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Abstract 
In contemporary photographic art, the representation of atrocities committed in the past 

meets several degrees of critical and ethical challenges for articulation. Particularly 

in the case of state-sponsored violence, it requires wading through scarce archival 

resources and testimonies from survivors under volatile political circumstances. There 

is, however, also a structural problem in revisiting past violence and reconstituting 

narratives through photographs from negligible traces of material history. Contemporary 

SKRWRJUDSKHUV��WKHUHIRUH��RIWHQ�UHVRUW�WR�ͤFWLRQDO�QDUUDWLYHV�DQG�SHUVRQDO�VXEMHFWLYLW\�WR�

negotiate with this gap of time and historical memory. Documentary practices in India 

provide an avenue to build counter-archives of violence for political atrocities repudiated 

by the state. In Soumya Sankar Bose’s photographic project, Where the Birds Never Sing, 

the long-denied Marichjhapi massacre takes centre stage. After the 1971 Liberation 

War of Bangladesh, the state government of West Bengal, India, executed thousands 

of refugees living in a delta island of the Sundarbans. With almost no records in the 

press or state archives, Bose travels back in time to the event of the massacre via oral 

testimonies, personal dreamscapes, found documents, and allegories surrounding the 

site to construct a critical-historical narrative seeped in phantasmagoria. This essay 

explores the relationship between photography and trauma when addressing atrocities 

DIWHU�D�FDHVXUD�RI�WLPH��RIWHQ�LQFRUSRUDWLQJ�ͤFWLRQDO�RU�P\WKRSRHWLF�QDUUDWLYHV��%RVH̵V�

work will be considered a point of departure to reflect upon the temporal modalities 

of creatively reconstituting traumatic histories and the transformative politics they 

engender.

.H\ZRUGV�� 0DULFKMKDSL� PDVVDFUH�� WUDXPD�� GRFXPHQWDU\� SKRWRJUDSK\�� ͤFWLRQ��

heterochrony
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On a marshy stretch at night – seen through the partition of silhouetted 
IROLDJH�LQ�WKH�IRUHJURXQG�̰�VWDQGV�DQ�LVRODWHG�KXW�ZKRVH�RXWOLQH�LV�PDGH�
YLVLEOH� E\� OLJKW� OHDNLQJ� IURP� LQVLGH� �)LJXUH� ���� ,Q� 6RXP\D�6DQNDU� %RVH̵V�

photography book, Where the Birds Never Sing1, this image sits amid a collection 
RI�IUDJPHQWHG�FRQYHUVDWLRQV�DQG�RUDO�WHVWLPRQLHV�UHYLVLWLQJ�WKH������0DULFKMKDSL�
massacre in the delta region of the Sundarbans in Bengal, India. Often considered 
RQH�RI�WKH�PRVW�KHLQRXV�VWDWH�DVVDXOWV�RQ�UHIXJHHV��WKH�SROLFH�JUD]HG�GRZQ�DQG�
burnt hundreds of such houses and mass murdered thousands inhabiting the 
LVODQG�RI�0DULFKMKDSL2. Yet, scarce archival resources remain of it, as the entire 
HSLVRGH� ZDV� FORVHO\� JXDUGHG� DQG� H[HFXWHG� E\� WKH� DXWKRULWLHV� ZLWK� XQIDOWHULQJ�
impunity.

0DULFKMKDSL�LV�DOVR�D�SDUW�RI�WKH�6XQGDUEDQ�IRUHVW�UHVHUYH�DUHD��ZKLFK�UHPDLQV�
a prohibited site of access to date. Therefore, the photographs of landscapes and 
VSDFHV�FRUUHVSRQGLQJ�WR�ͤJPHQWV�RI�WUDXPDWLF�UHFROOHFWLRQ�LQ�%RVH̵V�ZRUN�ͤJXUH�
DV�DOOXVLRQV�RU�ͤFWLRQDO�UHFRQVWUXFWLRQV��1RQH�RI�WKH�LPDJHV�FODLPV�DQ�LQGH[LFDO�
UHODWLRQVKLS� WR� WKH� DFWXDO� VLWH� RU� HYHQW� RI� WKH� PDVVDFUH�� QRWZLWKVWDQGLQJ� WKH�

Figure 1. 
Bose, Soumya Sankar. “Untitled”, 
Where the Birds Never Sing, 2020
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SUHVVLQJ�DPELJXLW\�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�ZRUN��7KH�DVVHPEO\�RI�SKRWRJUDSKV��SHUVRQDO�
DQHFGRWHV��DQG�DUFKLYDO�WUDFHV�FRQMXUH�D�KDOOXFLQDWRU\�DFFRXQW�RI�ZKDW�WUDQVSLUHG�
decades ago and largely remains clouded in historical amnesia. It provokes us to 
WKLQN�DERXW� WUDXPDWLF�KLVWRULHV�EH\RQG� WKH�ͤ[DWLRQ�RQ�DFFXUDWH� UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV�
and, instead, reflect upon the transformative potential of images in revisiting the 
past.

What are the critical implications of travelling back in time in the 
contemporary present to reconstruct a suppressed historical event for the times 
WR� FRPH�� SDUWLFXODUO\� DQ� HYHQW�ZLWK� VSDUVH� DUFKLYHV� DQG� YHU\� IHZ� VXUYLYRUV"� ,Q�
this essay, I think through the politico-aesthetic modalities of time, trauma, and 
SKRWRJUDSKLF�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�E\�ORRNLQJ�DW�6RXP\D�6DQNDU�%RVH̵V�SURMHFW�RQ�WKH�
0DULFKMKDSL�PDVVDFUH��ZKLFK�SURPSWV�D�FORVH� WKHRUHWLFDO�HQJDJHPHQW�ZLWK� WKH�
shifting tradition of contemporary trauma studies and the location of photography 
in it.

