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PhotoKathmandu 2015 
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Professor of Anthropology and Visual Culture
Kathmandu’s first photography festival 
ran for one week in early November. 
The organisers, chief among whom is 
NayanTara Gurung Kakshapati, had 
started thinking about holding the event 
while attending the long-running Chobi 
Mela in Dhaka, Bangladesh in January of 
last year. Then came April’s earthquake 
which destroyed significant buildings 
in the historical centres of Kathmandu, 
Patan and Bhaktapur, and killed over 
8,000 people largely in remote rural areas. 

The organisers became involved in relief 
work in the aftermath of the catastrophe 
but did not revive the idea of the festival 
until June when serious preparations 
started. Then in October Nepalis elected 
the veteran Communist K.P. Sharma 
Oli as their new Prime-Minister, and a 
new Constitution, which the Madhesis in 
the Terai thought disadvantaged them, 
provoked protests on the Nepal-India 
border. India tacitly supported what most 
Nepalis see as a blockade whose most 

visible result has been the severance 
of petrol and gas supplies and Nepal’s 
reliance on China for (scarce) alternative 
supplies. Buses, trucks and taxis have 
to wait four days in line at petrol stations 
for strictly rationed fuel (15 litres in 
the case of taxis). LPG for domestic 
and commercial cooking is almost 
unobtainable.

I had been invited to run a four day 
(20 hours) intensive workshop on 
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“Writing Photography” as part of the 
festival and the organisers wrote in 
late October advising that things were 
“not easy” in Nepal and recommending 
that participants arrive with “a sense 
of adventure”. The poor, as Walter 
Benjamin noted, live in a continual 
state of emergency. As a comparatively 
wealthy traveller things were relatively 
straightforward: there were taxis, albeit 
charging five times the usual rates, 
upscale restaurants were sourcing LPG 
on the black market, but there was a 
huge bonus: the dearth of vehicles meant 
that the valley’s famous smog diminished, 
revealing rarely seen blue skies and 
glimpses of the Himalayas.

There were other pleasant surprises: 
although specific regions have been 
extremely badly hit by the earthquake, 
Nepal’s infrastructure is essentially intact, 
key temples and public structures have 
collapsed, but most remain intact. In 
Patan, the old ritual centre to the south of 
Kathmandu, and in Bhaktapur at the other 
end of the valley perhaps 20 per cent of 

historically important buildings have been 
lost. In Kathmandu’s Durbar Square there 
is more damage.

The festival reflects a new presence in 
Nepal: significant numbers of Nepali 
intellectuals, often US trained, who want 
to live in Nepal and construct a new 
narrative. Given its accomplishment it 
seemed incredible that that this was 
the first festival of its kind in Nepal. The 
day before arriving in Kathmandu I had 
hung out at the opening of the Delhi 
Photo festival, and in 2013 I attended 
Dhaka’s Chobi Mela. Chobi Mela has 
been the pioneer, fusing a roster of 
renowned international practitioners 
with Bangladesh’s exceptional activist 
photographers (I got to meet Graciela 
Iturbide – who had worked with the 
legendary Mexican Surrealist Manuel 
Alvarez Bravo –and spend time with 
Taslima Akhter, who won a World Press 
Photo award for her Rana Plaza disaster 
work). Delhi Photo Festival was in its 
third iteration and is expanding and 
improving. But neither could match the 

triumphal aspect of Photo Kathmandu: 
its engagement with a broader public. 
Almost all of the several dozen exhibitions 
and installations were in public spaces 
– usually open 24 hours, or otherwise 
completely accessible during daylight 
hours. Here the organisers were helped 
immeasurably by the sublime architecture 
and townscape of Patan with its dramatic 
Durbar Square with its walls, courtyards, 
alleyways, alcoves and step-wells. Here 
numerous installations displayed archival 
images, recent documentary work, art 
photography, and at night, slide shows 
and other events. Each installation or 
event had highly visible numbered marker 
and locations were easily established 
through the numerous large festival maps 
which littered the city. Artists’ talks and 
panel discussions were held in interior 
spaces but were free, openly accessible, 
and packed.

Among the photographic highlights of 
the Festival were Nepal Picture Library’s 
History of Nepali Studio Photography, 
Kishor Sharma’s documentation of the 
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Rautes, the so-called “last nomads of 
Nepal”, a matrix of Instagram feeds 
from the day of the earthquake, Tuomo 
Manninen’s remarkable group portraits, 
a collective project by Class 8 students 
from Patan, and Kevin Bubriski’s haunting 
images made over several decades of 
a Nepal that seems in many ways to 
have been utterly transformed. How 
much has changed, at least in the valley, 
was brought home when we drove to 
Bhaktapur about 10 km away. When I 

was last here in 1992, I cycled through 
rice fields and villages. Now Kathmandu 
is joined to Bhaktapur by a four lane 
highway completely surrounded on all 
sides by impenetrable thickets of hastily 
erected shops and houses. The valley is 
now one large urban sprawl.

My workshop, of course, allowed 
me to learn far more than my dozen 
students. Mainly Nepali, they included 
several journalists, NGO workers, 

three PhD students (from Hyderabad, 
Heidelberg, and Cornell), and a CNRS 
researcher working on photography 
in Tamil Nadu. During the final day’s 
presentations by students of their 
own projects I heard a moving semi-
fictional, semi-autobiographical narrative 
of a Newar girl’s Ihi initiation, learned 
about photography and art practice in 
Bangladesh, got a good sense of how a 
Kathmandu journalist uses her camera 
to document her remote natal village (in 
what she termed the “Land of the World 
Food Programme), and heard a chilling, 
illustrated, account of narrowly escaping 
death in the Lantang disaster (where 
most of a village disappeared under a 
landslide) and the role of photography in 
its proposed new Memory Centre.

The best thing, from my perspective, 
is that following my panel discussion 
on Histories of Photography in South 
Asia, and discussion with NayanTara 
and Nepal’s leading photo-historian, 
Pratyoush Onta, it seems likely that I will 
be returning to work with them again. I 
can’t wait.
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