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AN INTERPRETIVE AUTO/BIOGRAPHICAL
READING OF STUDIO-POSED PHOTOGRAPHS:
TELLING MY MOTHER'S LIFE IN COLONIAL
AND POST-COLONIAL INDIA

SUCHITRA SAMANTA

INTRODUCTION

In this essay, I “tell” my mother’s life through photographs of her, specifically
those taken in studios,' but as more than a chronological life story. I intend to
rediscover the person that she was, or was not, but chose to present. A deeply
personal as well as feminist sensibility inspires this essay, to give voice and
substance to a long silence. As colonial India approached independence, Ma
successfully availed of opportunities for women to study medicine. But she
would confront, in her circumstances and in her time, obstacles to her aspi-
rations, and she died in her mid-forties. I draw from historical research on
photography and on British initiatives to train Indian women in medicin, as
well as other “texts,” to offer context and dimension to my reading of the pho-
tographs. I conclude with other possible narratives {cultural, religious, and
hilosophical) that contribute to my endeavors, a half century after her death.
Surabala (née) Karmakar (1918?-1965) came from a middle class (bhadra-
lok) family of modest means in Bogra, in then East Bengal and present-day
Bangladesh, in British India. She studied medicine at Calcutra Medical Col-
lege (CMC), entering a class of ninery-seven men and eight women in 1935,
and graduating with several high awards in 1941. She worked at various hos-
pitals in and near Calcutta? from 1942 on, and married my father, her class-
mate Sushil Kumar Bardhan Ray (“Baba,” 1918?-2009) in 1946. lliness dur-
ing her late pregnancy with me at the end of 1948 forced her to give up work.
For reasons centrally related to the partition of India and Pakistan (1947),
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such as the loss of my paternal grandparents’ home and farmland in then East
Bengal, and my father’s need for secure work with the (British) Indian Medi-
cal Service (IMS) that would support both his own large family as well as Ma’s
financially struggling family, she would not again have a career. She accompa-
nied my father as he continued to serve in independent India’s Army Medical
Corps, in his postings across India. As I turned sixteen, Ma died of a stroke
in Pune, western India.

I have gathered these facts from various sources, including my father’s
unpublished memoir (in English), family recollections, my own memories,
testimonials written by Ma’s seniors at work, and CMC Annual Reports and
certificates. But these are others’ voices that speak to Ma’s life’s trajectory and
personality. In this essay, I seek some semblance of ber voice in professionally-
taken photographs, ones she chose to take, even though those other voices,
including mine, through questions, interpretation, and comment, necessarily
intervene. Three of the photographs are from family collections. Five are from
an album evidenty compiled by Ma as she graduated, dated in her handwrit-
ing “5th February 1942” on the inside front cover.

Different aspects of a “self” are revealed in these photographs, from a spir-
ited young medical student, to a newly minted professional, to a new wife's gift
of her photograph to her husband. However, one photograph of her as a moth-
er with her young children (my sister and me) suggests a domesticity I do not
associate with Ma. Anecdotal recollections by family and descriptions of her or
observations from Baba's memoir support that reading of a woman who is lik-
able and modest even as she is unconventional, and a brilliant high-achiever.
But there is, I argue, a coherence between the younger woman and the mother
I remember, who was not particularly sentimental, was given to rages, and am-
bitious to educate her daughters, but who could be deeply caring. I proceed,
however, with some caution in my endeavor, given the uncertainties at stake.

The theme of ambiguity in reading photographs, from a point distant
in time and possibly space, is taken up by several scholars. Conventions of
photography at an earlier point in time, for example, contribute to particu-
lar kinds of posed images. A studio picture may have been dictated by the
photographer, implying an element of playacting and a subject who may or
may not have chosen to represent herself in that way (Karlekar, Re-visioning
11). Commenting on the “inauthenticity” and even “imposture” of the posed
photograph, Barthes observes that “I constitute myself in the process of ‘pos-
ing”” (10), and that as subject, he is at the same time “the one I think I am,
the one I want others to think I am, the one the photographer thinks I am,
and the one he makes use of to exhibit his art” (13).

A significant aspect for the viewer especially of family photographs is the
emotion that colors that secing. Even as different people might see an old
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photograph in different ways, and offer different interprerations and even con-
texts, the familial seeing can uphold or contest dominant family ideologies,
- history, and structure (M. Hirsch, Family 117). While the subject aspires to
her “visual immortality,” the viewers “answer to their own longings and curi-
osities” (J. Hirsch 9), navigating berween “ambiguity, intention and actuality”
" (12). For viewers, such pictures are both “text and image, intricately tangled
in a narrative web” connecting family in emotions of “desire and disappoint-
ment, love and loss,” revealing even as they conceal (M. Hirsch, Family 4-5).

Other writers suggest that if a reader’s affect and a photographer’s control
over the image contribute to what is unknowable in a photograph, social,
cultural, and historical contexts can inform the viewer. Bourdieu describes
photography as a “system of schemes of perception, thought and appreciation
common to a whole group” (6), noting that photographic conventions are
associated with the values and ezhos of a class (8). Analogously, Barthes pro-
poses the concept of studium: the political, social, and historical context of
a photograph for the viewer (28). He also, interestingly and with pertinence
to some of the photographs I will discuss, distinguishes studium from punc-
tum, by which the viewer is “punctured” by some element in the photograph,
forcing an engagement. The punctum is there without the intention of the
photographer, startling the viewer (47) and “disturbing the studium™ (27).
If the studium explains, the punctum inspires curiosity, questions, and possi-
bly affect, critique, and a personal investment (see also M. Hirsch, Family 4;
Karlekar, Re-visioning 10). Citing Barthes (76), Christopher Pinney examines
the “event” of the photograph at the moment of exposure, distinguishing the
“corps” from the “corpus”—that is, the relationship of that event to the psy-
chic, social, and historical reality within which it is embedded—and asks if
what the camera records can then be called “true” (“Coming Out Better” 25).

In light of the preceding, to what degree of veracity can [ aspire in writ-
ing Ma’s life, surmising at the person she was this many years later? Looking
at my mother’s photographs invokes in me a sense of poignant loss and hurt
for a life of promise cut short. Such “looking” has impelled questions about
my own life, its gendered trajectory, and cravails. It is a feminist gaze I bring
to bear, one that includes an old grief and many questions, for I have come to
a point of empathy that connects Ma’s life narrative with my own. But I pro-
ceed with caution, wary of a “wanting to see.”