7ZR� XQDYRLGDEOH� FRQFHUQV� HPHUJH� LQ� WKH� LQWHUVHFWLQJ� GLVFRXUVHV� RI�
photography and trauma. One relates to the impasse of unrepresentability that 
SHUYDGHV�FRQYHQWLRQDO�DSSURDFKHV�WR� WUDXPD��ZKLOH� WKH�RWKHU�FRQFHUQV�WKH�RIW�
FODLPHG� VWUXFWXUDO� IDOODF\� RI� SKRWRJUDSK\� LQ� DUWLFXODWLQJ� WUDXPDWLF� H[SHULHQFHV��
$� ZDYH� RI� FULWLFDO� OLWHUDWXUH� HPHUJHG� GXULQJ� WKH� ����V� SLRQHHUHG� E\� WKHRULVWV�
like Cathy Caruth, Soshana Felman, and Geoffrey Hartman that focussed on the 
XQUHSUHVHQWDELOLW\�RI� WUDXPD�E\�GUDZLQJ�XSRQ�WKH� OLPLWDWLRQV�RI� ODQJXDJH� LQ�WKH�
SV\FKRORJLFDO�WUDQVFULELQJ�RI�H[SHULHQFHV��,Q�WKLV�GLVFRXUVH��WUDXPD�LV�IRUPXODWHG�
DV�D�SKHQRPHQRQ�WKDW�H[FHHGV�RXU�SHUFHSWLYH�FDSDELOLWLHV�DQG�UXSWXUHV�QDUUDWLYH�
FRQVFLRXVQHVV��,W�UHSUHVHQWV�D�ͤVVXUH�LQ�ODQJXDJH�DQG�PHDQLQJ�ZKLFK�SUHYHQWV�
WKH�WUDXPDWLF�H[SHULHQFH�IURP�EHLQJ�LQFRUSRUDWHG�LQWR�WKH�IDEULF�RI�OLIH�QDUUDWLYH��
Therefore, the event persists in a liminal space beyond cognitive and representative 
processes, haunting the psyche in the form of recurring flashbacks and nightmares. 
Such theoretical postulations of trauma are heavily derived from poststructuralism, 
)UHXGLDQ� SV\FKRDQDO\VLV�� DQG� %HVVHO� YDQ� GHU� .RON̵V� QHXURELRORJLFDO� UHVHDUFK��
&DWK\�&DUXWK̵V�SLYRWDO�ERRN��Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History, 
SHUKDSV� HPERGLHV� WKLV� GLVFRXUVH�PRVW� FRQFUHWHO\�� &DUXWK� VWXGLHV� OLWHUDU\� WH[WV�
WR� VKRZ� KRZ� WH[WXDO�UKHWRULFDO� SURSHUWLHV� FDQ� UH�HQDFW� WKH� LQFRPSUHKHQVLELOLW\�
and the repetitive impulse of traumatic memories. They capture the split time and 
identity residing at the dissociative kernel of trauma. Such literary dimensions are 
RIWHQ�IRUPDO�DQG�H[WUD�GLHJHWLF��ZKHUH�WKH�̸ UKHWRULFDO�SRWHQWLDO̹�RI�FHUWDLQ�HOHPHQWV�
̸VWXEERUQO\�SHUVLVWV�LQ�EHDULQJ�ZLWQHVV�WR�VRPH�IRUJRWWHQ�ZRXQG̹ 3.  Therefore, the 
evocation of unrepresentability is a consistent preoccupation in the traditional 
GLVFRXUVHV� RI� WUDXPD� VWXGLHV��ZKHUH� WKH� WUDXPDWLF� HYHQW� SRVHV� DV� WKH� OLPLW� RI�
representation.

7KH�XQUHSUHVHQWDEOH�QDWXUH�RI�WUDXPD�LV��SUHFLVHO\��ZKDW�JURXQGV�WKH�GHHS�
seated iconoclastic inclinations in the discipline. If no representation can touch the 
WUXWK�RI�WUDXPDWLF�H[SHULHQFHV��WKHQ�WKH�PLPHWLF�DQG�LQGH[LFDO�SRWHQF\�RI�LPDJHV�
can, at most, ascertain that failure. Most of the theoretical literature suspicious of the 
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LQGH[�LV�IRUPXODWHG�DURXQG�FULWLFDO�DHVWKHWLF�UHVSRQVHV�WR�WKH�KRORFDXVW��7KH�SRVW�
LQGH[LFDO��QRQ�ͤJXUDWLYH�DUWLVWLF�UHVSRQVH�WR�WKH�KRORFDXVW�IHDWXUHV�SURPLQHQWO\�LQ�
WKH�DUWZRUNV�FRPPLVVLRQHG�E\�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�+RORFDXVW�0HPRULDO�0XVHXP��
&RPPLVVLRQHG�DUWLVWV� OLNH�6RO� /HZLWW�� (OOVZRUWK�.HOO\�� -RHO�6KDSLUR�� DQG�5LFKDUG�
6HUUD�FUHDWHG�LQVWDOODWLRQV�DQG�DUFKLWHFWXUDO�GHVLJQV�E\�ZRUNLQJ�DURXQG�DEVWUDFW�
FRQͤJXUDWLRQV�RI�WLPH�DQG�VSDFH�WR�HYRNH�WKH�H[SHULHQWLDO�LQFRJQLVDQFH�RI�WUDXPD4. 
/LVD�6DOW]PDQ̵V�ERRN��Making Memories Matter: Strategies of Remembrance in 
Contemporary Art, further presents a treatise on the critical relevance of the post-
LQGH[LFDO� E\� ORRNLQJ� DW� KRZ� FRQWHPSRUDU\� YLVXDO� DUWLVWV� QDYLJDWH� KLVWRU\�� WLPH��
DQG�PHPRU\�E\�ZRUNLQJ�ZLWK�VKDGRZV�� VLOKRXHWWHV��QHJDWLYH�FDVWV�DQG�JKRVWO\�
evocations. But such overt attachment to the aporia of visual representation 
SRWHQWLDOO\�GHSULYHV�WKH�LQGH[�̰ �WKH�trace of past trauma – of its historicity. Georges 
'LGL�+XEHUPDQ� SRVLWV� WKLV� DUJXPHQW� LQ� KLV� VXVWDLQHG� FULWLTXH� RI� LFRQRFODVWLF�
tendencies around the holocaust in the book, Images in Spite of All. Referring to 
IRXU�KDVWLO\�WDNHQ�SKRWRJUDSKV�RI�$XVFKZLW]�E\�DQ�LQPDWH��KH�QRWHV�WKDW�WKH�EOXUU\�
LPDJHV�VXEVWDQWLDOO\�EHDU�WKH�WUDFHV�RI�WKH�H[FUXFLDWLQJ�FRQGLWLRQV�LQ�ZKLFK�WKH\�
ZHUH� VKRW��:KLOH� WKH\�GR�QRW� HQFDSVXODWH� WKH� HQWLUH� QDUUDWLYH�� WKH�SKRWRJUDSKV�
offer a glimpse of truth to provoke imaginative endeavour. For Didi-Huberman, 
the imagination incited by the photographs is critically more relevant than the 
ZHOO�LQWHQWLRQHG�EXW� OD]\��GHDG�HQG�DWWLWXGH�RI�̸XQVD\DEOH̹�DQG�̸XQLPDJLQDEOH̹�. 
,QGHHG��KH�GHULYHV�WKH�PDWHULDO�VLJQLͤFDQFH�RI�WKH�SKRWRJUDSKV�E\�LPDJLQLQJ�WKH�
XQLPDJLQDEOH�FLUFXPVWDQFHV�RI�WKHLU�SURGXFWLRQ�LQVLGH�WKH�FDPS��ZKLFK�EHFRPHV�
DQ�HWKLFDO�H[HUFLVH�IRU�KLP�

