 

McHugh have argued, when we approach nostalgia from a material perspective we 

can understand it as an ‘affect which registers in and through the sensory contact of 

bodies and things’ (2015: 490). It is this form of nostalgia, they argue, that is ‘a form 

of enchantment’ (ibid). As discussed in previous chapters, the picture postcard 

carries images, information on photographic studio, publisher and printer. In addition 

to this, however, it also bears the marks of travel through space and time, of 

postmarks, of messages and of captions which speak to ‘participation in a manifold 

relationship with the world [and] transform it from a mere object’ (Baird 2016: 3) 

into a thing.  

 

6.2. Of journeys, wrinkles and material impressions: the enchanting qualities of 
picture postcards 
 
‘kitnā acchā lagtā hai’ [how nice it is], said Akhil with evident passion. He was 

talking to a small group of postcard enthusiasts (myself included) outside the RMAC 

one weekend. Though the vast majority of our conversation was in English, Akhil 

would revert to his mother tongue, Hindi, periodically when the subtleties and 

emotions of his thoughts seemed to preclude the use of only English. In this instance 

he was articulating the emotional experience of receiving a picture postcard. For 

Akhil, whose home brims with approximately 20,000 neatly stored picture postcards 

acquired over decades, picture postcards are far from ‘inert’ and ‘mute’ inanimate 

objects. Quite the contrary, he regards the postcard as ‘a human being’. Explaining 

further, he continued that ‘[the postcard] has connections, it has era, it has wrinkles, 

it has a journey. It has a life.’ For Akhil, the ‘value’ of a postcard comes from this 

particular ‘perception’ of their networks and movements through time and space. 

Akhil would often repeat his understanding of the picture postcard as a human being 

or a living thing. Whilst Akhil certainly did not literally perceive the postcard as akin 

to a human being, over time I developed a fuller understanding of his statements. 

What if Akhil wasn’t simply being flamboyant with his similes and overly effusive 

with his description of the picture postcard? What if I engaged with his ‘perception’, 

his ‘narrative’, instead of, as Chakrabarty would say, assuming a disenchanted 

world? As I spoke more with Akhil and other postcard users, I began to realise that 

postcard vitality, ‘life’, ‘journey’ and ‘connections’ were experienced as crucial to 

the ways in which they work and engage meaningfully with people in the city today.  
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 In the state of Karnataka there are currently approximately 6,000 members of 

the online, global Postcrossing community, which comprises three-quarters of the 

8,000 total members in India. Established in 2005 by Paulo Magalhaes in Portugal, 

Postcrossing is a project aimed at allowing ‘people to receive postcards from all over 

the world’ and now has approximately 700,000 members globally (Postcrossing 

n.d.). The project, which is founded on the premise of the importance of the ‘old’ 

medium of picture postcards, uses a website to generate and share addresses of 

members and track the sending and receiving of postcards. Whilst this may seem 

somewhat ironic, what it indicates is the remediation of ‘old’ media by ‘new’ that we 

have encountered in previous chapters. Yet, what is highlighted in this instance is 

that remediation not only encompasses the ways in which ‘new’ media are shaped by 

‘old’ media but how they can be actively used in order to revitalise ‘old’ media and 

keep their biographies going (Bolter and Grusin 2000). As Donya Alinejad noted in 

their study of mediated formations of Iranian American-ness, digital media are often 

‘situated within a wider range of media forms important for channelling the past’ 

(2017: 87). Technostalgia therefore functions as a kind of ‘re-enchantment’ with 

things ‘from the past that are made accessible through new media technologies’ and 

that are creatively remediated (Geraghty 2014: 89).  

To become a member of Postcrossing, you simply sign up via the website and 

input your address. Once you are registered as a member you are automatically 

generated the address of another member anywhere in the world to whom you write a 

postcard. By writing a unique registration number on the postcard it is possible for 

the amount of time its journey takes to be tracked and for its arrival at its destination 

to be acknowledged. Once your recipient receives your postcard and registers it 

online another member is generated your address and the cycle continues. As of 

February 2017, 40 million picture postcards had been exchanged through the 

Postcrossing project (Postcrossing n.d.), indicating the revival of sending and 

receiving postcards in the 21st century. The creation, extension and illumination of 

networks are therefore foregrounded by the structure of Postcrossing and the picture 

postcard itself.  

Beyond Postcrossing, there are other initiatives of picture postcard and letter 

writing in India that have been gaining popularity since the early 2000s (Das 2017: 

n.p): 
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“Drop me a postcard.” That’s something you haven’t heard in a long time. 
And a postcard is not something you have received in a long time either. 
Now in the realm of a collector’s item, this testimony to man’s fascination 
for capturing and sharing memories of far-flung places is back with a bang 
(The Hindu 2007: n.p.).  
 

The case of Postcrossing certainly attests to Bolin’s recognition of the collective 

nature of technostalgia as ‘a yearning for a kind of kind of pre-digital connectedness 

that precedes contemporary social networking’ (2016: 256). Not only do the 

Postcrossing website and acts of sending produce a global collective in this sense but 

the social gatherings, annual meetings, and WhatsApp and Facebook groups for 

Postcrossers (members of Postcrossing) in Bengaluru specifically demonstrate that 

the use of picture postcards is far from individual but rather takes place within a 

diverse social terrain mediated by interconnected ‘old’ and ‘new’ technologies, with 

human-thing networks.  

Over my time in Bengaluru I met with various Postcrossers and helped with 

the organisation of an annual Postcrossing meet-up in the city, an event that is 

spearheaded by Akhil and has been running since 2013. Indeed, from what I could 

gather, the prevalence of Postcrossing in the state of Karnataka, and Bengaluru in 

particular, is largely due to the efforts of Akhil in promoting the postcard with 

astounding passion and generosity. Whilst Akhil was alone in his explicit 

anthropomorphising of picture postcards, he was certainly not alone in the sentiments 

behind it. I would frequently be told that the feeling one gets upon receiving a 

postcard, the marks of its travel that one sees and feels, its materiality, its 

individuality and the tangible connection it forges between people and places were 

the most important motivational factors for Postcrossers. As one good friend and 

Postcrosser tried to explain it to me: 

It’s very difficult to put into words. I don't know, I think it’s personal. Not 
that email isn’t personal but I think it’s like how you compared a 
paperback with a kindle. Because you open the book and you smell it you 
know and it’s so nice. Touch of course. And you need to keep it safe 
because the ink might fade away. I don't know, it’s very nice that it’s 
fragile, it makes it so special.  
 

The delicacy of the paper, the smells it carries from its journey, the fading ink, the 

personal handwritten message. In short, the materiality and individuality of the 

picture postcard as an analogue medium and its traces of networks of ‘proactive 

cooperation’ (Morgan 2018: 75) are at the heart of its appeal, at the heart of its power 
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to enchant in an age of digital communication. At the annual Bengaluru-based 

Postcrossing Society of India meet-up of 2016 a large group of us listened to key 

speakers as we finished our sweet, milky South Indian coffees on the upper walkway 

of the RMAC boulevard on M.G. Road. We were told by one speaker that, although 

the rise of digital media has meant that ‘the little postcard has been eclipsed’, 

Postcrossers recognise that the medium ‘give(s) colour to your day’, ‘enriching’ the 

daily grind and stagnation that can be experienced in modern city life. The 

‘analogue’, ‘old’ medium of picture postcards was therefore established as 

‘enriching’ and posited against digital media which were positioned as a contributing 

factor in the disenchantment of contemporary urban life. This was further enhanced 

as one man pronounced himself happy that everyone present had moved away from 

‘faith [in] the virtual world’.  

Whilst in conversation with another Postcrosser, the importance of the picture 

postcard’s materiality and connections, or networks, was alternatively articulated 

through the term ‘impression’. As I walked with AD, who is a recent migrant to the 

city to his favourite park, milkshakes from a nearby stand in hand, he led me to one 

particular bench. This bench, he told me, is the one he and his close friends used to 

share before they moved away and where he continues to write his postcards and 

letters. When he had told them he would be meeting a researcher to discuss postcards 

they insisted that he sit on ‘their’ bench with me for our discussion. His desire to 

connect a discussion of postcards with a deeply emplaced memory of times he shared 

with his friends seemed to resonate with his frequent use of the idea of ‘impression’ 

as a means of making meaningful connections and the physical traces of media acts. 

The ‘impression’ left by a postcard, he told me, is different to that of a SMS or email. 

The picture postcard’s thing-ness, its materiality and networks, is thereby able to 

(re)enchant both communication and a park bench in this slightly peripheral 

neighbourhood of a city associated with the high-tech, imbuing them with the elusive 

‘impression’ of the picture postcard that has been written and posted. 

Communication via a postcard is therefore far from being a purely functional act of 

necessity but takes on a particular significance as an act that requires imagination 

and embodied-interaction with a thing whose full journey will be forever unknown, 

only to be plotted by postmarks and (hopefully) the final acknowledgment of the 

receiver. As with Ian Cook and Phillip Crang’s discussion of food nostalgia, the use 

of picture postcards is able to ‘re-enchant commodities’ by differentiating them from 
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‘devalued functionality and homogeneity’ (1996: 132). In an age of instant digital 

media, the picture postcard produces, for these individuals, a kind of nostalgic, 

material and networked enchantment (Morgan 2018: 75).  