THE PAST AS PROLOGUE

I begin with a particular photograph I had seen over the years only in passing
on the wall at my sister’s home in India, but which I actually noticed only in
2013 (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. CMC group graduation photo, 1941 {photo courtesy of the author).

Ma is the only woman among thirteen men in a professionally-taken
group graduation photograph. The picture has no provenance, but my fam-
ily and I have surmised it to be of her graduation from CMC in 1941, given
the gender ratio (and that her secondary education was at an all-girls school).
She sits with her left leg sticking out slightly, the sole of her shoe to the cam-
era, in a culture where such a posture can be seen as disrespectful. Unlike the
others, she holds no diploma, while her robes, open where the men’s robes are
closed, slide slightly off her left shoulder. She appears impatient, spirited, as
she looks at the camera.

Was she late in showing up for this photograph, and had she left her di-
ploma behind? Was she confident about her place as the sole woman in the
group, or defiant, or both? Five of eight women in her entering class would
graduate (Annual Report). Did the photographer insert the other four in other
group photographs? Does Ma appear confident because she has successfully
concluded a difficult, expensive, six-year course at a prestigious medical insti-
tution, in spite of her financially struggling family? Is she confident too be-
cause she is evidently beautiful? What, I ask, lies behind such achievement for

a woman in her day, and such atritude?
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1o discover the narrative of her lite, [ connect a particular memory, an

. image associated with Ma's final davs, and one immediately after her death, to

the phorograph in Figure 1.1 remember Ma ac che end, pale, thin, silent, and
utterly vulnerable as she sits on the verandah of our home in Pune, warching

-mie leave for the tennis courts atter school. It is an image that sharply contrasts

with Figure 1. She would have two mild strokes in 1964, and her last one in
February 1965, and she died on April 11¢h, 1965. The day after her crema-
tion on a wood pyre, my father and sifted through her ashes (to cast into the
river Hooghly at her tuneral later in Calcutea). 1 found a small, thick, charred
picce of bone. Even as my voung mind asked how this was all that could be
lefe of the lively, lovely, fierce mother 1 had known, 1 showed the bone to
Baba. He said quictly, “Thacs the bone from her forehead. It does not burn
easily.” I reflected even then that my heretofore assured and unquestioned
childhood could never again be so.

A day or so after Ma was cremared, 1 saw Baba weeping quietly as he
sat alone on the verandah where Ma used to sit. He would raise two young
daughters by himself in conservarive Indian society, a formidable task. How-
ever. fearing sodial criticism of a growing and now mortherless daughter, my
father sent me to a reputable liberal arts instirution, Lady Brabourne College
in Calcurra to study English literacure. In my second year of college, at age
seventeen. Baba (and my extended family) begnn 1o pressure me into mar-
riage. fearing 1 might hxmg dishonor to the tamily—despite my own excel-
lent academic achicvements ar the time. 1 married at age twenty, by choice
ot a kind. putting my own drcams behind me. [ left that marriage twelve
vears later with the cear sense that I deserved berter and could do more than
“rradition” demanded. and further, that much had gone wrong in Mass life,
not necessarily by choice. Determined that [ would try to do what she could
not. 1 applicd o and was admitted to graduate school at the University of
Virginia in the United States. 1 came 1o the USA on a wing and a prayer,
to continue my interrupred studies and start over. Baba, though disapprov-
ing ot my decision, paid for a semester’s ruitjon and my air ticket—what he
could attord.

A halt-century atrer her death, the mother of a daughter myself, an aca-
demic. and a teminist, 1 refleet on the many contingent choices and com-
promises | have had to make in my life and in my own aspirations to higher
education, for no reason other than that I was born a girl. Today, I reflect on
che ironv of what mv facher said afer Ma was cremarted. Behind that remnant
of bone there had been o mind, the intense intelligence of a woman who had
dreamed in her day ot whar she could be, and had availed of new opportuni-
ties for women in British India. She had dared.

e
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THE MOTHER | REMEMBER

There is one surviving studio photograph of Ma with my vounger sister and
me. [ estimate its dare as around 1954, based on how old we appear to be (Fig-
ure 2). [ will start with what surprises me about it, and why. In the subsequent
section I will return to phorographs in Ma's album, with the intent of connect-
ing the ambitious medical student, the doctor, and the mother I remember.

Figure 2. Ma, with my sister and me
{photo courtesy of the author)

This is not the mother I remember. Her head is covered with the anchal
(end) of her sari, a traditional method of veiling (ghemta) for married Hindu
women at their wedding, but especially in the presence of in-laws. Ma did not
like doing this, my father would say. nor do I remember her doing so. Here,
she appears to be the image of compliant, conventional domesiciry, a Bengali
wife and mother, comfortably plump, with her voung daughters, in a pose of
maternal protection and love. Did she choose such a pose. or did the photog-
rapher choose for her? Did he ask her to cover her head?

Ma was not, as | remember, concerned with matters domestic or religious.
No altar to Hindu deities graced our home. Nor was she overdy sentimental
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or expressive in her love for her children, though this may be more of a cul-
“tural convention, or the lack of mothering in her own life.> However, in retro-
spect, I realize that Ma’s concern and care for us was expressed in her uncom-
_promising, even punishing, expectations for her girls’ academic performance.
My sister and I were sent to excellent and expensive schools in the cities where
my father would be posted, where Christian, mostly European nuns taught us
in English. This could not have been easy to afford for my young parents, giv-
en their financial commitments to both sides of the family. In post-colonial
India, however, such an education afforded the best opportunities, as well as
social status, and we were, | reflect today, being given every advantage.

I feared Ma’s fierce wrath, the colorful curses she directed at her daugh-
ters, in Bengali (“You sister-fucking child” was one gender-inappropriate one
I recall). With dispatch, she severed the tail of our spaniel puppy with a razor
blade, declaring “It’s only cartilage,” and she would know. Since I witnessed
this at a tender age I could claim a lifetime’s trauma, but I also recall an un-
fazed puppy. I held a deep grudge towards her for her unsentimental atti-
tude to my beloved dogs—"disappearing” (as in unilaterally abandoning) one
when it gave birth to a litter of puppies. In another context I, then around
nine, watched in awe as she roundly beat (by hand) her much younger half-
sister into taking a nursing examination, when the latter balked. Ma had no
inheritance, two feckless brothers, a father long dead, and was without an in-
come to support her family, including an illiterate stepmother. After the beat-
ing, my aunt would take the exam, and work in a reputable cancer hospital in
Calcutra, even rising to a senior position towards the end of her career.

