THE ADVENTURE OF A PHOTOGRAPHER

Dayanita Singh

A Dream Villa photographer exchanged her dowry to study photography in America
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On her return to India in 1989, she met a very unique eunuch in Old Delhi and, 13 years later,
they made Myself Mona Ahmed. The texts were dictated by Mona in the form of emails to the publisher,
Walter Keller. The book was released by the Swiss ambassador in the grave-yard where Mona now lives.
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Unable to deal with the dilemmas of photojournalism, the photographer turned to her own friends and
their families with the hope that some of them would hang her portraits of them on their walls. In 2000,
she exhibited 40 such portraits in the Saligao Institute, and after the exhibition the sitters were invited to
take the images to their homes, where they still hang – laminated prints double taped onto the wall.
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In 2008, she returned to Calcutta and displayed 108 photographs of the Ladies of Calcutta. Here, too, the
sitters were invited to carry home their framed photos. The images now hang in 66 homes. During this exhibition, she walked past the jewellery store, Satramdas, with her newly published Sent a Letter. She placed
these accordion-fold books in the shop’s vitrines, where they are still on display.
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She returned to the Mystic’s ashram in Varanasi, where her father had wanted her to live and study.
Some years after his and the Mystic’s passing away, she made I am as I am, 2001.
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Even the family portraits she made as Privacy felt constrictive. She longed for more space, she explored
Empty Spaces. Her terrain expanded and a decade later she found colour – more specifically, a blue of
daylight film used after sunset, and she made Blue Book in 2009.
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She chanced upon this Poppy moment. She recognised the emotion, she had been there before.
She returned to her analogue, medium-format contact-sheets, and made Go Away Closer 2007. She
understood that she could make an edit with a certain note in her head, which had nothing to do with the
obvious themes.
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And then on a full moon night in May came the terror of the night, she had crossed over to the other side.
Nothing was as it seemed to be, the world was topsy-turvy and the moon was just the night’s ornamentation.
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This new landscape had no geography, it existed in her head, she recognised its
inhabitants as she drove through the night in various cities, and this formed Dream Villa, 2010.
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Why does it matter where she made this picture? What does the location satisfy except your curiosity?
The where and the when of photography were limiting its scope. The colour of the night, when darkness
threw context out of the picture, became the way forward, egged on by her growing interest in fiction and
long conversations with Aveek Sen.
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The conversations around the Dream Villa world led to a book of short stories, in collaboration with Sen.
Was it possible for photographs to work as text and the texts to allude to what is often the domain of the
photo – the elusive, the intangible? Together they made House of Love in 2011.
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“I fall into a place and I become of that place,” replied Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak when asked, during a
public conversation in Calcutta, whether she would describe herself as cosmopolitan. “I feel sometimes,
when someone asks me the question, that I have roots in air. You know? I am at home everywhere and
I am not at home anywhere. It seems to me when one is at home, the place where one is at home has no
name.”
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Mahler’s First Symphony, that she had sequenced Go Away Closer to, continued to weave its magic on her
practice, as did Italo Calvino. She realised that her photographs were just words or single notes, and to
make a poem or a symphony, she needed to work in a way that foregrounded editing and sequencing.
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In 2013, she went to Gerhard Steidl, her chief conspirator for File Room, armed with hundreds of images
made in paper archives in India over the last years. This time they decided to make the cover in ten different colors and not have a title. Later that year, she showed the same book, but with different cover images,
at the Venice Biennale. Finally she had found the way to make the book her work and display it on the
walls as she did her prints. Outside the pavilion, she sold the book in a specially made cart for the event.
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Working obsessively in the paper archives of India, where the archivists designed their own structures and
cataloguing systems, she started to build her own structures and called them her ‘Museums’. Each structure had a display and a reserve collection. Her first museum was the File Museum, which held within it
140 images; 40 were displayed and the other 100 could be rearranged constantly.
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In 2013, she made the Museum of Chance, one of the 8 museums she showed at the Hayward Gallery,
turning her retrospective into a prospective. She called the exhibition Go away Closer. “It feels as though it
is my first show, as though everything I had done before was in preparation for this.”
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There was a Museum of Machines, a Museum of Furniture which during its installation gave birth to
the Museum of Vitrines, and a Museum of Embraces which emerged out of the Museum of Chance. The
Museum of Photography was more about how we live with images than just about photographs. The Little
Ladies Museum mixed her mother’s portraits of her as a child with her own portraits of little girls.
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The museums went on to form Museum Bhavan, with its own trustees and registrar. After its maiden tour,
the Museum Bhavan will return to New Delhi and be housed in her apartment, where it would open to the
public on 2 full moon nights in a year. It would have its own Archivist-in-Residence programme.

19

With the museums, she found the form she had been looking for – a form that could grow organically and
change at whim, always open to new visitors, new conversations, and some revisitations too. The ashram
drew her repeatedly as did rooms full of paper and her continuing friendship with Mona. in 2013 She
made a moving still image with Mona
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In 2014, she inaugurated her Book Museum, within which she created a private chamber where people
could bring the mass-produced File Room book they had bought and watch it transform into a unique
work in front of them.
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