
ON BEING THERE (The Making of an Exhibition) 

The concern is of being there, in ways more than one. The dialogue opens between a photographer-cum-graphic 
designer, who is in the process of building an exhibition, and an artist, who is excited at the prospect of using 
photographs and design to make a statement in the area of installation art. Placed on the table, between the two, is a 
postcard size album full of 34 photographs and an equal number of questionnaires filled by the subjects who have 
posed for the photographs. The subjects of the photographs are old and young; men and women. Their professions 
are different and so also their interests. But there is one factor that binds them all is the experience of being there 
instead of here. And this makes all the difference. Posing in front of the car, in the living room with the framed 
pictures of Gandhi-Nehru-Shastri, showing with pride the place of work or having a little fun getting oneself 
photographed in the washroom_ they are all people of Indian origin who go by the name of NRIs. This collection 
of34 here is of the British variety. Away from the roots, they take root again and grow. The journey is not easy for it 
has moments of isolation, rejection, alienation and the constant urge to look back. But the snapshot sent home must 
be a happy and prosperous one as there has to be solid, material proof of the benefits of being there. The dilemma of 
a cultural identity remain seven in the new-found comforts and prosperity. So the photographer, who is also there on 
a Charles Wallace Award from the British Council, intervenes but gently into their lives and photographs these 
people as they would wish to be photographed. And they fill in forms with their biographic details and move on 
further to something more profound as the cultural dilemma they face. But the intervention of the photographer is 
not over. He must be there again to sift and design the material to make a statement in art. Nirupama Dutt reports on 
a dialogue of a mid-October Sunday morning, which paves the way to the show, between photographer and graphic 
designer, Parthiv Shah, and artist Vivan Sundaram. 

Parthiv: Two years ago I received the Charles Wallace award to further my potential and expertise in the field of 
visual communication, which has been my profession since I graduated from the National Institute of Design in 
Ahemdabad. I was a visiting scholar in the School of Oriental and African Studies, London. During this period my 
interest in the cultural identities of the non-resident Indians grew and as a photographer I was tempted to visually 
document this culture. 

( Changes made in this para below )
Vivan: Flipping through the little album that you are carrying with you, I feel that these are in a way formal portraits 
with the subject establishing a relationship with the photographer who wants them to pose. They seem to say that 
this here is me, this is my house and this is my status. It thus becomes an ‘informally’ formal photograph. . But for 
Sunil Janah and Behroze Gandhy who know you, they not looking directly at the camera and seem to be more 
informal in their in their setting.

Parthiv: From the very beginning, I made it clear to the people I was photographing that I was taking these 
photographs for an exhibition. And It old them that they were free to pose as they wished, choosing their own 
location and mood. Many interesting things came out of their choice of the location. Only if the job was prestigious 
or that they thought the job prestigious did they seek to be photographed in their place of work. Prestige is important
for their ancestors in the 18th and 19thcenturieswere taken their as coolies. Back home in Gujarat in my father's 
village, there is not a home from where someone has not gone abroad. And they would send home these pictures, 
posing with a car, standing outside their bungalow or even the Eiffel Tower. Never did they choose to be 
photographed in the leather factory, textile mill or the airport where they may be working. It was a way of showing 
that see we have gained this by being there. Very few chose their place of work and most of them chose to be 
photographed in the interiors of their homes, where they were most comfortable. 

Vivan: What was the actual nature of framing? 

Parthiv: The people chose the place where they would like to sit. At times they told me what they wished for to be 
included in the photograph. Like there was this girl who wanted the television to be included in the frame as also her
statue of Meera Bai. I did not tell them that now please sit at the computer for I want to photograph you working at 
the computer. Of course, I move maybe a little to the left or a little to the right, including this or excluding that. But 
there was very little else that I could do. 



Vivan: So obviously the people are saying that they place they inhabit should be part of the portrait. 

Parthiv: Very much so. Sometimes they would move from one room to the other, rejecting one place and choosing 
another. For instance there was this grandfather who wanted me to take his picture as he plays the harmonium and 
teaches his grand-daughters Indian music. There is a statue of the Nataraja in the backdrop. This is how he would 
like to be seen. And there was this person who opened his locked sitting room with its pictures of gods and 
goddesses, the blow-ups of Gandhi, Nehru and Shastri. Like in India some people keep the drawing rooms closed 
and open them only when the guestscome, he too opened it specially for the photograph. This he said was his 
favourite room and after work he came and sat here. Interestingly, not many dragged their children or others into the 
photograph. Only one woman told me that she wanted the pictures of her daughters on the wall behind her. They 
realised that it was a project about themselves and they willingly participated in it. 