But I also recall moments of maternal tenderness. When I was about eight
years old, she would diagnose me when 1 developed acute appendicitis, and
weep all the way in the ambulance that took me to the hospital. Since she was
not usually given to emotion, I remember, even at the time, being surprised.
After I severely pulled a muscle at a high school athletics meet (bringing home
the Senior Division track and field championship), Ma stayed up through the
night massaging my back with garlic boiled.in hot mustard oil—but ground-
ed me from all sports indefinitely, an injustice I chafed at but abided by, out
of fear. I realize now that she gave short shrift to my love of, and success at,
sports for fear that an injury might jeopardize the future she had in mind for
me. Education, she believed, would empower her girls, where marriage would
disempower them. Hence her repeated declaration to family that she would
never marry us off, but educate us to the farthest extent possible. Yet, she al-
lowed me to roam freely with my young friends through the fields and woods
that surrounded the old British bungalows in which we lived—spaces with
aggressive monkeys, and poisonous snakes—a freedom I reveled in, and evi-
dently survived.
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During these years Ma “speaks” herself once, in the only surviving piece
of writing by her. On a yellow postcard, dated March 12, 1963 and hand-
written in ink, in Bengali, Ma writes to my father as (I assume) he sees to fam-
ily affairs in Calcutta. My translation follows:

Dear Bardhan,

I just had my abeess [sic] opened. 1 got this done by Colone! B, [and] M-—. My
blood sugar is not high. At noon today I had the eperation, and returned home by
2 pm. B--- [another doctor] organized everything. Injection of pethidine and local
spray was used for the procedure. There is nothing to worry about. The dressing will
be changed daily. Ir will take about a week to clear up. And the children are well. For
two to three days | suffered from the pain. I hope that it will be berter by romorrow.
Don't be worried, everyone is looking after me well. Take your time to do whar you
need to before you return. The children are all right. Ma [her stepmother, then stay-
ing with us] is suffering from lumbago, as you know.

1 end here,

Bochan

The tone of the postcard is gentle, caring, and in control even as it expresses
her pain. It also hints at her stoical, courageous forbearance. She is the doc-
tor, in her details of the surgical procedure she has just undergone at the army
hospital, and the names of the anesthetic substances used (in English). But
she is also wife, mother, and daughter, with different responsibilities. She ad-
dresses Baba by his last name, as he was known in college (and contrary to
the traditional usage where a married woman, even today, often does not ad-
dress her husband by his first name). He would call her “Snub Nose,” Bochan,
which is how she signs off.

In sum, even if colored in these brief vignettes by a child’s, then a rebel-
lious teen’s (possibly biased) memory of a demanding mother, Ma seems to
have been her own person—contrary to her placid sclf-presentation in the
photograph—in control, defining maternal love unsentimentally, holding me
to high educational achievement, and setting boundaries even as she allowed
me freedom.

THE MEDICAL STUDENT AND DOCTOR

The contents of Ma’s album, based on the few pictures with dates, span her
college years from 1936, to photographs at their wedding, and subsequently,
at least till 1946. Besides the three professionally taken photographs I will dis-
cuss, the other photographs in the album are ones she chose to include. For
example, there are studio photographs of several women friends, non-studio
ones of my father (traveling with the IMS), the young doctor herself at what
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appear to be places of work, the new bride wi i
zenuscdiln iCak:utm, and my twin paternal Enc;::l;.‘her husband ac che wedding
olarship on the centrality of the studio-taken photograph
wardly mgbiie Indian middle classes (and aspiring womin) ingcofonfglrixtideiauz
well as British initiatives ro educate Indian women in medicine, provides so;ne
context to my discussion. Karlekar notes that by the mid-nineteenth centu
particular poses and backdrops in studio photography had spread from Euro l‘i
to the cgionizcd territories (Re-visioning 3; Visual xii).5 Ramaswamy adds thzt
in the visual regimes of Europe and its colonies, “image-making technologies”
such as phot{?gmphy and film were “imperially dispersed but locally appropri-
ated‘m creative and unexpected ways” (2). Pinney notes the “mechanization
an‘d‘ industrialization of perception” in this technological innovation, but also
criticizes photography as having “too many meanings for any cﬁica;:ious na-
tionalist m?trs:zction” (Coming 49). He also notes, however, the “central” place
of the sr%xdm in people’s encounters with photography in early twentieth cen-
tury In.dli’ where customers go to “local studio impresarios” in the hope that
they will “come out berter” in the hands of technicians who use costume, back-
groxinc}‘, lnght}ng, and camera angles to produce the “desired look . . . or f’:xpres«
sion” (“Coming Out” 29-30). In this vein, Geraldine H. Forbes, also notin
how" pho:ography found a market with both colonial authorities and the nc£
Indian professional class (“Small Acts” 59), proceeds to “tell” the photographs
of three women (supplemented substantially by interviews, references to mem-
oirs, ;mc% persenal letters), where meanings are not fixed but rather “objects
of negotiation berween subject (the woman) and viewer. In these “shoxizin
phomgx:aghs the young women posed for prospective in-laws, but were i§
fact, resisting both their own families as well as the in-laws (60). These “z;ew
women of the 1920s and 30s, wanting to pursue an education, resisted pa-
t'narchal authority by deliberately posing with body language or facial expres-
sions not meant to please. Their photographs take on layered meanings, and
argue against, says Forbes, the passive Indian woman (77). ’
~ The state of Bengal brought in 44 percent of the total revenue for the Brit-
ssh3 and their first capital, Calcutta, grew, as did the numbers of those Ben-
galis aspiring to white collar work as professionals. Women’s emergent roles
went rogether with such aspirations to mobility (Karlekar, Re-visioning 6)
The photograph became “precious evidence” of such recently acquired mobil-
fg and status, ou:weighigg the “proscriptions of caste and community” (72)
“or enterprising men and women, “the a i ¥ i ‘
»ossible advantage for entering a new life izfl);,(;p rste photograph” provided 2
In tandem with the changes I have described, a concern with educatin
ndian women came to the forefront from the mid-nineteenth century to thg