Moreover, Postcrossers’ explanations of the excitement, joy and surprise of 

arriving home to find a picture postcard waiting for them in their mail box is a 

particularly literal expression of enchantment as ‘a phenomenological encounter 

attuned to the ways things “surprise” and “disturb” through their capacity to animate’ 

(Ramsey 2009: 199). As Shikha, my close friend, graphic designer, illustrator and 

avid Postcrosser explained: 

Just every day I wait and then I check my post box and there’s nothing and 
I get so frustrated. And then when the post man comes and he gives me 
something I’m so, I just really want to, like, thank him and call him into 
the house and give him a cup of tea and say please give my postcards on 
time! 
 

For Shikha, the enchantment that comes from the picture postcard is therefore 

closely linked to its capacity to interrupt and disturb her quotidian life, producing a 

moment of enlivening friction at the moment of human-thing intersection. When 

Postcrossers in Bengaluru encounter picture postcards the frictions of their material 

presence and the networks they enact serve as a welcome disruption to their 

everyday life, both in the sense of stalling them as they step through their door and in 

the sense of touching and feeling the postcard as its materiality and marks of other 

things and people meet their fingertips. 

The act of writing itself, the friction of ink moving across paper, was a 

particularly common expression of enchantment as a phenomenological encounter, 

of the coming together of human and material things. When speaking with an older 

Postcrosser I became aware of the sense of a very specific affect in relation to the 

writing, sending and receiving of a postcard when he told me that ‘the head and the 

heart are separate. When I write with a pen it comes from the heart’. The picture 

postcard, then, becomes a counter to disenchanted life ‘without spirit or heart’ 

(Morgan 2018: 75). The importance of the postcard as a medium of handwritten 

communication was repeated to me on several different occasions as people linked 

this practice with personalisation, effort and the production of connections. One 

young woman began Postcrossing after being introduced to the project by a 

colleague soon after she started a new job in the city. For her, a sense of nostalgia 

was aimed at picture postcards’ ‘specific medial constitution, their materiality, the 
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aesthetics resulting from these factors, or all these combined’ (Schrey 2014: 29). As 

a result, her receipt of a postcard with a typed message was considered a 

disappointment to her because of the mass production, lack of personalisation, and 

little time and effort it was felt to imply. This picture postcard had failed to make 

apparent the networks behind it (Morgan 2018: 76): it had failed to enchant.  

The time taken to write a postcard and the potentially weeks-long wait to 

receive one are therefore considered part of medium’s attraction as opposed to ‘new’ 

communication media, which were often spoken of as instantaneous and un-

thoughtful. Whilst I enjoyed pāv bhaji93 in a chain restaurant in the south of 

Bengaluru with Harpreet, a young software engineer living in Bengaluru for the past 

eight years, she explained that the patience and slow-pace of communication that 

Postcrossing offers serves as a kind of antidote to the fast-paced job she has in the 

city. The Postcrossing website will automatically mark a sent postcard as ‘expired’ if 

it takes more than 60 days to reach its destination, but she told me with a wave of her 

hand to ‘let them expire’ since if they take longer it’s not a problem. Ramakrishna, 

who has lived in Bengaluru for some 60 years since he was 18 years old, expressed a 

similar sentiment as we sat in his office/bedroom where he keeps his collection of 

picture postcards. The hectic ‘rushing, rushing’ life of people in the city today was a 

repeated refrain as he indicated that the sending and receiving of picture postcards 

offers a reversal to a less frantic time. This attitude therefore speaks to Jussi Parrika’s 

assertion that with the rise of global ‘information cultures’, that are typically 

conceived of as fast-paced, ‘a fascination also with the past seems to be emerging’ 

(2012: 3). In this context, as we saw in the previous chapter, media can be tools 

which carry ‘cultural memory’ and enable connection with the past (Schrey 2014: 

29). After exclaiming that in Bengaluru the population has become so big, the traffic 

so bad and the people so busy, ‘like robots’, Ramakrishna lifted his hands and 

rhetorically asked, ‘So what can I do?’ The implied answer seemed to be to write 

picture postcards.  

We therefore see the affective, material and temporal qualities of the medium 

of the postcard becoming a focus for nostalgia, posited against the supposed 

impersonality of digital media and an experience of the loss of slower temporalities, 

																																																								
93 Pāv bhaji is a popular Maharashtrian street food item consisting of a soft, white bread roll 
and a thick, spicy curry. It’s delicious and, despite being from Maharashtra, can be found at 
some food carts and in North Indian restaurants across Bengaluru.   
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connections and locality in a large metropolis. The link between the materiality of 

picture postcards and of their connection to place becomes particularly apparent 

when we explore instances of early 20th century picture postcard reproduction in 

Bengaluru today. For as Dominik Schrey notes, when it is the medium itself that is 

the object of nostalgia ‘the sentiment can be directed towards their specific medial 

constitution, their materiality, the aesthetics resulting from these factors, or all these 

combined’ (2014: 29). In the following section I will therefore explore recent 

reproductions of British Indian picture postcards of Bengaluru and what they reveal 

about understandings of ‘originality’ and the capacity to enchant.  

 

6.3. Reproducing early 20th century ‘picture postcard Bangalore’ 
 
Although the postcards bought, swapped, kept and sent by picture postcard 

enthusiasts in the city, and Postcrossers in particular, are incredibly diverse in their 

subject matter - ranging across themes of flora and fauna, musical instruments, 

monuments and foods - it was via reproductions of British Indian picture postcards 

put back into postal circulation that I began making connections with this 

community. These encounters are particularly important in this chapter for what they 

reveal about the way in which ‘acts of rescue, repair, display and inhabiting history 

extend the nostalgic encounter to the everyday’ and in doing so actively foster 

enchantment (Kitson and McHugh 2015: 502).  

 I first came across reproduced early 20th century picture postcards of 

Bengaluru when browsing eBay and the ephemera auction site Delcampe before 

leaving for fieldwork as a way of familiarising myself with the things I was to study. 

Momentarily ‘fooled’ into thinking they were very reasonably priced ‘authentic’ 

British Indian picture postcards, I quickly realised they were 21st century 

reproductions. Whilst this initially felt like a disappointment, over time I realised that 

these reproductions have their own story to tell, their own material presence and their 

own networks. Moreover, the very differentiation between ‘authentic’ and ‘fake’ 

picture postcards is a complicated affair given the status of picture postcards from 

their first invention as mass produced via complex circuits of ‘producers’ 

(demonstrated in chapter one). However, what my attitude signalled was the shifts 

that occur in the politics of value of things and their affective capacities as they are 

reproduced. As I spoke with different individuals in Bengaluru, I realised that the 
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different valuations and affects I associated with ‘originals’ versus contemporary 

reproductions were in fact not mine alone. Indeed, one individual told me to be 

careful when purchasing because of an increasing trade in reproducing early 20th 

century picture postcards, ageing the paper and passing them off as ‘originals’.94 

The life of the picture postcard was not the only topic discussed when I sat 

one afternoon with Akhil and several other Postcrossers outside the RMAC. We 

were also in planning-mode for an up-coming event. When Akhil settled in 

Bengaluru some 17 years ago his passion for picture postcards was already 

established from years of using the medium to communicate with his family whilst 

stationed away from home with the army. When he moved to Bengaluru in 1999 his 

passion only grew further. Despite his impressive collection, however, Akhil is 

careful to point out that he is not a collector but an ‘enthusiast’. It is a distinction he 

pointed out to me on multiple occasions, explaining that he sees the word collector to 

imply a sense of hoarding, of keeping things un-used, un-seen by others. For him, the 

word ‘enthusiast’, on the other hand, conveys his wish to use his postcards to 

encourage others to begin the hobby, to use picture postcards, and to swap, share and 

show them to others to forge networks and connect.  

In this spirit, Akhil had brought with him several custom-made, blue, leather-

effect albums in which he keeps many of his picture postcards. Shikha, who was at 

the meeting to offer her artistic talents in designing an event poster, was immediately 

fascinated by the albums. As she turned the pages, however, it was the early 20th 

century picture postcards of Bengaluru that most captivated her attention. Where had 

Akhil jī found them?95 He explained that a clerk in the GPO in Jammu, Kashmir, had 

originally collected the postcards. After the man passed away the collection went to 

his son. When posted to Jammu, Akhil met the son and was given the postcards on 

the basis of trust that he would look after them. As in chapter two, we again see 

collections passing hands along with recognition of appreciation and trust in the care 

of things. In this instance, a collection of early 20th century picture postcards of 

																																																								
94 Whilst I have seen no evidence to support the claim, China specifically was mentioned to 
me on one occasion as a kind of hotbed of counterfeit picture postcard production, perhaps 
indicating a larger politics around perceptions of global goods production. 
95 ‘jī’ is an honorific postposition in Hindi often used when addressing one’s elders to show 
respect. Akhil was typically addressed as either Akhilji or Uncleji (Uncle also being a 
common way of addressing an older male) by the younger Postcrossers to demonstrate 
respect for him as an elder and as somewhat of a leader and inspirational figure in the 
community. 
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Bengaluru travelled back to the city they represent to become part of a much larger, 

diverse collection focused upon renewing the act of using picture postcards for 

communication. For Shikha, this was a rare opportunity to see and touch early 20th 

century picture postcards of Bengaluru. When we first met she explained that she has 

only encountered vintage picture postcards for sale at markets whilst in Europe: 

So when I was living in France for four months we travelled a lot and I 
bought a few of like vintage postcards, like, you think if you touch them 
they’re just going to fall apart. So those I have and I’ve kept them safely. I 
mean because we were students we couldn’t afford to buy too many 
because they were kind of expensive. But me and a friend, we used to like 
to pick up one from each city at least. But in India it’s very difficult to find 
them. Like in Bangalore I’ve never seen [vintage postcards]. But abroad 
you find it quite easily, I mean there are so many shops all over. I think 
they’re just like lying in drawers no one even cares about it. 
 