2Q� D� IRUPDO�VWUXFWXUDO� SODQH�� WKH� UHODWLRQVKLS� EHWZHHQ� WUDXPD� DQG�
photography has substantial positive theoretical precedents in Freud, Barthes, and 
%HQMDPLQ��7KH�WUDXPDWLF�SV\FKH�LV�KHUH�DQ�XQFRQVFLRXV�UHFHSWDFOH�RI�H[SHULHQFHV�
that often remain unregistered to active memory, much akin to the irreducible 
FRQWLQJHQF\� RI� SKRWRJUDSKLF� HOHPHQWV�� $V� 0DUJDUHW� ,YHUVHQ� SXWV� LW�� ̸-XVW� DV�
SKRWRJUDSK\��WR�VRPH�H[WHQW��E\SDVVHV�DUWLVWLF�LQWHQWLRQ�DQG�FRQYHQWLRQ��VR�DOVR�
the traumatic event bypasses consciousness”�. Photography, therefore, becomes 
an “analogue of trauma”�. Media theorists like Thomas Elsaesser have further 
H[WHQGHG�WKLV�VWUDLQ�RI�WKRXJKW�WR�FODLP�WKH�̸WUDXPDWRJHQLF̹�QDWXUH�RI�LPDJHV�LQ�
the current age of mass media. For Elsaesser, traumatic memories are not simply 
DQDORJRXV�WR�SKRWRJUDSKV�EXW�DFTXLUH�D�IRUP�UHIOHFWLYH�RI�WKH�SHFXOLDU�VWUXFWXUH�RI�
proliferating and reiterating images in modern media.

,FRQRFODVWLF� SRVWXODWLRQV� RI� WUDXPD� DUH� FRWHUPLQRXV� ZLWK� WKH� ̸FULVHV� RI�
UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ̹�SDUDGLJP�RI�SRVWPRGHUQLW\��7KH�FULWLFDO�ͤ[DWLRQ�SULPDULO\�UHVWV�RQ�
rhetorically professing the untenable narrative grounds of traumatic memories. 
%XW�LW�LV�LPSHUDWLYH�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�WKH�ZD\V�WKDW�PDWHULDO�LPDJHV�DFWLYDWH�SDUWLFXODU�
forms of agency in the act of remembering historical trauma. The agency of the 
image is grounded in the performative – as opposed to the constative – function 
RI�EHDULQJ�ZLWQHVV��,PDJHV�DUH�QRW�VLPSO\�WHVWLPRQLDO�GHSLFWLRQV�RI�RXU�KLVWRULFDO�
reality, but they actively participate in its transformation. Contemporary image-

TIME, TRAUMA, AND PHOTOGRAPHY  |  Santasil Mallik



��ARCHIVO PAPERS JOURNAL  |  Volume 2, Issue 1, 2022

PDNLQJ�SUDFWLFHV�GZHOO�RQ�WKLV�LPDJH�IXQFWLRQ�WR�DUWLFXODWH�QHZ�IRUPV�RI�DGGUHVVLQJ�
traumatic histories, thereby unfolding multifaceted narratives traversing different 
epochs.

,QVWHDG�RI�VWUXFWXULQJ�WUDXPDWLF�UHFDOO�LQ�WHUPV�RI�DSRUHWLF�H[SHULHQFHV��LW�LV�
relevant to process the multi-temporalities involved in navigating the past. Mieke 
%DO� SRVLWV� WKH� LGHD� RI� ̴PXOWL�WHPSRUDOLWLHV̵� WR� FRQFHSWXDOLVH� WKH� KHWHURJHQHRXV�
phenomenon of time involved in the varying rhythms of movement and stagnation, 
RI� KDVWH� DQG� ZDLWLQJ�� GXULQJ� PLJUDWLRQ8�� 6KH� WHUPV� WKH� H[SHULHQFH� RI� PXOWL�
WHPSRUDOLW\� DV� KHWHURFKURQ\�� ZKLFK� LV� DQDORJRXV� WR� WKH� IXQFWLRQDO� VWUXFWXUH� RI�
memories. Memories construe the past by being rooted in the present, in the 
VSOLW�H[SHULHQFH�RI�WLPH��0RUH�VLJQLͤFDQWO\��DV�%DO�QRWHV��̸SHRSOH�SHUIRUP�acts of 
memory and they do so in their present moment”9. There is a creative investment 
LQ�WKH�SDVW�URRWHG�LQ�WKH�SUHVHQW�SHUVSHFWLYH��XQOLNH�WKH�SDVVLYLW\�RI�WUDXPD�ZKHUH�
WKH� ̸XQZDQWHG� DQG� UHSHWLWLYH� LQYDVLRQ� RI� HDUOLHU� KRUURUV� HVFDSHV� WKH� VXEMHFW̵V�
agency”10. In the photography book, Where the Birds Never Sing by Soumya Sankar 
%RVH��WKHVH�TXHVWLRQV�FRPH�WR�WKH�IRUH�DV�KH�UHYLVLWV�WKH�0DULFKMKDSL�PDVVDFUH�LQ�
������%\�UHFDOOLQJ�D�SDVW�ZLWK�LQFRKHUHQW�KLVWRULFDO�UHFRUGV��KH�PRELOLVHV�WLPH�WR�
QHJRWLDWH�WKH�LQFRPPHQVXUDELOLW\�RI�WKH�HYHQW��7KH�ZRUN�GRHV�QRW�SUHVHQW�WUDXPD�
DV� DQ� LQH[SOLFDEOH� DQG� XQUHSUHVHQWDEOH� WHPSRUDO� FKDVP�� ,QVWHDG�� LW� LQYRNHV� D�
dynamic temporal modality to engender creative and imaginative modes of 
VLWXDWLQJ�WKH�FRPSOH[�KLVWRULFDO�UHDOLW\�RI�WKH�PDVVDFUH��/LQNLQJ�IRONORUH��DUFKLYDO�
fragments, oral recollections, and contemporary politics, the heterochronic design 
RI�WKH�ERRN�HQXQFLDWHV�VXEMHFWLYH�DJHQF\�LQ�DVVHVVLQJ�WUDXPDWLF�KLVWRULHV�

%RVH̵V� LQJHQLRXVO\� FXUDWHG� VHW� RI� SKRWRJUDSKV�� IRXQG�GRFXPHQWV�� OHWWHUV��
and archival resources create a composite set of evocations invoking the long-
VXSSUHVVHG� 0DULFKMKDSL� PDVVDFUH�� 'XULQJ� WKH� VWUXJJOH� IRU� IUHHGRP� RI� (DVW�
3DNLVWDQ� DQG� WKH� IRUPDWLRQ� RI� LQGHSHQGHQW� %DQJODGHVK� LQ� ������ PLOOLRQV� RI�
UHOLJLRXV�PLQRULWLHV�EHFDPH�KRPHOHVV�GXH�WR�ZLGHVSUHDG�DWURFLW\�DQG�JHQRFLGH��,W�
led to the unprecedented migration of Bengali Hindu refugees through the border 
VWDWH�RI�:HVW�%HQJDO�LQ�,QGLD��,Q�WKH�HDUOLHU�ZDYHV�RI�PLJUDWLRQ��WKH�FDVWH�HOLWHV�DQG�
WKH�UHODWLYHO\�ZHOO�RII�UHVHWWOHG�LQ�:HVW�%HQJDO��$VVDP��7ULSXUD��DQG�RWKHU�VSDFHV�
voluntarily granted by the Indian state11. But in the later phases, a large number of 
ORZHU�FDVWH�UHIXJHHV��QDPHO\�WKH�1DPDVKXGUDV��ZHUH�PDUNHGO\�QHJOHFWHG�E\�WKH�
VDPH�JRYHUQPHQW��7KH\�ZHUH�URXQGHG�XS�DQG�VHQW�WR�UHIXJHH�FDPSV�LQ�WKH�DULG��
inhospitable region of Dandakaranya in the central Indian state of Madhya Pradesh. 
7KH�OLYLQJ�FRQGLWLRQV�LQ�WKH�UHIXJHH�FDPSV�ZHUH�KRUUHQGRXV�DQG�QXPHURXV�SHRSOH�
died out of starvation and sickness12��,Q�������WKH�/HIW�)URQW�SDUW\�ZRQ�WKH�VWDWH�
elections in West Bengal by promising the Namashudras to relocate them to 
0DULFKMKDSL�̰�DQ�LVODQG�LQ�WKH�GHOWD�EHOW�RI�WKH�6XQGDUEDQV��<HW�WKH\�VRRQ�WXUQHG�
WKHLU�EDFNV�DIWHU�FRPLQJ�WR�SRZHU�DQG�VWULFWO\�UHVWULFWHG�DOO�HQWULHV�RI�UHIXJHHV�LQ�WKH�
VWDWH��7KRXVDQGV�RI�VWUDQGHG�UHIXJHHV��QRQHWKHOHVV��GHͤHG�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�DQG�
PRYHG�WR�0DULFKMKDSL�E\�EUDYLQJ�DOO�WKH�KDUVK�PHDVXUHV�E\�WKH�SROLFH�WR�SK\VLFDOO\�
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LQWHUFHSW� WKHLU� PRYHPHQW�� :LWKLQ� WZR� \HDUV�� WKH\� HVWDEOLVKHG� D� FRPPXQLW\� RQ�
WKH�LVODQG�ZLWK�SURSHU�HPEDQNPHQWV��SDYHG�URDGV��ͤVKHULHV��GLVSHQVDULHV��DQG�D�
school employing local teachers13. ,Q�UHVSRQVH��WULJJHUHG�E\�WKH�DQ[LHW\�RI�PDVV�
solidarity and prospective revolt, the Left Front government gradually blockaded 
WKH�LVODQG�ZLWK�SROLFH�ERDWV�DQG�HFRQRPLFDOO\�LVRODWHG�WKH�LVODQGHUV��$OO�IRUPV�RI�
FRPPXQLFDWLRQ� DQG� WUDQVSRUWDWLRQ�ZHUH� FXW� RII� E\� WKH� SROLFH� DQG� QR� UHSRUWHUV�
ZHUH� DOORZHG� LQ� WKH� LVODQG̵V� YLFLQLW\�� 7KH� SHRSOH�ZHUH� SHUVLVWHQWO\� KDUDVVHG� IRU�
PRQWKV�DQG�EDUHO\�PDQDJHG�WR�VXUYLYH�IHHGLQJ�RQ�JUDVV��ZLOG�OHDYHV��DQG�EUDFNLVK�
ZDWHU��2Q�WKH�ODVW�ZHHN�RI�-DQXDU\�������KLUHG�JDQJV�DQG�WKH�SROLFH�IRUFH�ODQGHG�
on the island, burnt the entire settlement, persecuted thousands of villagers and 
dumped their bodies in the surrounding Raimangal River. The number of casualties 
ZDV�QHYHU�UHJLVWHUHG�RIͤFLDOO\��EXW�VXUYLYLQJ�RUDO�DFFRXQWV�FODLP�WKDW�WLJHUV�LQ�WKH�
area became habituated man-eaters after this genocide14. As aforementioned, the 
island is presently access restricted as it remains closely guarded as a part of the 
Sundarban forest reserve area. One can neither depict the geographical location 
of this historical trauma, nor are there any visual evidentiary accounts of the 
event. Only some survivors remain to animate this traumatic history through oral 
WHVWLPRQLHV��$W�WKLV�MXQFWXUH��LW�EHFRPHV�GLIͤFXOW�WR�DVVHVV�WKH�SDVW�DQG�DUWLFXODWH�
it through photographs, straddling the customary burden of veracity and historical 
YHULͤDELOLW\��

7KHUH� LV� D� ZHOO�HVWDEOLVKHG� SUDFWLFH� LQ� DUW� SKRWRJUDSK\�� ZKHUH� DUWLVWV�
revisit events of past violence by photographing the actual sites of those 
WUDXPDWLF�HYHQWV��-RHO�6WHUQͤHOG̵V�SKRWRJUDSK\�SURMHFW��On this Site: Landscape 
in Memoriam���������FDSWXUHV�HPSW\�VSDFHV�LQ�WKH�$PHULFDQ�ODQGVFDSH�EHDULQJ�
KLJK�SURͤOH� YLROHQW� SDVWV�� 7KH� VHUHQHO\� FRPSRVHG�� XQVXVSHFWLQJ� LPDJHV� FDUU\�
momentous histories of violence that changed the American civil imagination, be 
LW�WKH�PXUGHU�RI�LQGLYLGXDOV�VXFK�DV�(PPHWW�7LOO�LQ������DQG�5RGQH\�.LQJ�LQ������
RU�PDVV�NLOOLQJV� OLNH� WKH�2NODKRPD�&LW\�ERPELQJ� LQ�������6LPLODUO\��&KORH�'HZH�
0DWKHZV̵�ZRUN�Shot at Dawn �������SKRWRJUDSKV�VSDFHV�ZKHUH�\RXQJ�VROGLHUV�
ZHUH�H[HFXWHG�E\� WKHLU� IHOORZPHQ� IRU�RIIHQFHV�VXFK�DV�GHVHUWLRQ�RU�FRZDUGLFH��
$IWHU�����\HDUV��VKH�YLVLWV�WKRVH�VSDFHV��MX[WDSRVLQJ�FRQWHPSRUDU\�VLWXDWLRQV�ZLWK�
KLVWRULFDO�PHPRU\�� ,Q�ERWK� WKHVH�ZRUNV�� WKH�RUGLQDU\��QRQ�HYHQWIXO� UHDOLW\�RI� WKH�
muted photographs stand in stark contrast to the traumatic histories the spaces 
carry. This incongruity creates an interpretive space to reflect upon the themes of 
SKRWRJUDSKLF�LQGH[LFDOLW\��SDVW�WUDXPD�DQG�WKH�OLPLWV�RI�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ��,Q�Where 
the Birds Never Sing, Bose adopts a more creative, aestheticised response to an 
HYHQW� WKDW� UHPDLQV� VKURXGHG� LQ� FRQIXVLRQ� DQG� KLVWRULFDO� GHQLDO�� :LWK� ͤFWLRQDO�
recreations and allusions, he provides different narrative strata, complicating our 
SURFHVVXDO�HQFRXQWHU�ZLWK�WKH�HYHQW�DQG�LWV�KHWHURFKURQLF�PHDQLQJ�LQ�WKH�SUHVHQW�
contemporary. The theme and colour scheme of the book appear dipped in shades 
of black, suggestive of the persisting halo of darkness accompanying the event. 
7KH�SKRWRJUDSKV�DOVR�H[XGH�WKH�VHQVH�RI�IDQWDVPDWLF�GUHDPVFDSHV�GXH�WR�ORQJ�
H[SRVXUHV��DUWLͤFLDO�OLJKWV��YLJQHWWHV��DQG�XQFDQQ\�FRORXU�JUDGHV��)LJXUH����
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Since the location of the massacre is inaccessible to Bose , he coordinates 
VXFK�SKRWRJUDSKV�RI�VSDFHV�ZLWK�UHFROOHFWLRQV�IURP�VXUYLYRUV�WKDW�UKHWRULFDOO\�HOLFLW�
WKH�IRUPDO�DQG�DIIHFWLYH�TXDOLWLHV�RI�WKH�LPDJHV��+RZHYHU��WKHUH�LV�D�GHOLEHUDWH�ODFN�
RI�FRRUGLQDWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�WKH� LPDJH�DQG� WKH� WHVWLPRQLDO� UHFROOHFWLRQ�DOOHJRULFDOO\�
referring to it. They do not communicate page-to-page as stable referents. This 
discrepancy harbours the logic of displacement, mnemic slippages and a delusory 
sense of time and space reminiscent of traumatic memories. It also encourages 
an imaginative and interpretive approach around the clues residing in the 
LQWHUVWLFHV�EHWZHHQ�ZRUGV�DQG�LPDJHV��$V�UHFRUGHG�LQ�D�IUDJPHQW�RI�FRQYHUVDWLRQ�
at the beginning of the book, Bose himself comes from an ancestral generation of 
SDUWLWLRQ�UHIXJHHV�ZKR�PLJUDWHG�WR�,QGLD�IURP�-HVVRUH��%DQJODGHVK��. Therefore, 
WKH� LPDJLQDWLYH� H[HUFLVH� RI� KLV� SURMHFW� DOVR� VHUYHV� DV� D� SRUWDO� WR� HQJDJH� ZLWK�
inherited intergenerational trauma.