samanta, An Interpretive Auto/Biographical Reading of Studio-Posed Photographs 181

years approaching Independence. The “woman question,” focused on allevi-
ating Indian women’s “degraded” condition through education, was seen as
central to the definition of modernity for the new nation-to-be (Bala; Chat-
terjec; Forbes, “Medical Careers,” Women; Ray; Seth 274). English-educated
Indian women would bridge the gap between tradition (as defined) and mo-
dernity—that is, they would be cognizant of their domestic responsibilities,
and serve as a home’s spiritual center, while men would do the public work
that nationalist activities required.® Femininity, in the context of the “new
woman” in an aspirant and modernizing India, was carefully defined and
bounded, a “new patriarchy” that “legitimately” subordinared women (Chat-
terjee 248). The twentieth century women’s movement, “inextricably bound”
to the freedom movement, would question the private-public dichotomy
(Ray 177). In fact, Bengali women would be reported in British newspapers
as the “most dangerous” of revolutionaries (189).

Women, and their relegation to the domestic sphere, played a complex
role leading to a need for women doctors in colonial India. The “elusiveness”
of Indian women challenged the hegemonic ambitions of Western medicine
(Arnold 4), especially in the space known as the zenana, the secluded inner
quarters where wives and family members of affluent Indians resided. The
genana was an “uncolonized” space, a “battlefield” where diseases such as tu-
berculosis, as well as neonatal tetanus and infant mortality, ran rampant. The
Western concept of hospital births ran counter to notions of birth pollution
and seclusion for women of the elite Hindu castes and Muslim women in
purdah (256-57). As late as the First World War, urban middle class Indian
women were reluctant to enter hospitals (258). While missionary women
attempted through education to “penetrate the zenana” (256), scholarships
were provided to train midwives {daf) in modern sanitation and medical
knowledge, but with little impact even into the 1920s. Addressing public
health issues associated with the women of affluent Indians was also an issue
of strategic importance for the British, who sought both donations as well as
support from them (Forbes, Women G0).

In response to the need to address women’s health, the Lady Dufferin
Fund, set up in 1885 and funded by the state as well as by private donations,
was designed to be a separate medical system employing women doctors (as
well as nurses, midwives, and hospital assistants) to serve in women-only
zenana hospitals. The Fund had “considerable impact” on women’s health
and medical education, and the numbers of women and children attending
hospitals in the first years after it was set up “represented a significant widen-
ing of the bounds of Western medicine” through the end of the nineteenth
century (Arnold 263). The Fund initially recruited Western women to serve
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in India, who saw it as a career move, but many suffered health problems.
They were criticized by Indian newspapers as ignorant of native traditions of
childbearing, and returned home, at which point it was seen to be necessary
to train Indian women. By 1928 the Fund had four hundred women doctors
dcross India (268). Appointment to a Dufferin hospital was seen as prestigious.

“Widespread antagonism™ confronted the first Indian women doctors.
Kadambini Basu, who attended CMC on a scholarship and graduated in
1888, was appointed to the Lady Dufferin Women’s Hospital. A good doc-
tor and the mother of five children, Basu, however, was called a “whore” by a
conservative Bengali magazine (Forbes, Women 162). Haimabati Sen (1866~
1933) established a good practice at the Dufferin Hospital in Chinsurah. But
she was treated as a midwife, and her title continued to be that of “hospital
assistant” (Forbes, “Medical Career” 520). Forbes quotes from Sen’s memoir,
where she describes her many domestic duties to her husband and children,
interspersed with her work (Women 157).

In the early decades of the twentieth century, Indian middle class women,
who saw Western medicine as modern and scientific, demanded more fe-
male medical professionals; they were also required for women working in the
manufacturing sectors, for whom services were mandated by law (164). After
World War I, in response to a greater need for women doctors, more medical
instirutions began to accept women. However, women living together in hos-
tels faced the risk of breaking caste rules (see also Arnold 267). If they lived
in private homes, they risked taunts traveling to classes. Professors separated
‘emale students from the men, and hence many women failed to graduate.
Society had little tolerance for single working women, who also faced sexu-
il harassment. European and (Christian) Anglo-Indian women dominated
‘he profession, earning much more than other women (Forbes, Women 166),
:ven though overall, women doctors of any race who worked in the Dufferin
10spitals made one third the salaries of both British and Indian male doctors
werving in the IMS.

Both in its official introduction of English, as the language of instruction
n the arts and science in government-financed schools, and the establishment
»f the CMC, 1835 marks a seminal year. The CMC was founded on Euro-
sean models, with instruction in English (Gorman 280). Its faculty was drawn
rom the IMS, and its students from the Hindu upper castes (281-82; see also
Jala 112).5 Berween the years 1835 and 1858 the CMC was regarded as being
»n par with the best medical schools in Europe (Gorman 297). Between 1917
ind 1921 the numbers of students attending CMC rose (Bala 121), and after
World War 1, as government subsidies were withdrawn, afluent students paid
igh fees to attend (140).

s
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anecdotal or other evidence that Ma was aware of these new
win:lsh&v:wrilr?g across the nation as she cnter@ h%gh school, then c.ollcgcrdand
subsequently the CMC. The oldest of four siblings, she rode, wuhhc‘si'x lent
ambition and drive, a wave of opportunity for women in her day, wul:j citis
questionable if her siblings made it past high school. In 1935 Ma woG cnte)r
CMC, then the most prestigious medical college in eastern Indu{ ( qrmgn .
where instruction was in English only. She acquxreq her initial facility ;nd nhg;
lish at Vidyamoyee Girls’ High School, in M.ymensn'ngh, prcsandBang a 2 g
Ma completed a two year Intermediate in Science diploma at Vi yasagtahr o -
lege, Calcutra, a requisite for entrance to CMC and also a progr:i(m hatl r;‘
quired fluency in English. According to a paternal uncle, she spoke t ffc a 4
uage with greater fluency than Baba. She attended the CMCona ([?u erin?
gcholarship. I would learn from family that she sent some part of this d;ncager
money home to her struggling family, and offered tuitions ro make C;‘. mc;;
An intriguing image appears on the first page of Ma’s albu&x (kxgure A
Oval in shape, an inch and half in size, it is centered on the blac p:t%‘c. ‘
cut-out, it may or may not be studio-taken but appears to be. It is wv:).d y 3
notice not only because it appears right at the start of the albumbkcvx ently
claiming the album as hers, but for what it seems to reveal about Ma.