Shikha’s enchantment with Akhil’s Raphael Tuck & Son picture postcards 

was therefore indicative of the age, materiality and relative rarity of these things. It is 

therefore that the ‘physical condition of the object, the dirt and damage, is evidence 

of its other lives’ and a kind of ‘aura of materiality or of ‘the thing itself’ that 

emanates from the complexity of the original photographic object’ (Sassoon 2004: 

200). Yet, as Joanna Sassoon notes, when making distinctions between ‘authentic’ 

and ‘inauthentic’ photographs the application of the term ‘original’ is problematic: 

[…] multiple photographic images with similar or identical image content 
cannot be assumed to be duplicates, as each may contain subtle material 
differences affecting the image, owing to variations in printing styles and 
papers, be enlarged or cropped, be in different physical conditions and 
survive in a range of contexts of equal importance (ibid: 201). 
 

With regards to picture postcards, which can also be written, stamped and posted, 

this recognition is especially apt since once it has been used a picture postcard (even 

though mass-produced and identical to others in its formal properties) acquires 

particularly marked individuality, materiality and networks. The commitment of 

Postcrossers to the use of picture postcards means that whilst they note differences 

between ‘old’ and ‘new’ picture postcards, and certainly are fascinated by the 

former, they also place great value in the ‘new’ postcard’s capacity to enchant as it is 

put back into postal circulation. 

Contemporary reproductions of early 20th century picture postcards of 

Bengaluru therefore exist at a complex interstice. Whilst the reproductions 

themselves offer no pretence of ‘originality’ and whilst individuals I spoke with 
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clearly distinguished them as reproductions, they nonetheless became a different type 

of ‘original’, a unique material thing that acquires an enchanting quality once written 

and used. Furthermore, these re-prints retained the ability to enchant as they made a 

particular past ‘momentarily present in fleeting fragments’ (Kitson and McHugh 

2015: 490) through their images of a past Bengaluru. In this sense, these 

reproductions enact a double enchantment: enchantment as images of the city that 

disrupt present-day experiences and enchantment as the medium is put back into use, 

its individual journey started and wrinkles formed across its digitally printed surface.  

Whilst Shikha was fascinated by the ‘original’ British Indian picture postcards 

and dissatisfied with the materiality and production value of reproductions of early 

20th century picture postcards of Bengaluru, telling me ‘I don’t like the feel of it’, she 

simultaneously showed me the hand-written messages, stamps and addresses she was 

in the process of adding to the reverse of the reproduced postcards. She was clearly 

excited to be able to send out images of what her adopted city once looked like to 

friends and pen pals. She was, therefore, in the process of enhancing the materiality 

of these reproductions and experiencing their enchanting affect as she entered into a 

network with them. Produced in 2014 by the Karnataka Postal Circle from the 

collection of Sushil Mehra, the set that Shikha’s reproductions came from was 

entitled Heritage Bangalore (figure 6.1.). The set includes ten picture postcards all of 

which bear black and white photographic images from early 20th century picture 

postcards encased by a cream border and printed onto slightly glossy card. Many of 

the locations chosen to be included in the set are familiar to us from chapter three 

(the Museum, St Mark’s Church, Cubbon Park, South Parade and Lal Bagh), 

however the captions of the original postcards are cropped out and replaced with 

new, brief captions. Following the popularity of the first, a second, larger set of 16 

picture postcards was released in 2015. As a result, between these two sets we are 

provided with quite a representative sample of the early 20th century picture postcard 

views of the city in that the most commonly depicted landmarks and streets are 

included.  
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Figure 6.2. ‘Heritage Bangalore’ picture postcard reproductions bought by Shikha and laid 
out for me to see. [photograph] 2015. Emily Stevenson. 
 

Figure 6.1. ‘Heritage Bangalore’ picture postcard reproduction packaging. Karnataka 
Postal Circle, India Post 2014. [photograph] 2015. Emily Stevenson. 
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Whilst Shikha showed me her selection of Heritage Bangalore picture 

postcards (almost ready to be posted), she explained that recently the ‘whole culture 

[of sending postcards] is getting revived’ (figure 6.2.). These reproductions were part 

of this revival founded upon material, networked enchantment. Ruth, a good friend I 

met through Shikha, had also bought the sets and explained that ‘they’re so lovely. I 

sort of don't want to send them out. I just want to keep them for myself! But I already 

stuck the stamps on them so I will send them out’. Picture postcards depicting early 

20th century Bengaluru therefore take on a renewed significance as nostalgic and 

enchanting things of communication when contemporary Postcrossers use their 

reproductions. Shikha, Ruth and Akhil all therefore wrote messages and addresses, 

and stuck stamps onto the Heritage Bangalore postcards before dropping them into 

post boxes. Adornments and inscriptions, as much as their shiny, thin paper and 

digital printing, produce a sense of disruption, of a different ‘time and space’ from 

the early 20th century ‘originals’ as tape, brightly coloured stamps, coloured pens and 

mixed handwriting styles are placed on the reverse of black and white photographs. 

The use of what is considered an ‘old’ medium adorned with ‘old’ images 

(reproduced with the help of digital scanning and printing technologies) alongside 

contemporary language, handwriting and embellishment in a sense heightens the 

experience of media anachronism. Arguably, this makes the use of the picture 

postcard all the more enchanting as it unsettles, disturbs and affects its users, 

implicating them in networks that stretch back to the early 20th century. 

Both of the Heritage Bangalore sets continue to be sold in the GPO for 35 

rupees per set (approximately 38 pence). Whilst the reproductions may not satisfy 

everyone’s wishes for a certain tactility and printing finish, this price is considerably 

lower than the minimum of 300 rupees one could expect to pay for a single ‘original’ 

picture postcard from the early 20th century. Through reproduction (as a form of 

‘poor image’ (Steyerl 2009), much like the digitisations discussed in chapter five), 

the monetary value and image quality of early 20th century picture postcard images 

has been reduced. However, due to this change in valuation brought on through 

reproduction, British Indian picture postcards now circulate in very different spaces 

of consumption. The reproduced sets consequently sit unassumingly on metal 

shelves in the GPO shop surrounded by a few other sets of picture postcards, cards, 

envelopes, post office merchandise and gift items such as sandalwood incense. Here 

they encounter tourists, philatelists, GPO workers, customers simply visiting the 
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GPO shop for necessary stamps and envelopes, and of course Postcrossers. This is a 

very different ‘time and space’ and a ‘different regime of value’ (Appadurai 1988: 4) 

than that of the antique stores brimming with costly trinkets, furniture and art that 

one must visit across India in order to find what may be deemed ‘originals’.  

As we looked through the set together, I commented to Shikha on the captions 

on the reverse of each card. Shikha explained with a slight laugh, ‘yeah because if 

not, even I wouldn’t know where they are. Like some of the places I haven’t even 

heard of, even though I’ve lived in Bangalore’. She picked up the postcards one by 

one, first the one of the Blighty Tea Rooms, and continued to illustrate her point: 

It looks a lot like Hard Rock, but I don't think it is. I don't know, maybe? 
This is the Post office but it looks completely different now! It's a very 
pretty building and it has all those rose gardens. It’s all blocked by the 
trees but the building looks really majestic. This is one, even, the Bowring 
Institute next to Hard Rock and it’s like an empty stretch of road you 
wouldn’t be able to even imagine that now. This is the palace, I think [the] 
main palace grounds. This looks more or less the same. 
 

As someone born-and-raised in Pune, near Mumbai, Shikha had only lived in 

Bengaluru for five or so years when I met first her. Her relationship with the city is 

therefore very different from that of collectors and heritage enthusiasts who were 

brought up in the city and therefore know the past incarnations of its streets and 

monuments instantaneously upon seeing them. For Shikha, these reproductions did 

not trigger memories of a past Bengaluru. Instead, they offered a means of getting to 

know a Bengaluru she has neither experienced for herself nor has heard stories of 

from older family members. Her comments about the images indicate not an in-depth 

archaeology founded upon an intimate, long-standing knowledge of the city (as with 

discussions on the Facebook group amongst long-time residents) but a more tentative 

familiarity with older representations and spaces of the city: ‘I don’t know, maybe?’  

Sitting with Ruth in the Starbucks in Indiranagar as the monsoon rains held 

us captive with our coffees, I was once again shown the Heritage Bangalore set and 

heard a similar form of engagement. ‘They’re pictures of old Bangalore’, she said, 

before selecting one in particular and explaining further:  

Do you know the Richmond Town? Close to there [are] some ancient 
buildings, so it’s a picture of that [but] now when you go there you 
won’t see anything except for, you know, vehicles and […] tall 
buildings coming up. What we know of Bangalore now is completely 
different from what it was 50 years ago. [At least] that's what I’ve 
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heard from my colleagues who have been born and brought up in 
Bangalore. 
 