Vivan: What decided your choice of questions in the forms that they have filled out? 

Parthiv: As immigrants, they have to fill all kinds of forms. So I gave the mjust another form beginning with the 
mundane details and then moving on to something like 'cultural dilemma' or their 'image of India'. Had I started with
cultural dilemma, they may have got somewhat intimidated. Then I took a few common factors, which bind them 
together, like films, food and music. The choice of the younger people in music and books was quite different as can
well be understood. But among the older people most opted for old Hindi film music and when it came to the film 
they mentioned 'Mother India' or Gandhi's 'My Experiments with Truth'. Now I don't know that how many have read
this book but many felt that it was the right book to name. Since all of them see Indian films and read film 
magazines, the form seemed something like what Shahrukh Khan signs in a glossy along with his mug shot and list 
of favourite and not-so-favourite things. In the forms the contradictions of their lives and beliefs also come out. Thus
the photographs and some of the information is frozen in time. One writes of the image of India" It is a beautiful 
place but people who run it are not." They wish to identify with India and feel for it and here is centred the whole 
question of diaspora. 

( Changes made in this para )
Vivan: Now Parthiv, the area which interests me most is that how to present a photograph. The way it is shown adds 
to the meaning and the building of a new visual experience. There can be a very thin dividing line between 
exhibition design and making a statement in the area of installation art. Installation art in India is very recent but 
even in the West it is only a couple of decades old. So when more and more artists are engaged in this practice, 
viewers will gradually  learn to experience the complexity of its intentions . Framing in painting is hundreds of years
old. The entry of photography in the museum/gallery space is a very recent phenomenon, even in the West. 

Parthiv: That's because its recognition as art is recent. 

( Changes made in this para )
Vivan: I feel there are two aspects to this. Photography is only150 years old. I am not talking about art photography 
but photography, which constitutes whole levels of visual information and goes into making statements. As also its 
historical presence. Next comes the institutionalisation of photography. Now every museum abroad has a section for 
photography and a curator. It is a different matter that it may take 50years for the National Gallery of Modern 
Art(NGMA) to have a curator for photography. The second aspect is the uses of photography. I say 'use' because it is
a key word to this discourse. You don't have to be a great photographer to make poignant statements. You can even 
use someone else's photographs to establish a relationship between framing and de-framing. In giving a particular 
support, by that I mean the manner or material on which the photograph is presented, changes the way we look at 
and read the image. Photographs for me have an exceptional pliability, say as compared with paintings, in the way 
they can be presented.  

Parthiv: Vivan, the picturesque quality of these photographs is less and I hope to make the display as informal as 
possible so that it is user-friendly and more people can relate to it. The way these people have posed is that they 
wish to talk to the people. Formal framing may make them too distant 



( Changes made in this para )
Vivan: The  aspect of extreme informality of presentation runs the risk of the viewer misunderstanding the casual 
nature of the display for the photograph not to be taken seriously. 

Parthiv: The catch perhaps is that when you do not want to work hard, you call it informal. 

( Changes made in this para )
Vivan: Since you have aback ground of graphics and exhibition design, it is very exciting to see how you will 
present this material. 

Parthiv: I am thinking of going in for different sizes. I may highlight certain areas like the map of India or the 
picture of the daughters of one of the subjects. I could have a series of the pictures in which the grandfather is 
playing the harmonium for his grand-daughters. I am scanning all the pictures and then I will work on them on 
computer to make digital prints. 

Vivan: It just strikes me, what would have happened if you had taken one picture of the subject as she or he wanted 
it to be taken and for the second you would have said that I, Parthiv Shah, will now take a picture as I want to? It 
would have been interesting to see the difference. 

Parthiv: That did not happen but if I had taken a picture the
ambience may have been very different. I would not have photographed a grocery shop owner in his drawing room 
but in his shop. Or taken a photograph of him dealing with a British girl. So the results would have been very 
different. 

( Changes made in this para )
Vivan: That is what I feel. It is this difference which must show in your presentation. Since you are a graphic 
designer, you can workout layers and super-impositions. Something else must accompany the photograph. Captions, 
poetry, narrative and ethnographic information can accompany the photograph. You intervened at one point in taking
the photograph and now you have to intervene at another in their presentation. 

 