Figure 3. First page of Ma's album (photo courtesy of the author).
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(gthcr than dtlhc disembodied presentation, the long
caught my eye, the picture’s puncrum, if you will. Did sho.
- a friend? What was the occasion of this e She does

tatious jewelry in any other photograph, nor do I remem i
flamboyant jewelry. Did she select t}fis picture because i‘zcgohr::av;scflrtis:r‘l:{h
fxbly lovely woman—and one apparently aware of it? And why does she lu;
;:, a afl'a;)cc lo;okmg bf!ghdy, luminously, out from the black page at the staft of
er album? Why did she not include the rest of herself? Were there others i

this ’ﬁ:q\{rcé ;lalcoplz sgw cut out to present just herself? ’
_ s 1s tollowed by another photograph (Figure 4), this i

ing our l?cF»vccn “Anima” and “Lila” (»%hf are icig;:xtiﬁc?,d[::xsc?:gaz{cshi?loc’k-
rate, individual studio photogmphs of them in the album) P

dangling earrings
. borrow these from
picture? She does not wear such osten-

Figure 4. Ma, with her
friends (photo courte-
sy of the author).
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This photograph shows what appears to be a conventional pose dictated
by the studio photographer; all but one of her women friends appear in a
similar pose, pictured from the bust up, with forearms and hands gracefully
crossed in front, and visible on a table, or laced under the chin.”® Ma, with
her two girlfriends, looks lively, even playful, while to her left Anima looks
serious, and Lila has a little smile on her face. Given that the women in other
studio photographs in the album at best hint at a smile, and mostly offer a
three-quarters profile, Lila’s smile is striking, as is the girls’ direct gaze at the
photographer. They look like they are having fun, a moment they want on re-
cord. As friends graduated and went their separate ways, they evidently “gift-
ed” their studio photographs to Ma—there are other such “gifts” of women
friends in the album, inscribed on the back, for example, “To S. Karmakar.
From Lila.”

In a photograph dated “5th Year, 1939” on its back, Ma presents a dif-
ferent image (Figure 5). Taken past mid-point in her studies at CMC, in this
photograph Ma looks almost film-star-like in her pose, as, unsmiling, she
looks off to her left, up, and into the far distance, with her arms crossed in
front of her. Her long black braid hangs in front of her, over her right shoul-
der. She wears no make-up, as in all the other pictures, just a bindj, a black
dot, in the center of her forehead. In none of the more informal pictures of
her in the album does she wear a bindi. Evidenty she has “dressed up” for

Figure 5. Ma, 5th year, 1939 (photo
courtesy of the author).
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;s‘ur;z;h;) E:smg)cs—-all except, interestingly, the two graduation photographs
The album includes a second studio-raken raduation
one, though no provenance is provided (Fignrgc 6).In thisp[:)i::):sgﬁ& sotinhf!sa
- &%, and gown, clasping her rolled up dgxioma horizontally in front of her
5 hands, one from above, the other from below. She leans a litde o he;
a3 gendle, steady expression on her face. It contrasts, in its greater formal-
%> with how she appears in the group picture (Figure 1), as well as with Fie-
* i, tvivlhr;x :sh:i:x does not look directly ar the camera. 2
ird studio photograph follows, dated Sth August, 1
aduated. (Figure 7). This reveals a less glamorous, ap amr?:; ’md;cy::rofg?
onal image of Ma. She wears no jewelry, a black bimg graces her forchead
o haur‘ is possibly put up or braided, but at the back. She looks slightly awa '
s her right, ac some distanc point—but not into the far distance, as we see i);

igure 5. Like the other studio photographs of women in the album, her arms

e crossed elegantly in front of her, on a table, but with fi
ks serious, and capable. Her lips are together, almost f?rmlj%:stscrrg:xk:gtg::

3 . dJ -
ure 6 Ma with d‘p‘oﬂl‘ ‘p'lom cour !", f IQU“ 7 "l'e 5th 4 “‘Q‘HL 1941 “’] Yoto cour te'Sy
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in the other pictures. Perhaps this photograph marks the end of an arduous
journey, both personal and academic, to award-winning professional, a doc-
tor at last. Perhaps it was the photograph she attached to job applications.

A paternal aunt said, how your mother loved saris! But in college she did-
n't have the money to buy any. Baba would remember to me Ma’s loud, open-
hearted laugh as she came down the stairs of the women's hostel at CMC to
meet him. She smoked, he said, until he got her to stop. She held hands with
him under a dissected cadaver in anatomy class (said a classmate of theirs).
This is how they first met, in his words, from his memoir:

The first year of medical college was of special significance to me. Here I met my
classmate and friend who became my wife later. . . . Fate brought us together.!' . . .
We had just come out of Practical Chemistry class. It was raining heavily. She had
a big umbrella. I ran and took shelter under her umbrella and stayed there forever.
That was the beginning of our acquaintance which developed into friendship and
college comradeship through our six years of college life, and ultimately after the
end of the World War II culminated in our marriage.

Baba’s next reference to my mother (always as “Miss Karmakar,” later “Dr.
Miss Karmakar,” and eventually after 1943 as “my friend and fiancé, Miss
Karmakar”) is a brief, but significant one, both in terms of her achievements
as they graduated, as well as her personality. On the evening before their ex-
amination in surgery, he—an “ardent devotee™—walks to the temple of the
goddess Kali near CMC. A severe storm breaks out. He waits, then after the
storm abates, continues to the temple. After the exam, he leamns from a friend
that he has passed (he attributes the storm to his uncertainty, his success o
his devotion to Kali). Another friend then informs him that Ma has ranked
at the top in surgery, her success reported in the . She had writ-
ten a note to him without mentioning this, for “she would never brag about
this achievement!” Indeed, I never heard her talk about her achievements «ci-
ther. Baba refers again to Ma’s “brilliant medical academic career” when he
precedes her (and we follow) for graduate study at Guy’s Hospital in London
in 1954. She had thought of pursuing her studics too, he says, but decided
against it since my younger sister was about one year old, and Ma was “un-
happy” about the créche where she would have to leave her. It is possible that
this is his reading of her decision.