I asked Ruth what she thinks of Bengaluru today in light of such images and 

narratives, and she responded without hesitation: ‘Oh I think, uh, we have corrupted 

it, the mankind, [laugh] it was so beautiful. So many trees and it looks so spacious’. 

In Ruth’s appraisal we therefore see a hint of acquired nostalgia as she tries to 

envisage a past of the city she has heard about and is confronted with in postcard 

reproductions.  

When Postcrossers engage with reproduced early 20th century picture 

postcards of the city it allows for an enchanting engagement with discourses of 

heritage, nostalgia and history which are necessary for one to become interpolated 

into a particular form of locality: a locality based upon access to particular 

understandings of the city through time. Whilst these reproductions may move in 

different ‘regimes of value’, through use they acquire their own enchantment of 

materiality and human-thing connections. Moreover, whilst ‘original’ picture 

postcards of the city cannot be used (because they have already been written on, or 

because they have moved into the realm of collector’s item), reproductions have the 

capacity to enchant as they ‘cure’ experiences of technostalgia. It therefore becomes 

clear that the picture postcard as a medium in general, and picture postcards that 

show a past Bengaluru in particular, carry ‘an affective trace of the past, which 

necessarily haunts the present’ thereby ‘reworking’ relationships between people, 

things and places (Bennett J. 2001: 206-209). 

 

6.4. Bengaluru in 100 postcards 
 
Early on in our friendship, Shikha told me about her plan to produce a 

comprehensive series of picture postcards of Bengaluru so that she would have 

something to send out to Postcrossers and sell at Kitsch Mandi.96 She explained that 

she is frequently asked for picture postcards of the city and whilst the heritage sets 

offered ‘something’ there was still space for her to produce her own, more creative 

picture postcards of the city. As a result, almost a year after she had first told me 

about her plans to create Bengaluru picture postcards, she announced on Facebook 

																																																								
96 Kitsch Mandi is a ‘flea’ style art and craft market with music and food stalls held regularly 
in Bengaluru.  
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that she had decided on her theme for the year’s 100 days project: ‘Bangalore, a 

dedication to my dear city’. Primarily run through Instagram, the 100 days project 

was started in 2014 as ‘a celebration of process that encourages everyone to 

participate in 100 days of making’ (The Great Discontent n.d). The aim of the project 

is to encourage people to produce a small work of art every day for 100 days and in 

so doing spread creativity. A quick Internet search will reveal its popularity, bringing 

up thousands of related posts.  

In this section I continue to explore the role of picture postcards as enchanting 

material things that allow for what Nadia Serematakis calls a ‘sensory experience of 

history’ (1996: 3) through a discussion of Shika’s 100 days project. However, I also 

consider how picture postcards can heighten a sensory experience of place given that 

Shikha’s project was born out of and encouraged emplaced engagements with the 

city. The project therefore brings together a nostalgically imbued medium with the 

documentation of Shikha’s own enchanting encounters with the city’s heritage, 

recently acquired landmarks and less known spaces.  

The 19th April 2016 became day one in Shikha’s project, which would 

culminate in a collection of picture postcards and a guidebook to be sold at events 

and online (figure 6.3.). Shikha produced an alternative selection of representations 

of Bengaluru’s ‘vibrant spirit’ (Das 2016: n.p.) and by the time the project was 

completed it had attracted multiple news articles and a lot of ‘likes’ on Facebook. As 

explained in one news article covering the project, Shikha ‘brings together places, 

things and experiences that lend the city its unique character’ (ibid). The illustrations 

themselves combine ‘old’ and ‘new’ media through the use pencil and watercolour 

touched up using Photoshop to create brightly coloured images against white 

backgrounds. Rather than being photo-realist in style, Shikha’s illustrations are bold 

and composite. As a result, the picture postcards depart greatly from the 

photographic picture postcards of the early 20thcentury in both the sites that they 

represent and the style with which they represent them. Despite this, there remains a 

sense of romanticism and nostalgia about the illustrations, which, as one online 

article in the Huffington Post headline claimed, ‘will make you fall in love with the 

city all over again’ (Madhukalya 2016: n.p.). The success of Shikha’s postcards in 

making their viewer ‘fall in love with the city again’, to become (re)enchanted, is 

perhaps due to the fact that, whilst they diverge from the early 20th century 
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counterparts in some ways, they remain attempts at ‘paradigmatic’ representations of 

a place (Van Laar 2010: 195). 

Shikha’s use of a composite style, easier to achieve with a brush than a 

camera, for example, allows her to get rid of ‘extraneous detail and distracting 

blemishes’ (ibid: 195) to instead unite the most characteristic and attractive features 

of the place represented. This is an attempt, as Timothy Van Laar has noted, ‘to 

describe something as completely as possible in order to convey its exceptional 

importance, its importance as a place and as an experience’ (ibid). Shikha’s images 

therefore function within ‘paradigmatic’ modes of picture postcard representation 

and in so doing connote a certain importance onto the place represented. Such 

processes, though using a different medium, resonate with early 20th century picture 

postcard photography in the city when similar choices where made about what to 

represent, from what ‘vantage point’ and even at what time of day. However, they 

also, I argue, give an increased emphasis to the final part of Van Laar’s comment - 

the experience of a place and the networks with which it is comprised. Despite the 

stylistic differences between Shikha’s set and early 20th century picture postcards of 

the city both therefore exist at a point of friction between what was describe in 

chapter three as a sense of monumentalism and stasis, and indications of lived 

experiences of motion and engagement. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 6.3. Basket of Shikha’s postcards on sale at a craft market. [illustrations and  
photograph] 2016. Shikha Nambiar. Available at: 
https://www.facebook.com/sunnyskiesstarryeyes/ [13.09.2016] 
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Meeting with me during the middle of her project, Shikha enthused about the 

new places she had visited as a result of the project and the multiple aspects of 

Bengaluru she had become aware of as a result. Excited by the project and eager to 

share in her explorations around the city, I asked if I could come along with her one 

day as she searched out a new place to illustrate for her postcard project. Shikha 

suggested we try the flea market near Avenue Road in the old part of the city - a 

place we had both heard much about as a hive of activity and goods. There may even 

be vintage postcards on sale, we both hoped. So, early one chilly morning we both 

made our separate ways to the Mysore Bank junction at the start of Avenue Road. 

Though it was light, the sun had not yet risen high in the sky or pierced through the 

clouds and, after finding each other, we both walked down the long road with scarves 

wrapped tightly around our shoulders. Neither of us was entirely sure of the location 

of the flea market but we walked in the general direction down Avenue Road and 

stopped to ask shop owners along the way. Then the rain started: it was a small 

drizzle at first but held the promise of more. Hurrying quickly to try and stay dry, we 

eventually wound our way through increasingly muddy streets to the area where we 

had been told the market would be held only to see an empty street. One of the few 

people to be found on the street informed us that the stallholders likely wouldn’t 

bother setting up because of the rain.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.4. MTR, ‘100 Days of Bangalore – An Illustrated Journey’, number 42. [illustration] 
2016. Shikha Nambiar. Available at: https://www.facebook.com/sunnyskiesstarryeyes/ 
[24.09.2016] 
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With an exchange of disappointment, we decide to hop into an auto rickshaw 

as quickly as possible to avoid the rain and head to the famous Mahavelli Tiffin 

Rooms (henceforth MTR) near Lal Bagh for breakfast in order to salvage our trip. It 

was a Sunday morning and we should have realised that the popular breakfast 

restaurant would be busy but as we walked inside we were both shocked by the 

impressively long queue. After an appetite-building wait of 40 minutes we were 

finally seated in a flurry. Our breakfast of coffee, rāvā idlī ,97 and dosā was delicious 

and made all the more welcome by our damp adventure and long wait. By the end of 

the morning we were both happy to have shared the experience of MTR together but 

it was only a few days later that I saw our excursion had, despite the failure of our 

visit to the flea market, become part of Shikha’s project. On Facebook I saw a post 

with an illustration of the MTR building (figure 6.4.) and its signature dishes 

accompanied by a post which read: 

Go there on a Sunday morning and be prepared to wait for at least 40-
50 minutes (Been there, done that)!! Founded in 1924, they invented 
the delicious rava idlis during World War II, when there was a 
shortage of rice supply and they had to experiment with semolina 
(rava). Here, the idli is served with a tiny bowl of ghee, chutney and 
sagu :) Their Bisi Bele Bhath98 is also yummy and so is the coffee, 
which (to my surprise) is served in silver tumblers. They also serve a 
delectable thali,99 which you can only do justice to, if you skip a few 
meals before!! A must-must-visit for everyone. 
 

As I looked at this post, I realised that our lived experience that morning in MTR, 

born out of exploration in the city, had been transmitted into her illustration and 

would itself become a postcard image, a representation of 21st century Bengaluru and 

part of a network of people, things and places. 