0DULDQQH�+LUVFK�FRLQHG�WKH�WHUP�̸SRVWPHPRU\̹�WR�GHVFULEH�WKH�H[SHULHQFHV�
RI� WKH� ̸JHQHUDWLRQ� DIWHU̹� ZKR� EHDU� WKH� SHUVRQDO� DQG� FROOHFWLYH� WUDXPD� RI� WKHLU�
ancestors transmitted through the means of stories, images, and behaviour amid 
ZKLFK�WKH\�JUHZ�XS����7KHVH�H[SHULHQFHV�DUH�RIWHQ�VR�GHHSO\�DIIHFWLQJ�WKDW�WKH\�
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H[HUW�WKHPVHOYHV�DV�PHPRULHV�LQ�WKHLU�RZQ�ULJKW��HYHQ�WR�WKH�SRLQW�RI�GLVSODFLQJ�
DQG�HYDFXDWLQJ� WKH�SHUVRQ̵V�RZQ�H[SHULHQFHV��$V�+LUVK�SXWV� LW�� ̸SRVWPHPRU\̵V�
connection to the past is thus not actually mediated by recall but by imaginative 
LQYHVWPHQW�� SURMHFWLRQ�� DQG� FUHDWLRQ̹���� 7KH� FRUUHVSRQGHQFHV� EHWZHHQ� %RVH̵V�
FUHDWLYH�UHVSRQVH�WR�WKH�0DULFKMKDSL�PDVVDFUH�DQG�KLV�LQWHUJHQHUDWLRQDO�LGHQWLW\�
are not far from apparent. 

$VLGH�IURP�WKH�LPDJLQDWLYH�DQG�ͤFWLRQDO�HOHPHQWV��WKHUH�LV�D�VWURQJ�FXUUHQW�
RI�KLVWRULFDO�̴SURRIV̵�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�ERRN��,W�FRQWDLQV�D�ULFK�UHSRVLWRU\�RI�DUFKLYDO�
and found documents like refugee rehabilitation application forms and ration card 
tokens, soiled photographs of the Dandakaranya refugee camp, letters of appeal, 
SROLWLFDO�VSHHFKHV�DQG�D�FULWLFDO�HVVD\�RQ� WKH�PDVVDFUH�ZULWWHQ�E\�$QQX�-DODLV��
Throughout the book, on the right-hand margin of every page, different individuals 
DQG�WKHLU�UHVSHFWLYH�DJHV�DUH�HQOLVWHG�ZKR�̸GHSDUWHG�RQ����-DQ�����̹18��ZLWK�VRPH�
EHLQJ�DV�\RXQJ�DV�WZR�PRQWKV�ROG��0RVW�RI�WKH�LQIDQWV�ZHUH�OHIW�EHKLQG�E\�WKHLU�
parents or died from starvation during the economic blockade and the eventual 
RSHQ�ͤULQJ�E\�WKH�SROLFH�LQ�0DULFKMKDSL��,QGHHG��WKH�ERRN�RSHQV�ZLWK�D�SKRWRJUDSK�

Figure 3. 
Bose, Soumya Sankar. “Untitled”, 
Where the Birds Never Sing, 2020
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RI�WKH�0DULFKMKDSL�,VODQG�VKRW�IURP�WKH�.XPLUPDUL�,VODQG�RSSRVLWH�LW��VHSDUDWHG�E\�
DQ�H[SDQVLYH�ULYHU��)LJXUH�����,W�LV�WKH�RQO\�LPDJH�WKDW�VTXDUHO\�UHIHUV�WR�WKH�DFWXDO�
VLWH�RI�WKH�PDVVDFUH�̰�DOEHLW�IURP�D�GLVWDQFH�̰�DIWHU�ZKLFK�WKH�ERRN�SOXQJHV�LQWR�
LWV�FULWLFDO�DHVWKHWLF�ORJLF��7KH�VSRUDGLF�QDUUDWLYH�FRPSRVHG�RI�WKH�WH[WV�DQG�WKH�
LPDJHV� RVFLOODWHV� EHWZHHQ� IDFWXDO� YHULW\� DQG� ͤFWLRQDO� LQWHUYHQWLRQV�� %XW� %RVH�
WULHV�WR�PRYH�EH\RQG�WKH�FRQFHUQV�RI�ͤFWLRQ�DQG�QRQ�ͤFWLRQ��RU�DXWKHQWLFLW\�DQG�
inauthenticity in responding to historical trauma.

7KH� ERRN̵V� HQGHDYRXU� UHVWV� LQ� DGGUHVVLQJ� QHZ� PRGHV� RI� UHPHPEHULQJ�
D� KLVWRULFDOO\� VXSSUHVVHG� WUDXPDWLF� HYHQW� DIWHU� D� FDHVXUD�RI� WLPH��$� VLJQLͤFDQW�
FRPSRQHQW�RI�LW�LV�WKH�FULWLFDO�HQJDJHPHQW�ZLWK�RUDO�QDUUDWLYHV��%\�FRQYHUVLQJ�ZLWK�
WKH�IHZ�VXUYLYRUV�RI�WKH�PDVVDFUH��%RVH�IOHVKHV�RXW�IUDJPHQWV�RI�FRQYHUVDWLRQV�
that elliptically invoke certain elements for reconstructing traumatic memories 
through photographs. Focussing on the recurring tropes and motifs in the oral 
DFFRXQWV�RI�WKH�VXUYLYRUV��KH�VWDJHV�V\PEROLF�VFHQHV�ZLWK�DFWRUV��,W�LQFOXGHV�WKH�
nightmare of huts burnt by the police (Figure 4) and the constant threat of Royal 
Bengal tigers nearing human settlements in the Sundarbans after tasting the 
EORRG�RI�PDVVDFUHG�UHIXJHHV��)LJXUH�����2UDO�accounts provide a vehicle for the 
photographs to travel back in time and visually envision the scenes of historical 
WUDXPD�DV�DQ�DOOHYLDWLYH�H[HUFLVH��7KH\�RSHQ�XS�D�KHWHURFKURQLF�VLWH� LQ�FUHDWLYH�
GLDORJXH�ZLWK�PHPRU\�DQG�VXEMHFWLYLW\�

$V� %RVH� UHFRXQWV�� SHRSOH� KDYH� GHYHORSHG� QHZ� UKHWRULF� DQG� ODQJXDJH�
RI� UHFDOOLQJ� WKH� SDVW� RI� 0DULFKMKDSL�� ,QVWHDG� RI� UHPHPEHULQJ� WKH� KRUULͤF�� WKH\�

[Left] Figure 4. 
Bose, Soumya Sankar. “Untitled”, 
Where the Birds Never Sing, 2020

[Right] Figure 5. 
Bose, Soumya Sankar. “Untitled”, 
Where the Birds Never Sing, 2020
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often narrate their tales of valorous escape, either by “punching a policeman” or 
deceiving the police by hiding inside a boat19. Such retellings instigate narrative 
DJHQF\�WR�ZRUN�WKURXJK�WKH�WUDXPDWLF�HYHQW�ZLWKRXW�H[FRULDWLQJ�WKH�H[WUHPLW\�RI�LWV�
violence. An acute sense of agency also surfaces in the portraits of the survivors, 
ZKHUH�WKH�VWDJLQJ�UHIOHFWV�WKH�SK\VLFDO�HOHPHQWV��HPRWLRQV��DQG�DXWKRULW\�FRQMXUHG�
during the testimonial process. The atmosphere evoked in the oral recollections by 
the survivors provides the backdrop of their portraits. Unlike the prevailing image 
UHSHUWRLUH�RI�UHIXJHHV�LQ�PDVV�PHGLD�DQG�MRXUQDOLVWLF�GLVFRXUVH��WKH�VXUYLYRUV�RI�
WKH�0DULFKMKDSL�PDVVDFUH�SDUWLFLSDWH� LQ� WKH� O\ULFDO� FRQVWUXFWLRQ�RI� WKHLU� LPDJHV�
through oral narrativeV� �)LJXUHV� �� DQG� ���� (YHU\� UHWHOOLQJ� RI� WUDXPD� LV� DOVR� DQ�
act of reconstituting the image of the self, transcribing the event as an agentive 
FRPSRQHQW�RI�WKH�VXUYLYRU̵V�LGHQWLW\�

Accessing oral history as a means of entering the past in the present not only 
entails an interpretation of the testimony but also includes a thorough, reflective 
HQJDJHPHQW�ZLWK�̸WKH�ODQJXDJH�HPSOR\HG��WKH�ZD\V�RI�WHOOLQJ��DQG�WKH�VWUXFWXUHV�
RI�H[SODQDWLRQ̹20. The densely aestheticised language of the visuals in the book 
EULQJV� WKLV� LQWHUSUHWLYH� WUDQVODWLRQ� WR� WKH� VXUIDFH�� JLYLQJ� ZD\� WR� WKH� UKHWRULFDO�
LQWHUSOD\�EHWZHHQ�RUDO�UHFROOHFWLRQV�DQG�SKRWRJUDSKV�RU�ZRUGV�DQG�LPDJHV�

The aim, therefore, is not to reproduce the incomprehensibility of the traumatic 
HYHQW�EXW�WR�GHYHORS�QHZ�ZD\V�RI�FUHDWLYHO\�SURFHVVLQJ�LW�̰�QRW�DV�YLFWLPV�EXW�DV�
VWRU\WHOOHUV��6LQFH�RUDO�QDUUDWLYHV�JR�WKURXJK�SHUSHWXDO�WUDQVͤJXUDWLRQV�RYHU�WLPH��
WKHUH�LV�QR�GHͤQLWH�FORVXUH�RI�WUDXPDWLF�UHFROOHFWLRQ��-DPHV�(��<RXQJ�QRWHV�WKDW�

[Left] Figure 6. 
Bose, Soumya Sankar. “Untitled”, Where 
the Birds Never Sing, 2020

[Right] Figure 7. 
Bose, Soumya Sankar. “Untitled”, Where 
the Birds Never Sing, 2020
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testimonies are not neutral embodiments of proof or truth; they actively intervene 
in the historical discourse by interpreting the past in the light of the present21. 

7HVWLPRQLHV�PXWDWH�DFFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�IOXLG�UHODWLRQDOLW\�EHWZHHQ�WKH�WUDXPDWLF�SDVW��
the present contemporary of recalling, and the future. In this traversal of time and 
QDUUDWLYH�D[HV�OLHV�WKH�WUDQVIRUPDWLYH�SRWHQWLDO�RI�6RXP\D�6DQNDU�%RVH̵V�SURMHFW��
SXWWLQJ� IRUZDUG� D� SURFHVVXDO� H[HUFLVH� RI� DVVHVVLQJ� WKH� SDVW� WUDXPD��:KLOH� WKH�
ORFXV�RI�WKH�ZRUN�LV�WKH�0DULFKMKDSL�PDVVDFUH��%RVH�GRHV�QRW�ͤ[�KLV�DSSURDFK�WR�
the eventive nature of historical trauma. Instead, he seeks to locate trauma in the 
G\QDPLF�WHPSRUDOLW\�RI�0DULFKMKDSL�DQG�WKH�PHPRULHV�RI�SHRSOH�ZKR�VXUYLYHG�WKH�
VWDWH�DVVDXOW�̰�ZKHWKHU�D�SDUWLFXODU�SKRWRJUDSK�LQ�WKH�ERRN�LV�D�VWDJHG�HYHQW��DQ�
allusion, or that of an actual survivor ceases to matter. Working beyond the attempt 
to document the massacre or represent the lack of narratives about it, Where the 
Birds Never Sing activates an inventive hermeneutic process of responding to the 
WUDXPDWLF�SDVW�ZLWK�FUHDWLYH�DQG�LPDJLQDWLYH�LQYHVWPHQW�

,Q� WKH� SUHVHQW� FRQWH[W� RI� FLWL]HQVKLS� FULVHV� LQ� ,QGLD�� WKH� FRQWHPSRUDQHLW\�
RI�%RVH̵V�ZRUN�ͤJXUHV�DFXWHO\��7KH�&LWL]HQVKLS�$PHQGPHQW�$FW��&$$��SDVVHG�LQ�
�����FODLPV� WR�SURYLGH�FLWL]HQVKLS�RQ� UHOLJLRXV�JURXQGV�RQO\� WR�VL[�QRQ�0XVOLP�
UHIXJHH�FRPPXQLWLHV�IURP�WKH�QHLJKERXULQJ�FRXQWULHV�ZKR�HQWHUHG�,QGLD�EHIRUH�
December 31, 2014. Bose produced his book against the backdrop of such 
XQEULGOHG�H[SUHVVLRQ�RI�UHOLJLRXV�[HQRSKRELD�E\�WKH�,QGLDQ�VWDWH��7KH�0DULFKMKDSL�
PDVVDFUH�JDWKHUV� UHQHZHG�VLJQLͤFDQFH�PLUURULQJ� WKH�SUHVHQW�SROLWLFDO�VFHQDULR��
ERWK�FRQQHFWHG�E\�D�KHWHURFKURQLF� WLVVXH��$V�*LRUJLR�$JDPEHQ�ZULWHV�� WKLQNLQJ�
about the contemporary introduces an “essential dishomogeneity” in time, for 
̸WKH�FRQWHPSRUDU\�SXWV�WR�ZRUN�D�VSHFLDO�UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�GLIIHUHQW�WLPHV����
DQ� HQFRXQWHU� EHWZHHQ� WLPHV� DQG� JHQHUDWLRQV̹22�� $� ͤJXUH� RU� D� ZRUN� DFKLHYHV�
FRQWHPSRUDQHLW\�WKURXJK�LWV�IXQFWLRQ�RI�LQWHUSRODWLQJ�WLPH��ZKLFK�DOVR�HQWDLOV�WKH�
FDSDFLW\�RI�̸WUDQVIRUPLQJ�LW�DQG�SXWWLQJ�LW�LQ�UHODWLRQ�ZLWK�RWKHU�WLPHV̹23.

The narrative fabric of the book is rooted in multimodal time as it creatively 
situates the past in the present to initiate a memorialisation process for a traumatic 
event that remains denied or disputed. There is a conscious attempt to inflect the 
DUWLFXODWLRQ�RI�KLVWRULFDO�WUDXPD�WRZDUGV�D�WUDQVIRUPDWLYH�SUD[LV��1HZ�PRGDOLWLHV�RI�
DFFHVVLQJ�WKH�SDVW�HQJHQGHU�QHZ�IRUPV�RI�HQYLVLRQLQJ�DJHQF\��2Q�WKH�RWKHU�KDQG��
UHFRUGLQJ� D� WUDXPDWLF� KLVWRU\� DV� DQ� REMHFWLYH�� YHULͤDEOH� DUFKLYDO� UHVRXUFH� ULVNV�
reinstating and triggering the source of that particular traumatic memory. Indeed, 
WKH�VWUXFWXUDO�GHVLJQ�RI� WKH�ERRN�DGGUHVVHV� WKLV� LVVXH�� ,Q� WKH�ͤUVW�FRQYHUVDWLRQ�
IUDJPHQW�LQ�WKH�ERRN��WKHUH�LV�D�GLDORJXH�EHWZHHQ�WKH�SKRWRJUDSKHU�DQG�D�VXUYLYRU�
ZKR� LV� ̸UHOXFWDQW� WR� GLYXOJH� DQ\WKLQJ̹� DERXW� WKH� 0DULFKMKDSL� PDVVDFUH24. The 
VXUYLYRU�FODLPV��̸ SDVW�LV�SDVW��:KDWHYHU�JRQH�LV�JRQH��:DONLQJ�GRZQ�D�PHPRU\�ODQH�
���\HDUV�EDFN�ZRXOG�RQO\�EULQJ�ͤ UH�DQG�EORRG̹��. When asked about a rape survivor 
KH�NQRZV�VLQFH�WKH�PDVVDFUH��KH�VKDUSO\�DVNV��̸ZKDW�ZLOO�\RX�JHW�RXW�RI�WKLV"̹�� 
6RRQ��WKH�FRQYHUVDWLRQ�EUHDNV�GRZQ�DQG�WKH�KDOOXFLQDWRU\�MRXUQH\�RI�WKH�ERRN�VWDUWV�
LQ�WKH�IROORZLQJ�SDJHV��+HUH��WKH�RSHQLQJ�SDJH�PRXQWV�D�VHOI�FULWLFDO�LQWURVSHFWLRQ�
DERXW� WKH� SURMHFW�� (YHQWXDOO\�� WKH� ERRN� HQGV� LQ� D� SRO\SW\FK� FRPSRVHG� RI� IRXU�
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VWDJHG�LPDJHV�RI�DQ�DFWRU�ZLWK�D�ELUG�PDVN�SHUFKHG�XSRQ�D�WUHH��DFFRPSDQLHG�E\�
D�OHWWHU�RI�DSSHDO�ZULWWHQ�E\�WKH�UDSH�VXUYLYRU�WR�WKH�5HIXJHH�&RPPLWWHH�RI�%HQJDO��
1R�GHͤQLWLYH�DQVZHUV�DWWHQG�WR�WKH�WUXWK�RU�WKH�H[WHQW�RI�WKH�PDVVDFUH�DV�WKH�ERRN�
FRQVFLRXVO\�H[SHULPHQWV�ZLWK�WKH�PXGG\�WHUUDLQV�RI� WUDXPDWLF�PHPRU\��1HLWKHU�
GRHV�WKH�SURMHFW�VKRZFDVH�LWVHOI�DV�DQ�DFFXUDWH�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�RI�WKH�PDVVDFUH��
But it provokes conversations regarding the representative paradigm of historical 
WUDXPD�EH\RQG�WKH�LQGH[LFDO�EXUGHQ�RI�SKRWRJUDSKV�DQG�VWDEOH�DUFKLYHV��%RVH̵V�
SURMHFW�HYRNHV�WKH�O\ULFDO�SRWHQF\�RI�LPDJHV�DQG�ͤFWLRQDO�UHFRQVWUXFWLRQ��UHYLVLWLQJ�
WKH�SDVW� TXLYHULQJ�ZLWK�GLIIHUHQW�PRGXODWLRQV� OLNH� D� VRQJ��$IWHU� DOO�� ̸ZKLOH� HYHU\�
PRUQLQJ�WKH�ELUGV�VLQJ�HYHU\ZKHUH�HOVH��LQ�0DULFKMKDSL�WKH\�QHYHU�GR̹̿��
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