Ma would carn the Baccalaureate of Medicine and Bachelor of Science
degree (MBBS) in 1941. Three medals, all dated 1941 and inscribed with her
name, attest to her achievement, including a gold medal, the top award in her
class for surgery, a silver medal for “3rd MB” (possibly as third overall rank-
ing), and a silver medal with gold rim, inscribed with the name and insignia

P LT e e
B e
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of “Lord Linlithgow, Viceroy of India,” but without further information.'

Yhen | returned o Caleuta to conduct doctoral rescarch in 1986, 1 discov-

red Ma's medals in o dustye shoe box under my bed ar Baba’s apartment. |
rrought them back with me, in their square, satin-lined boxes, for safekeep-

ng—-precions material mementos of her achievement, though I knew noth-

ng of her story then,

Ma received her certihication in June 1942, and then worked briefly at
he Lady Dutferin (Imambara) Hospital in Chinsurah, Hooghly district, in
re-Independence Bengal state. She moved. atrer being sexually harassed by
he District Magistrare, to the Lady Dutterin (Vicroria) Hospital in Calcutta
n 1943, She would rell me abour the terrible effects of the grear Bengal
amine of 1943, where the bodies mostly of the rural poor lay on the streets
of the cievo - Her father had died in carly 1945, as Baba, deployed with the
MS 1o Europe. returned home at the end of the War. Ma now took a po-
ition at the state-run Shambhunath Pandit Hospiral in Calcutta (SNPH).
Xhile Baba notes in his memoir that she applied to, and got a position with,
he prestigious Womens Medical Service,” she decided to take che state job
@ SNPHL T can only assume that she made this choice with her family in
nind. to be nearer to them. At SNPH she would describe to me the horrific
njuries she treated in the Emergency Room, as Muslims and Hindus fell
n cach other in the lead up o Independence and Pardition into India and
Gakistan. A few surviving letters, written by senior hospital ofhicials, artest
o Ma's excellent work in women's health, her management skills, her com-
wetency in gynecological surgeries, blood transfusion, and anesthesia, her
sleasant wavs, and patients” high regard for her. Almost all attest to her good
moral character.” One letter, written by a senior gynecologist apparently as
via applies to the Lady Dufferin hospital in Caleuta, given the date of the
eference, notes:

I was so impressed with her ethicient work, exeellent monal character and digni-
fied manners du Dserongly recommended her conhrmation in her present post in
Jauary 1943, L Her work i the hospial was very satisfacrory and the present
improvenent in the female side owesa good deal to her tacttul management of the
ward and kind rreatment and anendion 1o the patienis, who always spoke highly ot

her. (28¢h Tebruary 194 3)

Ma married my tather for love, and across caste difference, against some
esistance from my paternal grandmother, who objected 1o her lower sta-
us in that social hierarchy.'" My parcnts were married in Calcutta on 17th
April, 1946, A 5x7 studio photograph of Ma notes on the back the dare, and
ts recipient, my facher: “11th November 1946. To Bardhan™ (Figure 8). 1
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Figure 8. A new bride’s gift to her husband, 11th November 1946. “To Bardhanr™ (photo courtesy
of the author).

especially notice in this photograph, evidently given to Baba seven months at-
ter their wedding, a gentleness of expression different trom the lively, playtul,
glamorous, or somber pictures above. She also does not wear a ghomta, or any
jewelry, unusual in a newly married Indian woman. This is the only surviving
studio photograph of Ma from the time that she was working,

Ma continued to work at SNPH until fate into her pregnancy with me,
at the end of 1948, when she fell ill with high blood pressure. She joined my
father, now the radiologist at the army hospital in Pune, in western India.
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Afrer my birth, Baba comments that his “family li i
y a n y life started in full swing,”
2 ;;ng‘ that it was 2 lfappy one. Baba would have a successful careers‘;intg};e
ndian Army’s Medlf:al Corps. Ma, however, resigned from SNPH in Sep-
‘remfer 1949, and did not pursue a career in medicine. She would work ii;)n
?::di :;(;{:éycagi %a:)r;;;i;ne ciiacitydfu the Family Planning Clinics of the
n in two Indian cities where my fath
peian K ‘ : y father was posted.
s :::g;fermd again to Pune in 1962, where Ma spent the last three
Towards the end, I remember a mother who now moved slow!
ifg}:ﬁ;}?l:gjz?mid hexi' gvcati;lcneduiﬁngers at the piano; who sgt il}gsit g::;;ﬁ
s ing herself with insulin; who ve i
:t:;}f steps on a (}?ﬁéﬂthsét to the ancient Budd?lisslto:igc;} ngogilagij ;h;i:iﬁ‘i
et passivity, the flash of hurt on her face at a comment, wi .
v;henhshc would have not let this go earlier. A paternal aunt an{ﬁ?;z:sti?infé
that d'er final stroke was precipitated by an ugly note from her brother, de-
réxan ing money. On the morning of her final stroke I noticed her standing in
ont of the dresser mirror, pulling at her drooping mouth. That evenin ’ a
we stood at her bedside, and I chattered desperately at her, sensing scxme::ﬁ)inS
very wrong, her eyes sparked once with recognition, then faded, with ﬁnaf
ity. She died for me at that moment, a severance that has seared it;;eif into m
ngfimory. Baba, at her bedside, looked silently at me, with an expression I reaer
:i ay as one that k:ncw what lay ahead, for him, and for us. Over forty-seven
ays she would lie in a coma at the Pune military hospital, as Baba, my sister,
and I watched h.cr teeth and hair fall out, and her beaury fade. My s’istcyf and I
w?gid not be with her at her actual time of death, for Baba had sent us to th
rfulxta'ry club to be with other children. In the all-Commonwealth examim:
tions in Classvl 1, I was to achieve top rank, with honors, in my class, and first
division ranking. I would learn this while Ma lay in a coma—but she would
not. We left by train for Calcutea for her funeral, and Baba writes: “My wif
whq was very fond of Calcurta and train journeys, traveled in an‘ X he,
last ﬁ;rney to her beloved Calcurta.” . e
- Afterwe returned from the funeral, Baba, in i i
in his memoir, describes the “all-pervading cmpt;;r:z;: zgrgi:ﬁnicmOtl?az
;ﬂ the i{ff,‘ of the house had been extinguished.” I would soon leave for col-
lege, while he‘vf’rapped up the household and came to Calcurta with my sister,
joining the military hospital as radiologist. “So, I left Pune,” he writes }:‘wh:rc,
we first started our married life . . . and it is in Pune that our home shattered