It is not only through her production of the illustrations and her narrative 

captions that Shikha evinced a sense of emplaced-ness. On Shikha’s online artist 

profile she has shared, along with the illustrations alone, several photographs of her 

holding the picture postcards up against the physical places they represent: the 

illustration of Koshy’s held up to the camera with Koshy’s itself slightly out of view 

behind (figure 6.5.) and the Nandi statue at the Bull Temple with Shikha’s fingers 

																																																								
97 rāvā idlī is a variety of idlī made of semolina. MTR claims to have invented it during 
WW2 when rice was scarce.  
98 bisi bēle bhāth is a Karnataka dish made of spiced lentils, rice and vegetables.  
99 thālī refers to a large, round type of plate, typically metal, filled with a variety of savoury 
dishes and often some kind of sweet.  
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placed around her illustrated picture postcard in the foreground (figure 6.6.). Her 

picture postcards were, therefore, even more firmly linked to embodied experiences 

of the city when Shikha returned with them to the sites they represent. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.5. Picture postcard of Koshy’s held up by Shikha in front of the café itself. ‘100 
Days of Bangalore – An Illustrated Journey’, number 7.  [illustration and photograph] 
2016. Shikha Nambiar. Available at: https://www.facebook.com/sunnyskiesstarryeyes/ 
[13.09.2016] 

Figure 6.6. Picture postcard of the Nandi Bull held up by Shikha in front of the statue 
itself, ‘100 Days of Bangalore – An Illustrated Journey’, number 18.  [illustration and 
photograph] 2016. Shikha Nambiar. Available at: 
https://www.facebook.com/sunnyskiesstarryeyes/ [10.09.2016] 
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In another post on Instagram Shikha shared a photograph of the owner of the 

restaurant Sidappa’s holding the picture postcard she had produced of his 

establishment. It was only after reaching out to friends and locals through Facebook 

and at Kitsch Mandi that Shikha learnt of the modest but popular restaurant tucked 

away in a temple complex that serves a few select South Indian dishes. As was stated 

in a newspaper article, the project helped Shikha in ‘getting to know of places she 

had never heard of before or those that may not pop up easily on a Google search’ 

(Das 2016: n.p.). The photograph of her picture postcard of Sidappa’s restaurant 

therefore speaks to the emplaced production practice of Shikha’s postcards as well as 

the networks of local sites, people and foods it encompasses. Such links between 

representations of places in the city and Shikha’s own presence at them indicates the 

process of embodied, lived navigation that produces the city in picture postcard form.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

The online news platform, The Better India, stated that ‘you can tell that the 

artist has experienced the essence of these places to be able to draw them so vividly’ 

(Manu 2016: n.p.). This idea of ‘essence’ and of ‘falling in love with the city again’ 

indicates the capacity of the project and the picture postcards it produced to 

(re)enchant not only acts of communication and connection but the city itself. When 

the postcards were shared on social media, discussed and sold at markets, their 

Figure 6.7. Bangalore’s street signs, ‘100 Days of Bangalore – An Illustrated Journey’, 
number 97.  [illustration] 2016. Shikha Nambiar. Available at: 
https://www.facebook.com/sunnyskiesstarryeyes/ [10.09.2016] 
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materiality, their situation in a specific time and place, and their constitution through 

networks was already apparent. Shikha’s experience and narration of navigating the 

city was crucial to this as her illustration for day 97 of the project demonstrates. For 

this day, Shikha drew a selection of the city’s street signs all pointing in different 

directions, with that for M.G. Road in the centre (figure 6.7.). In her Facebook post 

that day she combined the image with a caption:  

Bangalore is a labyrinth of mains, crosses, one-way streets and what 
not. These bright-yellow signs put up by BBMP are quite characteristic 
of the city. I find them quite helpful to find my way around, though 
I’ve heard more than enough people complain about how confusing it 
can be. From what I hear, the north-south roads are called “main” and 
the east-west roads are called “cross”! 
 

The image of multiple, decontextualized street signs all pointing in different 

directions and the caption that accompanies it therefore speak very literally to the 

challenge of navigating the city, particular for those not born-and raised-there, as its 

streets are experienced in labyrinth form. I would therefore suggest that Shikha’s 

own ‘journey’ in producing the project was largely a process of navigation that 

evinced an embodied (re)enchantment with the city, much as Aliyeh indicated when 

discussing heritage walks in chapter four. Similarly, the picture postcards and 

guidebook that came out of the project became positioned as visual and textual aids 

in navigating and getting to know the city. In particular, Shikha’s Facebook captions 

next to her postcard illustrations often give suggestions for visiting particular places: 

‘It’s worth a visit for the experience and is open from 8am to 3pm and closed on 

Mondays’, she wrote of one of the city’s military hotels. As a migrant to the city 

herself, Shikha is still getting to know Bengaluru, anchoring herself to it through the 

slow accumulation of associations and local knowledge. By combining her own 

personal, embodied experiences of the city and her favourite places with the 

recommendations from friends and locals Shikha produced a form of crowdsourcing 

knowledge that was materialised in the nostalgic medium of picture postcards. 

Whilst, as noted above, Shikha found the Heritage Bangalore sets of 

postcards a means of connecting with Bengaluru’s past, trying to figure out where 

certain landmarks were located and what has changed about them, through this 

project she was able to more fully explore the city and develop a meaningful 

navigation or, to return to Iyer’s terminology used in chapter four, an anchoring. As 

Ilana Baird has noted, a thing bestows ‘meaning to the space it inhabits, organises it 
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in a unique way and maps it out as a network of relations involving a particular 

geography and human subjects’ (2016: 3). It is this process, I suggest, that makes a 

thing enchanting. Towards the end of the project, Shikha explained to the New 

Indian Express that ‘[w]hile exploring Bangalore, I got to learn about the city’s 

history, something which not many people talk about’ (Muralidhar 2016: n.p). Even 

the full title of the project, 100 Days of Bangalore - An Illustrated Journey, speaks to 

the process of (re)enchantment that comes about through exploring, navigating and 

materialising. In the words of one article that covered the project, 

The identity of a city, its unique characteristics, stories and 
eccentricities, are expressed every day, through food, architecture and 
culture, in the city streets and in the people who walk them. 
Occasionally, these stories are brought to life for the world to see (Unni 
2016: n.p.).  
 

By opening an article on the project in this way, the author immediately establishes it 

in both the phenomenological and narrative terms of experiencing everyday 

(re)enchantments of the city.  

The importance of Shikha’s lived experience of navigating Bengaluru in the 

creation of 100 illustrated picture postcards is particularly evident from the fact that 

she has not solely reproduced previous picture postcard subjects. Whilst locations 

such as Cubbon Park (figure 6.8.), the Bull Temple and Lal Bagh (which were 

typical sites of early 20th century picture postcard representations) are included in 

Shikha’s project, they appear alongside other locations and more ephemeral aspects 

of Bengaluru’s identity from restaurants, to food stands, to tabebuia trees (figure 

6.9.). The inclusion of these sites therefore presents a very different picture postcard 

Bengaluru to the one created in the early 20th century. It is one that speaks to 

multiple aspects of the city’s past and embodied experiences in its present. Of 

particular significance, therefore, is Shikha’s inclusion of post-colonial monuments 

of the city such as the impressive and towering Hanuman statue next to the Outer 

Ring Road, the statue of Kempe Gowda opposite the BBMP offices, the seat of 

Karnataka’s legislature the Vidhana Soudha (figure 6.10.) and the Freedom Park 

built to commemorate the Indian Freedom Struggle (figure 6.11.). The presence of 

such sites in Shikha’s set therefore visualises the post-colonial identity of the city 

and as such offers a counter to the overexposure of the colonial project in early 20th 

century photographic postcards.  
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Figure 6.8. The Library in Cubbon Park, ‘100 Days of Bangalore – An Illustrated 
Journey’, number 12. [illustration] 2016. Shikha Nambiar. Available at: 
https://www.facebook.com/sunnyskiesstarryeyes/ [10.09.2016] 

Figure 6.9. Pink Tabebuia Tree in Bangalore, ‘100 Days of Bangalore – An Illustrated 
Journey’, number 98. [illustration] 2016. Shikha Nambiar.  Available at: 
https://www.facebook.com/sunnyskiesstarryeyes/ [13.09.2016] 
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Figure 6.11 Freedom Park in Bangalore, ‘100 Days of Bangalore – An 
IllustratedJourney’, number 33. [illustration] 2016. Shikha Nambiar. Available at: 
https://www.facebook.com/sunnyskiesstarryeyes/ [30.09.2016] 

Figure 6.10. Vidhana Soudha in Bangalore held up by Shikha in front of the building 
itself. ‘100 Days of Bangalore – An Illustrated Journey’, number 22. [illustration and 
photograph] 2016. Shikha Nambiar. Available at: 
https://www.facebook.com/sunnyskiesstarryeyes/ [30.09.2017] 
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Taking the temporal dimensions of her set even further, the controversial 

symbol of Bengaluru’s urbanisation, Namma Metro itself is also included. So too is 

the iconic Forum Mall opened in 2004 complete with IMAX and considered a 

symbol of Bengaluru’s middle class, global, urban identity. Whilst such sites may 

not conform to the picture postcard’s typical concern with ‘the beautiful, the sublime, 

the exotic and the heroic’ (Van Laar 2010: 196), they nonetheless offer a somewhat 

idealised representation of Bengaluru where the glass and steel geometric buildings 

of ‘Electronic City’ are able to take up a place in this project. Moreover, as 

significant features of the contemporary city’s landscape they are sites of quotidian, 

enchanting encounters for Bengaluru’s middle class population.  

