in the party commune for the next six years. The party
bought him a 35mm Leica, and gave him a membership
card. ‘I was a non-joiner -- I didn’t join photographic
societies, join this, join that. When I was accepted as a
member and the card was given to me, I didn’t resist!’
About his politics Janah says, ‘Practically every intelligent
creative person back then was a leftist... it was in the air.’
He felt that the Congress represented the tradition of
liberal humanism... which was not enough to bring justice
to the poor. I felt that with the Congress the power
would just be transferred from the British capitalists to
the Indian capitalists... which is exactly what happened.

which followed a romantic, pictorial style of work strongly
derived from similar work being done in Britain.

In Bombay, Sunil Janah published regularly on the
back page of People’s Age, his writing accompanying
the photos he took all over India. He credits People’s
Age for pioneering work in India in its extensive use
of photography, unusual for a paper cheaply produced
with party funds. It was during this period that he
documented all the political actions and meetings of the
Congress, the Communists and the Muslim League.

‘P.C. Joshi teamed me with her to travel all over India in
1945-46, and I worked with her again during the Partition
when she returned. On her second trip I had gone to
Noakhali and we photographed the Calcutta riots -- she
took me into the Muslim areas in the middle of the riots
and said she would pass me off as an American Black in case
we were questioned, and not to speak Bengali! In fact,
until I worked with Bourke-White, I always had a regret
that I was turning into a photographer in spite of myself.
I had half an eye towards journalism. She made me realise
that photography could say something equally strong. In
fact I was saying it already, but I didn’t know I was! Her
enthusiasm for the medium was infectious, and after that,
there was no turning back. When we met we immediately
became very close friends because I found I had a similar
style and approach -- I felt she was an advanced replica of
me -- she had done it longer, she was more famous, more
successful. In fact she was the most famous photographer
of her time. She was 36 and I was 26.’

Sunil Janah gained quick recognition outside party circles
for the quality of his work, which started appearing
regularly in The Statesman and the Illustrated Weekly
of India, other than the party publications. Much of the
work published in the Weekly came from the various
photographic societies all over India, the members of

In terms of style, much of this work was in the ‘heroic left’
mode -- shot from a low angle looking up, which tended
to give a mythic dimension to the subject. Janah says that
the twin lens Rolleiflex camera itself dictated this style
which involved shooting from the waist up. But he had
also seen the films of Eisenstein and Pudovkin and the
German filmmakers. A turning point was his meeting
with Margaret Bourke-White, who came to India for Life
magazine.

To see Janah’s pictures and those of Bourke-White side by
side is a revelation. The astonished reaction of ordinary
Indians to a young, attractive, short-haired white woman
in pants and boots is apparent in every picture of hers.
Standing aside, Janah captures a totally different mood.
These paired pictures are worthy of a show and a book
on their own. Janah developed distaste for continuing
to photograph disasters like famines. He began to feel
that it was an intrusion into the grief of the victims. He
was also becoming increasingly disillusioned by the party,
reacting to the more doctrinaire elements within it. ‘As
long as I was left alone to do my back page, I was fine,
but then when they started demanding a red flag waving
in every picture, I got very annoyed. The last straw came
when they actually cut out flags and stuck them on the
pictures!’ Janah started spending more time in Calcutta
towards 1946-47 and finally moved back there. He had
also left the party by this time. Janah feels that whatever
assessment has been made of him as a photographer has
overemphasised the forties phase, which actually is only
a part of a much larger body of work.

9