PR due o t&ie uﬂﬂlllﬂiy dc‘n}f}e Of-a \‘ely nice agectl()llatc alld 109 n wlfc
3 1 g
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CONCLUDING REFLECTIONS

In the photographs above 1 have attempted to read the person that Ma ap-
peared to want to present. In the interests of veracity and to the extent pos-
sible, I have substantiated my reading of those photographs with other “texts,”
including college reports, letters, testimonials, historical scholarship, my fa-
ther’s memoir, and anecdotal accounts from family and friends. My own
memories are a part of those “cexts,” this archival trove, but my voice has nec-
essarily intervened, with many questions but without definitive answers. Yet,
at the (inconclusive) end of this enterprise, have a sense of discovery. I can
now both see some part of that story, even as I read who Ma was.

In contrast to my youthful memories of an unsentimental and academi-
cally demanding mother, the image Ma presents in her photographs (and in
Baba's memoir and family anecdotes) reveals a young woman of considerable
beauty, evidently spirited, fun-loving, with many women friends, and a boy-
friend. She appears self-possessed and confident, and proud of her achieve-
ment. She flirts, laughs heartily, loves, and marries across social barriers of
caste and class. References from superiors at work testify to a capable doctor,
liked by her patients, a woman of moral rectitude. Yet I also learn of her fi-
nancial struggles in CMC, and her need especially after her father’s death to
financially support her family. This possibly explains her decision to marry
Baba soon after, for “security,” as he would tell me. Her posed picture with
her young children, an apparent image of compliant domesticity (Figure 2),
contradicts the mother I remember. Yet there is some coherence among the
high-achieving medical student, the efficient doctor, the gentle, new bride,
and the demanding, scolding, yet tender mother.

A fundamental question remains, one which I cannot read in photo-
graphs. Can understand her early death in light of her immense early prom-
ise, and her subsequent inability to see that promise to fruition? Family and
friends note Ma’s “frustration” at her inability to have a career in medicine, her
tearful rages. My sister would tell me that she had often said that her CMC
classmates, with lesser achievements, had gone on to have careers, while she
had not. This contradicts Baba’s memoir, where he, several times, describes
her as “happy”—for example, in her volunteer work at reproductive health
clinics. They had considered setting up in private practice after they married,
he would tell me, but the financial needs of the families at that point in time,

post-Partition, had made thar a risky option.
 return to the image of the charred bone on my palm, for it is an image
that has stayed with me, demanding explanation. While her final stroke is one
explanation for her death, there may be other possible narratives. Feminist
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analvses. drawing on psvchoanalviical models from Lacan, note that moth-
cers in Wesiern rexts and culture are represented as more body than mind,
“nature” rather than “culrure,” and withour voice in their private, domes-
de spheresand that “culrure,” language, and the public sphere are associated
~with masculinity and the father (Bailey and Cuomo; Boulous-Walker: Cahil;
M. Hirseh Mother/Daugheer: Sicgel). An Indian context offers less dichoro-
mous perspectives. where "nacure” and “culrure”™ are both cultural constructs,
as Ramanujan has noted. In mvrh, for example, a powerful Hindu goddess
embodying creative power (Sakei) defears demons in barde, and is lauded as
the “form” (rupa) of compassionate mother as well as wisdom and intelli-
genee (Devi Meaharmya 7: 19). In Indian philosophical thought, the concepts
of mind and body are often likewise integrated. Linguistically cognates, the
English “mind™ and Bengali “mon™ are respectively descended from sister lan-
guages Lacin (mens). and Sanskrit (manas). While the functions of the “mind”
are distince from those of the body in the Cartesian tradition, in Indian con-
texts “mind " mon can simultancously think, reflect, remember, hold secrets,
feel emorion, and be “broken—like the {English) hearr (mon bhenge jaowa).

Fven where indigenous tropes seem 1o empower women, however, it ap-
pears that historical and personal reality may be inversely related ro metaphor.
As Ma contronted, ata critical juncrure in Indian history, the social, cultural,
and class norms of her dav (her “demons™), the specifics of her life’s story do
not ht tidily into cither a Lacanian, Western schema, or an indigenous (post-
colonial) one. She aspired, achieved in a public sphere, “spoke”—and loudly
tas Fwell remember)—even as a mother and wife, but was ultimarely silenced.
Where the mon is capable of “breaking,” perhaps this silent and psychic injury
in the face of multiple patriarchies dealt her that final blow. In this context
[share one more memory that has staved with me, and which 1 Iy to un-
lerstand rodav. On one occasion {only), Ma, shorty preceding her death in
Pune, satat the dining rable and remembered her father to my sister and me,
ind quictly wiped the tears from her eyes. Perhaps he had, in her aspirations
ind in her day, been her one support, her refuge. Her brothers, to the end,
vould betrav her,

Today 1 her daughter and a feminist, seek o discover the systemic in-
quitics she contronted and transcended, bur also those she could not. Re-
earching and writing this essav and reHecting on its larger message for aspir-
ng women has been illuminating for me, as it has been for a generation of
ounger women inomy familv. A nicce would remark thar she finally had a
ontext for the photograph she had seen over the years (Figure 1). But it re-
nains to be said that o many Indian women 1 know, including myself, in
he diaspora and into the twenty-firse cenrury, continue to negotiate, or fail
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while trying to negotiate, the uncasily bounded x‘piacrw of puMig‘iiic and tra-
ditional constraints, confronting those “dmmm“ at our Cost, ‘"(313471; gi’wr me
lin every home] this in anissuc,” said a woman triend o me, a physician and
naturalized Indian American, in 2016.

NOTES

AvTHORS NotEs Tam graelul o Profossors Barbara Blon Smidy, Kay I’\’)\kwil. and mefz {.;fii‘l~
man in the \‘(’nmln\ and Giender Stadios Program, Depariment of ‘\’"“i"”i”.’“‘y 4 Virginia
Teeh for their gridance with i essay, and 1o my teaching awistanns, Kebstin Richardson
and Lipon Mondal, for their immeasarable bedp. My m.m_iﬁ« are ‘ii\{f duc 1o the thoughe
ful reading of my paper by Bingraiply's revicwers, and thels saggestons, ‘

1. The stadio photographs are idennifiable by their poses, as well as blank backgrounds, in

comparison 1o those taken by friends or family.