In Shikha’s project, the centrality of such places (along with iconic eateries 

like Koshy’s) to the city’s contemporary identity and its citizens’ experiences of 

locality are reinforced as they become ‘postcard-ed’. As Van Laar has noted, whilst 

picture postcards typically represent places of importance, they simultaneously work 

the other way and connote importance to a place by giving it ‘legitimate “postcard 

status” ’ (2010: 196). In this way, we can therefore understand Shikha’s project as 

both a representation of already significant sites in the city’s present-day identity and 

as a process of recognising the significance of certain ‘newer’ aspects of the city’s 

identity to a particular segment of the population. Shikha’s picture postcards 

therefore marry a nostalgically imbued medium with representations of 100 sites that 

contribute to her experience of material, networked enchantment in the contemporary 

city.  

Whilst engagements with original early 20th century picture postcards and 

their reproductions frequently produce a sense of nostalgia for what Bengaluru has 

lost (as demonstrated in previous chapters), 100 Days of Bangalore – An Illustrated 

Journey is less nostalgic than it is celebratory of the city’s present. Whilst idealised 

representations of the city, blemishes removed, certainly can incite nostalgia amongst 

viewers (as made evident by some online comments), the project’s primary tone is 

one of positively representing particular aspects of the contemporary city and 

encouraging others to experience them through their dissemination in the form of 

picture postcards. As such, I suggest that the media coverage of the project, the tone 

of the majority of Shikha’s captions (which speak little of loss, lack or longing) and 

the vivid colours used in her illustrations demonstrate that ‘very new postcards can 

be used, minimising nostalgia by leaving less room, less of a gap between past and 
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present’ (Van Laar 2010: 19). Indeed, the comments the project received on 

Facebook thanking Shikha for showcasing and documenting the beauty of the city, 

for making citizens ‘fall in love with the city again’, further support the reception of 

the project as celebratory.  

The medium of the picture postcard was therefore mobilised by Shikha to 

produce and disseminate a very different experience, imagination and mapping of 

Bengaluru than the one we have explored from the early 20th century. Whilst the set 

does include sites seen in the early 20th century picture postcard representations, it 

also takes us up to the present. In this sense, we can again say that the project offers 

us paradigmatic picture postcards for the ‘desirable image is one that celebrates and 

enlarges the present while making connections with past and future’ (Lynch in 

Arreola 2013: xvi). Consequently, the picture postcards produced immerse us in 

Shikha’s quotidian enchantments of Bengaluru as aspects of its ephemeral identity as 

a modern, urban, aspirational, global city are materialised in the networked form of 

the picture postcard.  

 

6.5. Conclusion  
 
By placing this chapter at the end of the thesis, the discussion of the biographies of 

British Indian picture postcards of Bengaluru has returned to the issue of materiality 

and the networks of people, things and places as introduced in chapter one. By doing 

so, I have illustrated the non-linear, on-going lives of picture postcards as they move 

through time and space to interact with different communities in the city. Picture 

postcards from early 20th century Bengaluru continue their social life, not only 

through acts of collecting, display and digitisation but also through reproduction into 

new picture postcards to be sent once more through the postal system. Moreover, in 

21st century Bengaluru, the medium of picture postcards more broadly also continues 

its social life as new photographs and illustrations are produced to represent the city 

and place it in connection with the complex, local and global networks of people and 

things.  

In the context of 21st century Bengaluru, picture postcards come to circulate 

in a community of Postcrossers who experience the use of picture postcards as a 

quotidian yet enchanting activity. For these individuals the materiality and networks 

(or connections) of picture postcards are crucial to their ‘regime of value’ in the 
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present and their capacity to (re)enchant experiences of communication and 

quotidian, urban life. Positioned in opposition to digital ‘new’ media, picture 

postcards are put back into circulation as part of an active and self-conscious effort to 

produce enchantment in a technostalgic mode. Moreover, it is within this community 

and this experience of materiality, of thing-ness, that reproductions of British Indian 

picture postcards of Bengaluru are put back into postal communication as ‘sensory’ 

past experiences and networks that (re)enchant the city by producing a sense of 

locality, community and slower temporality, or, at the least, an awareness of local 

discourses of change. These reproductions demonstrate the ways in which ‘old’ 

media are revitalised or remediated with the help of ‘new’ technologies, such as 

scanning, digital printing and social media (Bolter and Grusin 2000). However, they 

also reveal the capacity for mass reproductions to gain an enchanting materiality 

when put back into circulation, given ‘wrinkles’ and a ‘story’.  

In the final section of this chapter, Shikha’s 100 days picture postcard 

illustration project in and of Bengaluru brought us back to notions of friction and 

anchoring: this time not for a born-and-raised Bengalurean eager to re-connect with 

their changing city but a recent migrant who wishes to further ‘fall in love with the 

city’ with the help of picture postcards as a medium to mobilise exploration and 

experience of place. Shikha’s embodied navigation of the city was expressed in her 

portrayal of the project on social media as she narrated her adventures to various 

sites, shared photographs of her picture postcards in front of the places and/or foods, 

and asked for suggestions from friends and followers of where to go and what to see 

and taste next. The resulting set of picture postcards form a very different 

imagination of Bengaluru than their British Indian inspiration and counterpoint. This 

is an imagination founded upon a particular contemporary, classed experience of 

Bengaluru not as a disenchanted city but as a place of vibrant hybridity, heritage and 

embodied experience. This is a picture postcard Bengaluru to fall in love with, again. 

This is a Bengaluru (re)enchanted by a world of things comprised of networks and 

materiality that stretch across time and space through acts of remediation and revival. 
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[Conclusion] 
 

7.1. The thing about picture postcards in a ‘city without a past’ 
 
I rushed to finish lunch at a restaurant in Malleshwaram, conscious that I was 

running late after hitting traffic on my way to this neighbourhood in the northeast of 

Bengaluru. Earlier in the day, I had caught up with Kiran, Naresh and Rohit to share 

with them some of the picture postcards I had collected since leaving Bengaluru 

almost exactly a year before. Over our coffees, Kiran had invited me to a talk he was 

due to give to a group of architecture students at a heritage bungalow that afternoon. 

The talk was part of a series of heritage events and Kiran had been invited to speak 

to a group of architecture students in his capacity as heritage enthusiast and 

administrator of the Facebook group Bangalore – photos from a bygone age. So, 

after hasty bite to eat I took my place in one of the seats set out in front of a projector 

in a central room of the bungalow with high ceilings and peeling paintwork. The talk 

that ensued reflected Kiran’s breadth of knowledge and passion about the city’s 

heritage. Yet as I watched familiar picture postcards appear in Kiran’s slides, his 

presentation also reiterated the themes of rapid urban change, loss and disorientation 

that emerged throughout the course of my fieldwork. What irony, he said, in the 

city’s wealthy paying vast sums of money for new condos on plots of land where 

bungalows once stood, only to go to Europe to look at heritage buildings. What 

comfort he and a friend feel when, amidst the shock of the city’s change, they spot 

something that has remained the same. Kiran’s presentation therefore made 

abundantly apparent that when the city changes and physical marks of its past 

disappear, picture postcards take on an increased significance for what they can tell 

us about the city and the connections they can form. A year after finishing fieldwork 

in Bengaluru, I had returned to find that picture postcards continue to circulate in 

new spaces, contexts and forms, forging ever larger networks of relation as they are 

mobilised in discourses of change, heritage, memory, connect and locality.  

In this dissertation, I began with the question of how the ephemeral debris of 

British Indian picture postcards is engaged in the postcolonial present of Bengaluru. 

In a city often depicted as having been ‘born with Infosys in 1990’, what discourses, 

memories, critiques, histories and heritages does the pervasive medium of the British 

Indian picture postcard reveal, enable and elicit? As a medium which was produced 

in vast quantities and which travelled in global circuits, what can be learned about 
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relationships between past/present, ‘new’/‘old’ media, colonial/postcolonial and 

local/global when we recognise that their biographies continue into the present? The 

aim of this research was therefore to explore how the colonial visual medium of 

picture postcards continues to circulate in the postcolonial present, functioning as 

material mediators in experiences of urban transformation, digitisation, heritage, 

memory, locality and nostalgia in India’s rapidly changing ‘Silicon City’.  

To answer the above questions, I utilised ethnographic, archival and digital 

data to trace the social life of British Indian picture postcards of Bengaluru from their 

initial production in the C and M Station’s photographic studios during the early 20th 

century into the postcolonial present where they are collected, remediated and 

displayed. In 21st century Bengaluru, discourses of the city’s IT identity dominate as 

it is popularly positioned as a model of economic liberalisation, globalisation and 

modernity. Within this context, the city’s past is felt to have fallen into the shadows 

of the glass high-rise buildings of the international software industry. However, as 

shown through every chapter, British Indian picture postcards become a means of 

narrativising, mediating and contending experiences of colonial representation, 

disorienting urban transformation, disenchantment and discourses of Bengaluru as a 

‘city without a past’. Collectors, studio proprietors, heritage enthusiasts, artists, 

architects and Postcrossers have differing relationships with the medium, which 

points to the mutable, mobile nature of picture postcards as things. Yet across these 

contexts the themes of materiality, heritage, locality, emplaced human-thing 

networks and a fluid experience of temporality persist. By tracing these recurrences I 

have revealed the subtle intersections between people and colonial visual media in 

processes of place making, historicising and connecting in a period of intense socio-

spatial urban change.  

Conceptualising picture postcards as things, as opposed to objects, has 

enabled this dissertation to add to the existing body of literature on ‘thing-theory’ in 

order to highlight the coexistence of complex, multiple and, at times, conflicting 

experiences, attitudes and narratives around picture postcards of Bengaluru. By 

building specifically upon Brown (2001) and Ingold (2010), I have shown that 

picture postcards are not predetermined, fixed, objective objects but mutable, mobile 

and networked things. By bringing this theory to bear on Appadurai and Kopytoff’s 

approach to following the ‘social life of things’ (1988), this thesis has traced the 

complex biographies of picture postcards whilst avoiding the attractions of a stable, 
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linear and singular narrative. As complex things produced by multiple individuals, 

various processes and in multiple places, this research therefore demonstrated that 

picture postcards are particularly suited to opening-up spaces of complexity and 

nuance in the relationships between past, present, place, thing and community. This 

thesis has thus shown that in postcolonial cities experiencing rapid, largely 

unplanned urbanisation, infrastructural instability and ecological collapse the 

ephemeral debris of the colonial past is creatively engaged in processes of heritage 

and locality making. Such processes involve unofficial repatriation of colonial things 

as their original circuits of consumption are reversed (for example through online 

auction sites such as eBay) and they are interpolated into local histories and 

experiences. 

 

7.2. Following picture postcards 
 
By following picture postcards through offline and online spaces, my research 

methodology mimicked the ways in which my interlocutors themselves utilise these 

things as tools of navigation in a city riding ‘waves of change’ (Iyer 2016: n.p.). 

Whilst ethnographies that ‘follow the thing’ are not uncommon (Tsing’s 2015 The 

Mushroom at the End of the World being a beautiful example), my research has 

adapted this approach to develop a methodology that not only follows picture 

postcards but which also foregrounds the experience of navigation, searching and 

locality production of which they are a part. This methodology is, I argue, 

particularly suited to research contexts of rapid change in which things and the 

people that engage with them are not only highly mobile (physically, emotionally, 

socially) but are engaged in relationships of navigation, rooting and place making 

with one another. 

Each chapter indicates my own ethnographic searching and the ways in 

which picture postcards become mobilised in the city as they move between different 

spaces, contexts and forms. This methodology therefore enabled disparate contexts to 

be considered in close relation to one another as people and things traverse between 

them and unite them in processes of memory, locality, community and heritage 

production. In chapter two I followed multiple collections and thereby uncovered the 

layers of memory, discourse and experience that they contain, and the physical and 

social networks of relation between them. In chapter four, the methodology of 
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following picture postcards was made most clearly apparent through an analysis of 

the disparate public places in Bengaluru where they surface. By doing so, the chapter 

evidenced the complex, manifold and ambiguous ways in which heritage, place and 

history are negotiated across disparate unofficial spaces and contexts that may not 

otherwise appear connected.  

Taking this methodological approach also allowed for offline and online 

spaces to be understood in relation to one another. Whilst some have argued that 

online spaces create detachment from offline geographies and communities (Sorkin 

1992; Light 1999), others have argued that they are embedded in offline spaces 

through social relations (Miller 2011 and Diamantaki 2014). What my thesis has 

demonstrated through its methodology and theoretical framing is that things are 

crucial to the construction and maintenance of a relationship between the online and 

the offline. I showed that the Facebook group discussed in chapter five is connected 

to the physical spaces of Bengaluru through the advertisement of events, the sharing 

of embodied experiences and through the living archive of things that it has 

produced. As part of this archive, picture postcards contribute to the alignment of an 

online space with the offline, physical spaces of the city by contributing to members’ 

navigations and constructions of Bengaluru. I therefore revealed that the circulation 

of things is crucial to the constitution of relationships between different spaces in the 

city, including the online and offline.  

In addition to mirroring the navigation of my interlocutors, this methodology 

also importantly echoed the social life of picture postcards themselves as things 

designed to travel between and connect disparate people and places. In chapters one 

and three the fundamental role of movement in the social life of picture postcards 

from their initial production and consumption in the early 20th century was 

foregrounded and connected to their continued circulation today. Resultantly, this 

dissertation has developed a ‘follow the thing’ methodology that combined 

participant observation and archival research to reflect the ways in which the 

movements of people and things, and the networks between them that we observe in 

the present, stretch into and are shaped through time. Rather than presenting the 

social life of picture postcards in a linear way, the structure of the dissertation 

reflects the fluid ways in which my interlocutors and I followed them back and forth 

between past and present. Such a methodological approach may be challenging in 

that it does not produce a clear narrative of ‘stable’, ‘singular’ and temporally fixed 
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moments in the life of a thing. However, precisely because of this it allows us to 

comprehend the messiness and fluidity that characterise both people/thing relations 

and experiences of rapid change in the postcolonial city.  

 

7.3. Picture postcards in global and local networks 
 
Whilst in the current body of literature picture postcards are often situated as solely 

European products, the fact that they were the result of multiple individuals, 

processes, places, and global and local networks (as highlighted in chapter one) 

means that they are ideally suited to revealing the complexities of colonialism. My 

research therefore adds to and nuances what is already known about the role of 

picture postcards in the construction of colonial discourse and representational 

paradigms. In addition, it raises questions about the on-the-ground reality of visual 

media production under colonialism that can be obscured by more generalised 

approaches to the analysis of images, as well as bringing to the fore the ‘subaltern 

stories’ that can be read at the margins of picture postcards (chapters one and three). 

When analysing picture postcards of a particular city it is possible to tease out the 

finely textured relationships between the sites pictured, the sites left out of the frame 

and the modes of representation.  

Chapter three made clear the simultaneous production of depopulated, static, 

‘monumental’ picture postcards and picture postcards of Bengaluru’s streets filled 

with quotidian activity. Such picture postcards worked to reinforce colonial 

discourses such as Self/Other, order/disorder and modernity/tradition. However, 

when such images are looked at more closely, and in conjunction with messages and 

postal marks, it is possible to discern less rigid spatial divisions in the colonial city 

than broader contemporary discourse suggested. Specifically, we find evidence of 

encounter between photographed and photographer, and indications of the crucial 

role that this medium played in maintaining locality and social relations across time 

and space: a role that they continue to play in the present. Based upon the 

cataloguing of hundreds of British Indian picture postcards of Bengaluru in 

conjunction with analysis of the oral histories of my interlocutors and documents in 

the archives, this dissertation has produced a locally contingent understanding of the 

work that these colonial things did in the early 20th century.  
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By focussing upon a single city, rather than India as a whole when analysing 

picture postcards, it has consequently been possible to highlight both the global and 

complex local networks that existed between photographers, organisations and 

spaces in the city. These local networks, I have shown, played a crucial role in the 

construction of locality in early 20th century Bengaluru as the C and M Station was 

cast as not only a military zone but a ‘domesticated’ place of colonial India (chapter 

one). In conjunction with this, I revealed that whilst expected colonial power 

relations were at play within picture postcard production in Bengaluru (with many of 

the photographers in the C and M Station being European and members of elite 

organisations), Indian photographers and studios were crucial agents in the industry. 

Moreover, relationships between studio premises, master and apprentice, and global 

and local were also at play. When approached in this way, picture postcard 

production complicates understandings of what ‘colonial’ indicates when applied to 

visual media of the time. Tracing several photographers and studios from the late 

19th century into the present-day moreover demonstrated the ways in which spaces, 

stories, materials and archival records of picture postcard production get passed-

down through time, becoming enmeshed into the fabric of contemporary, 

postcolonial locality.  

 

7.4. Picture postcards and the politics of heritage and nostalgia  
 
As has been demonstrated throughout each chapter, picture postcards are things that 

carry a depth of information across time and space. In the context of present-day 

Bengaluru these things are interpreted, appropriated and remediated in ways that 

reveal the tensions of heritage, history, memory, locality and urban transformation. 

Going beyond the usual formulations of British Indian picture postcards, and colonial 

visual culture more broadly, which situate them in the colonial past alone, this 

ethnography consistently illustrates that they are actively circulated and engaged 

with in contemporary Bengaluru. These visual, textual and material things become 

constituents in processes of place making, historical narrativising and heritage 

production, situated within a larger politics of middle class and elite responses to the 

negatively experienced consequences of urban transformation. In this context, 

picture postcards become mobilised as tools for the critique of the colonial past, 

emblematic as they are of certain representational and discursive agendas ushered in 
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by high colonialism. Yet they are simultaneously things infused with nostalgia, 

encoded with local knowledge, and enmeshed with histories and experiences of 

Bengaluru that exceed that of the colonial. Through tracing the social life of British 

Indian picture postcards, I have woven together ethnographic and archival research 

in order to grasp the discursive and material relationships between past and present. 

Consequently, this research has expanded beyond the purely historical scope of much 

of the scholarship on colonial visual media and proposed an anthropological 

approach to the investigation of their present-day engagements.  

 It is here that the ‘thingly’ nature of picture postcards becomes particularly 

apparent as they are engaged with in diverse ways, assigned multifarious meanings 

and brought forth into a range of spaces. The particularly composite nature of picture 

postcards, comprised as they are by multiple individuals and out of multiple 

materials and practices, means they clearly illustrate the fact that visual media are 

fluid and mobile, and can never be consigned to a contained time or place. All six 

chapters of this dissertation have therefore explored the social life of picture 

postcards as things from different perspectives and in different contexts within 

Bengaluru, from private collections and exhibitions to heritage walks, social media 

and contemporary (re)productions. The movement between past and present has been 

a constant thread throughout the chapters, thereby highlighting the temporal and 

spatial mobility of picture postcards. Yet this movement has also demonstrated the 

crucial role that engagements with the past and its ephemera play in Bengaluru, not 

only in spite of but, arguably, because of its experiences of recent urban change and 

re-imagination. By avoiding a clear, singular narrative of ‘past to present’ within and 

between the chapters, the dissertation has illuminated the multiple tensions between 

past and present, the different weightings between them and the varying temporal 

articulations that take place when my interlocutors engage with picture postcards.  