[

s dif [T QRHISTITRINCE s Angliviee ol the city Thols
Diuring Ma's Hile, and long afier, "Calcua” was 1he ‘\‘nghuud g ni'{ W v
lata™ (as pronounced in Bengalihowhich is now the othaal name ol the iy, For consia-
teney, inthis essay Lam retaining e spedling Calenoa
3. Ma's mother dicd when Mawas very voung, Teaving behind three small childrens my
mother and 1wo younger brodiers. According o a paternal aunt, my maternal g:xm;ihw
ther married an illiterate worman, whom Maaveided, refining 1o go home during schion
vacations, ‘ o
4. Soon afier the wedding, my parcnns visited my paternal grandparenss” home in Srimon-
gol, preseni-day Bangladesh, the Tocale for the photographn of my uncles,
SR d A fy

Karlekar notes that the camera and sindio adso served die intereses of Emipire for the

Y

purposes of surveillance and conveol (Fed wiv). “

O, Serh notes this inithaive i the 19205 (281, Ray vompenty on dhie “deplorable” stare of
nincteenth-coentury Bmg;a)i women, and on those progrosive men who mniiwd o ﬁ%ﬁf;»
ish customs such as widow-burning Gae ), but abo those ";‘nnim‘;:.mm“rﬂ; of the u}iu\zami
rufers” who preferred thar women serve in sapportive roles, carning their hushands dile
and honors from their colonial masiers {1793 .

7. Forbes alo notes the demand for female medical profosionabs in India %xj the Lae ning-
reenth and carly rwenticth conuries, doseribing the semma s o “demonized space for
the British (“Medical Carcens” 185 |

8. Using the 1901 Cemsos of Tndia, Baba offers non-gendered «miwima‘m muﬁi n),ai:}%n\w:u;y
of 10 percent, with Baidya, Brahman, and Kavastha casies engaped m.:mdfui w u;ma?n
(Fig. 3. 1200, 1 eoutd not find fomade lierey rares i the 1930 Indian Consus, bur in
1950 they were given as Jess than 10 percent N

O Afwer llw’lndixm Muriny i 1857, the Brivish withdrow spport for government-funded
schools, The Bengali bhadndol csablished and endowad girls }d{«;ﬁ?x thar mmidv m&ch‘
in either English ar Bengali, or borh, They saw compuience in Englishasa :‘ziax'%?' n‘ik{thm?
and upward mobility, feading o whire-collar jobs (Balaj. Dwould icim‘x u? Mas fﬁmrx?«»
ary edncation ar this repured sehool frony her chamare, wha also Yved i the schools

hostel with her,
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10. Towards the end of the album, there is an uninscribed photograph of a lovely, dark-
eyed young woman who looks over her right shoulder at the camera, with her loose,
black, long hair flowing behind her. This is the most overtly seductive picture of Ma’s

friends.

. 11. My father refers both to a political event as “fate,” | think, as well as his first meeting

with Ma in CMC. The Chirtagong Armory raid in 1930 by Indian freedom fighters,
and the exccution of its two leaders by the British in January 1934, resulted in the police
“grabbing” him when he was about to interview at a medical school in Chittagong for
a Licentiate degree {not the MBBS he would get from CMC). Earlier in his memoir he
refers to his pro-freedom activities, such as refusing when asked by his father’s British
superiors to spy on Indian revolutionarics. I can only infer that his arrest at the interview
had to do with thosc actions, at a point when tensions were high in Bengal. The police
clearance came too late for the application deadline. He applied to, and was accepted at,
CMC. Ma too missed a deadline at Campbell Medical College, and entered CMC the
same year, 1935. Photographs of Baba appcar some way into the album, of his travels
with the IMS. On one page my parents appear together, but without provenance, pos-
sibly when Ma worked at Lady Dufferin Hospital in Chinsurah

12. The British Library in London, from where I got the Annual Reporss, had none after the
1939-1940 year. As with the preceding years, the Repors list the award winners for the
year. | have the medals, however, and both my parents’ diplomas.

13. While Baba is vague about this incident in his memoir, a paternal uncle identified the
harasser.

14. This was a human-engineered famine that killed an estimated two million people in
Bengal. It was caused by the shortage of rice, a staple that was being sent to the British
and Indian troops at war in Europe, and hoarding at home by indigenous black market-
ers.

15. British women doctors lobbied for the Women's Medical Service, which came into its
own in 1914. Forbes notes that while the WMS, modeled on the all-male Indian Medi-
cal Service (which employed my father), professed concern for Indian women doctors, it
was the British women who gained the most from it (Women 167).

16. Mas last name, Karmakar, although also of the Kayastha caste, belongs to a lower cat-
cgory than that of my paternal family.
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The self of aurobiography comes into being in the act of writing, not before.
~—John Sekora, “Black Message/White Envelope” 509

THE AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL ARY OF COMPROMISE

In the beginning of the cighteenth century, there was the Word, and the
Word was vital, and the white man owned it. Glib and confrontational as the
preceding may sound, it is also, in the American context, irrefutably true.!
But if ownership of the written word was denied most humans in bondage,
that was because, in the context of the master-slave relationship, a literate
slave was a dangerous slave. While the slave capable of reading could “trans-
mit news that the master wanted to keep secret,” such as news of slave upris-
ings, the writing slave could forge “free papers™ and passes for fugitive slaves
(Starling 244)—and of even greater peril, was “more apt to run away” (Hager
406). The presence of literate slaves thus “threatened to give lie to the entire sys-
tem,” as Heather Williams explains in broader sociological terms: “Reading
indicated to the world that this so-called property had a mind, and writing
foretold the ability to construct an alternative narrative about bondage irself.
Literacy among slaves would expose slavery, and masters knew it” (2).

No wonder, then, that many of the antebellum narratives tell of fellow
slaves who resisted even glancing in a book’s direction for fear of the pun-
ishments meted out to those caught interacting with the alphabet (Starling
244). In this sense, the slave was doubly enslaved: not only was she somebody
else’s material and economically tradable property, she was without the cul-
tural, and arguably epistemic, capital essential to negotiating the civic and
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