In a city that has no formal heritage policy, picture postcards are mobilised as 

part of a larger ephemeral debris from the past in projects of heritage production 

when they move into multiple public spaces of the city. Mapping these movements 

and exploring the discussions, activities and interactions that take place within these 

disparate spaces thereby revealed the entanglement of colonial things in middle class 

and elite experiences of colonial history, heritage, memory and locality in a city 

experiencing rapid urbanisation. In chapter four, my ethnographic approach of 

navigating through picture postcards brought into view the complex, unofficial 



	 [265] 

dynamics of heritage in an Indian city with lacking heritage policy and dwindling 

heritage sites. In such spaces, picture postcards become part of, and occasionally 

motivate, larger discussions and embodied practices around heritage that incorporate 

colonial critique, nostalgia, pre- and postcolonial histories, government policies and 

anxieties for the future. The growing preoccupation with heritage in Bengaluru is 

therefore produced not only with elements of the city’s urban landscape, such as 

buildings, but also with visual media and ephemera. Picture postcards, which can 

move through the offline and online spaces of Bengaluru, offer those who can access 

them the opportunity to record particular pieces of the past, to create heritage and 

histories and to interweave themselves with them. Picture postcards and the people 

who engage with them therefore collaboratively evince the past in response to 

experiences in the present.    

Nostalgic sentiments have been detectable throughout my ethnography. 

Often, they have been at the forefront of my interlocutors’ engagements but at other 

times they have sat quietly as a backdrop or been actively resisted. This thesis 

therefore contributes to literature outside of anthropology that has, in the past few 

decades, begun to acknowledge nostalgia’s crucial role for communities in the 

present. Building upon previous works on nostalgia and local history groups 

(Keightly and Pickering 2012; Angé and Berliner 2015; Wheeler 2017), my research 

has demonstrated the productive role that nostalgia can play for communities 

struggling with a sense of disintegrating locality and disappearing marks of the past. 

Moreover, I have uncovered the complexity of nostalgic sentiments that cluster 

around colonial visual media such that they coexist with reflexivity and critique of 

British colonialism. In the context of Bengaluru’s most populous social media site 

for the sharing of old images, historical information and memories, nostalgia 

becomes a motivational force for the production of a living archive (Hall 2008). By 

extending this concept to social media, I demonstrated that social media groups 

concerned with local history and heritage offer a fluid engagement with the past, 

present and future, and reveal the processes of selection and construction that go into 

all archives. The images and information that picture postcards of Bengaluru bear are 

therefore engaged with in a larger context of nostalgia, but often as part of specific 

archaeologies of the city in processes of constructing the past.  

This dissertation has also shown that the medium itself is an object of 

nostalgia within Bengaluru. In chapter six, nostalgia around Bengaluru specifically is 
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revealed to be enmeshed with nostalgia for the slower temporality, the connections, 

materiality and personalisation of the picture postcard as a form of communication 

that pre-dates the IT revolution so synonymous for many locals with the city’s urban 

transformation. Technostalgia, or analogue nostalgia, therefore speaks to individuals’ 

attempts to engage with Bengaluru’s past, heritage and locality. Yet it also indicates 

efforts to experience specific materialities associated with a past through the use of a 

nostalgic medium of communication. In this regard, I demonstrated that as mutable, 

fluid things, picture postcards are closely intertwined with assumptions about the 

differences between digital and analogue communication. At the same time, 

however, I highlighted that they are being remediated in ways that bring ‘new’ and 

‘old’ media into constitutive collaboration. In Bengaluru, picture postcards therefore 

illuminate the complexities of technostalgia as a sentiment and practice that, 

although premised on privileging ‘old’ media, does in fact play a crucial role in 

undermining these very distinctions of ‘old’ and ‘new’. For Postcrossers in 

Bengaluru, it is the materiality and the connections established by picture postcards 

that are crucial to their capacity to (re)enchant quotidian city life. The marks that 

picture postcards acquire when used in the present-day attest to their meaningful 

engagements, movements, their stories and biographies.  

 

7.5. Frictions and remediations in the social life of picture postcards  
 
The different chapters of this dissertation have evidenced the oscillation that occurs 

between personal memories and collective experiences in relationships with things 

from the colonial past. Specifically, I demonstrated that family histories, 

relationships and friendships become intertwined with picture postcard collections, 

which simultaneously speak to broader histories of change and the politics of value 

in Bengaluru (chapter two). At times, the personal and collective have been shown to 

align, whilst at others they have rubbed against each other unable to reconcile. This 

thereby revealed the capacity of picture postcards, as things, to be both private and 

personal, and to carry a multiplicity of meanings. This research has therefore 

evidenced the insights to be gained from following a particular class of visual media 

due to the linkages such an approach reveals between discourses, things, individuals, 

practices and spaces within a city that would not otherwise be visible. Here, the 

concept of friction (Tsing 2005), employed throughout the thesis, becomes 
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particularly salient as a means of indicating the coexistence of multiple and, at times, 

contradictory understandings amongst my Bengalurean interlocutors. However, by 

bringing this into dialogue with visual anthropology, I have additionally highlighted 

the analytical usefulness of thinking of visual media in terms of friction. As 

demonstrated, this allows us to understand the material engagements we have with 

visual media through the frictions of touch and movement. Moreover, it also 

emphasises the pictorial turn as an on-going engagement with things as nodes of 

friction that motivate diverse discourse and practice in the context of the 21st century 

in which visual things are increasingly re-engaged. The focus on a single city, 

Bengaluru, enabled an understanding of the relationship between the global and local 

networks that picture postcards are a part of to be developed, and for in-depth 

investigations into the frictions that are at work in constructions of locality, heritage 

and history to be explored.  

Following British Indian picture postcards and thinking in terms of the 

friction of things has additionally revealed the continuous processes of remediation 

that occur in the social life of colonial visual media. Each remediation encodes the 

picture postcard differently. When a caption stating ‘Native Street’ is added to an 

image of Avenue Road in the early 20th century both the street and the picture 

postcard become embroiled in colonial representational tropes and discourses 

(chapter three). When a picture postcard is written in the early 20th century their 

composite nature and their status as things that combined broad colonial discourse 

with the personal and banal is established (chapter three). When a postcard is 

digitally or physically reproduced, its caption removed and a new one added, it 

becomes part of the production of heritage and locality in a city experiencing rapid 

change (chapters four, five and six). When reproductions move from the collector’s 

album or antique shop-counter to the post office shelf it sparks debates around 

originality and materiality (chapter six). When enlarged and displayed in public 

spaces picture postcards enter into and enliven debates on the colonial past (chapter 

four). When an artist produces a new set of picture postcards of Bengaluru a form of 

21st century embodied navigation is materialised (chapter six).  

With each remediation, multiple layers of meaning are added to the picture 

postcard and the wider contexts it was born in and has moved through. 

Consequently, these picture postcards come to carry multiple layers of meaning that, 

when closely explored, allow us to ‘sharpen’ our understanding of the way in which 
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the colonial past is worked-out, critiqued and reclaimed in the present through on-

going, active processes of engagement that result in what Brosius called a 

‘patchwork of imaginaries’ (2010: 119). In this way, the thesis has contributed to an 

existing body of scholarship, which argues that it is impossible to draw hard-and-fast 

distinctions between the producer and consumer of media since, as demonstrated, 

‘consumers’ are constantly (re)producing media in creative, personal ways. 

In relation to this, my ethnography has added to literature on the relationship 

between ‘old’ and ‘new’ media by complicating divisions between the two. Not only 

have I revealed that picture postcards (typically deemed an ‘old’ medium) share 

affordances with ‘new’ social media but I have further revealed the ways in which 

these different media enter into relationships with one another, blurring conceptions 

of ‘originality’ (chapters four, five and six). I have therefore demonstrated that 

through movement and remediation picture postcards enter into an array of inter-

ocular and inter-textual relationships with other things. In private collections, for 

example, picture postcards are placed alongside letters, photographs, maps and 

advertisements etc. as mnemonic things (chapter two), whilst when remediated in 

social media these inter-ocular and inter-textual relationships are expanded in an 

unofficial and digital living archive (chapter five). 

Such moments of remediation, when picture postcards are taken apart, put 

back together and reimagined are clear examples of Mitchell’s ‘hybrid things’ (2005: 

156). However, whilst Mitchell suggests that the ‘hybrid thing’ is at points during its 

life a stable object with a singular identity and a ‘recognisable face’, this dissertation 

challenges this distinction and demonstrates the constant multiplicity in the social 

life of picture postcards as things. Even in moments of apparent singularity and 

stability, such as sitting still and accumulating dust in a collector’s album or drawer, 

picture postcards are always multiple and fluid such that they can simultaneously be 

familial mnemonics, evidence of urban transformation, insights into a ‘subaltern 

story’ of colonialism, tools of navigation and locality production, and a medium 

capable of forging meaningful connections.  
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