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I am a man who can recognize an unnamed town by its skeletal shape on a map …. So I knew their 
place before I crashed among them, knew when Alexander had traversed it in an earlier age for this cause 
or that greed. I knew the customs of nomads besotted by silks or wells …. When I was lost among them, 
unsure of where I was, all I needed was the name of a small ridge, a local custom, a cell of this historical 
animal, and the map of the world would slide into place.

– Michael Ondaatje, The English Patient (1992)
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A small slice of Udaipur’s history was uncovered in May 2008 when 
the City Palace Complex at Udaipur yielded several trunks packed with 
photographs. Safely maintained over the decades among the various 
storerooms and inner recesses of the vast City Palace Museum Udaipur 
(hereafter CPMU), the trunks hold several thousand loose photographs, 
folios, and framed images, which are currently being catalogued and 
archived. 

Numbering more than 15,000 images, these photographs are part 
of the Pictorial Archives of The Maharanas of Mewar, Udaipur, and are 
currently housed at the CPMU. A first exhibition of these photographs 
has already been mounted at the newly restored Bhagwat Prakash Gallery 
in the Zenana Mahal of the complex. Titled Long Exposure, 1857−1957: 
The Camera at Udaipur, the exhibition and the study of the collection is 
gradually revealing an unabashed “native” gaze and perception in what the 
camera’s lens set out to capture. 

Though inanimate material objects, these photographs provide a 
constant documentation over time of the lives of the royal denizens of 
Udaipur, giving us a route map into the complex world of hierarchy, power, 
symbolism, and pride (figure 1). 

The physical process of archiving and documenting these unexpected 
riches in contemporary times, apart from the sheer wealth of this visual 
material from the 19th and early 20th century, allows us to survey the 
material with added expertise. We are now able to comprehensively 
identify some of the early photographic techniques prevalent in India, 
and, secondly, piece together a visual history of Udaipur through a historic 
court archive. The images are being catalogued not only based on the 
photographic process used but also according to the subject represented. 

1

The Lakes of Udaipur, by N. Parasur, 
Photographer Ajmere & Kishengarh,  
c. 1910, silver gelatin print,  
282 x 354 mm. Acc. no. 2008.07.0060. 
Image courtesy the Pictorial Archives of 
The Maharanas of  Mewar, Udaipur.

The Swarup Sagar Lake leads on to Lake 
Pichola. The vast City Palace complex is 
seen on the left and the island palace of 
Jag Nivas (Lake Palace) is on the right.
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The range of photographs in the archive includes portraits commissioned by the 
maharanas, images of nobles at their courts, records of significant events at Udaipur, and 
views of the city. In addition, there are photographs which either came as autographed 
gifts from distinguished visitors or were acquired “in a lot”, possibly from photographic 
studios across the country. Given that there are very few landscape photographs in the 
archive, it seems these photographers rarely utilized the picturesque mode of visualizing 
“Eastern exotica from the Orient”. If any of the photographs do appear exotic, it is 
purely because the costumes, attire, and stance of the sitter represent a time gone by, 
and chronicle the courtly culture and aesthetic of our recent past. 

In fact, historical study has revealed that as early as 1818, over 20 years before the 
coming of the camera to India in 1840, its precursor the camera obscura, an optical 
device used to draw visual exactitudes, is known to have been in Udaipur. Colonel 
James Tod (1782–1835), the intrepid British Political Agent to the Court of Mewar, 
writes in his personal account about how he explained the functions of this device 
to amuse the ailing heir apparent of Udaipur, Prince Amar Singh, the older son of 
Maharana Bhim Singh (1778–1828).1

Process and Identification 
The collection at the CPMU is a vast and varied resource of photographic materials 

ranging from cartes-de-visite, glass-plate negatives, card photographs, albumen and 
silver gelatin prints, panoramas, Stevengraphs,2 stereographs, platinum prints, painted 
photographs, photomontages, and collages, dating from the mid-19th to the early 20th 
century. The collection includes old cameras and other photographic equipment. The 
photographs depict a variety of images, from formal portraits of rulers to ceremonial 
occasions like durbars, festivities, and religious rites, or the visits of state guests (figure 
4). Mewar, being the pre-eminent state of erstwhile Rajputana, attracted British and 
other foreign heads of state as well as rulers from princely India. These visits were 
documented photographically from the mid-19th century onwards – in a continuation 
of an earlier tradition where noteworthy events were recorded in miniature paintings 
by court painters attached to the royal ateliers. 

The historic significance of the Udaipur photographic archives arises from the 
comprehensive range of material, which not only showcases the different processes that 
existed in early Indian photography, but includes important examples that led to the 
popularization of particular forms of visual material culture, through an artistic melding 
of the new technology with native and indigenous forms. Painted photographs, collages, 
and photomontages modified and appropriated by local artists both at Udaipur and at 
the nearby temple town of Nathdvara, contributed to the emergence of a new hybrid 
visual vocabulary and an innate Indian style in photography. Today, these very images 
are considered the precursors of mass-produced, popular Indian imagery.

In this context, the unique tradition of hand-tinted photographs seen in great numbers 
at the CPMU is of significance. The examples in the collection and the technique 
applied clearly indicate that both photographs and photographic enlargements were 
painted over to create vibrant images. These photographs were directly embellished with 
colour, and were used as blueprints for larger oil and watercolour paintings. Painted 

2a 

Maharana Sajjan Singh, by 
Bourne & Shepherd, c. 1874, 
albumen print, carte-de-
visite, 103 x 62 mm. Acc. no. 
2008.01.0269iv. Image courtesy 
the Pictorial Archives of The 
Maharanas of Mewar, Udaipur. 

Maharana Sajjan Singh is seen 
seated in full court costume, 
wearing an angarkha and the 
distinct Udaipur turban. 
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2b 

Inscriptions in Mewari script, reverse 
of the carte-de-visite in figure 2a. 
Image courtesy the Pictorial Archives 
of The Maharanas of Mewar, 
Udaipur.

The inscription reads: “1/4 nag Shri 
Maharana Sajjan Singhji ki, purakad 
ki kursi par birajiya, sa. pa. 336, kha. 
pa. 4690, ki. 4 pra anna, vaishak 
vid 12 Samvat 2008” (“one of four 
photos of Maharana Sajjan Singh 
full length, seated on a chair, register 
336, page numbers 46, 90, price 1 
rupee and 4 annas, in the month of 
April as per the Hindu calendar year 
2008”). 

Special Feature

photographs in the CPMU collection are often in the form of portraits, but scenes of 
everyday life such as court proceedings, hunting expeditions, and rites of passage were 
also tinted. 

The presence of a distinct Udaipur school of art enabled some of the princely state’s 
artists to become photographers and photo-artists, specializing in tinting photographs. 
Some of the photographs are clearly enlargements, but the lack of expert technology 
meant that the outlines were often smudged or blurred, when derived from a smaller 
negative. Painters were commissioned to embellish the image on the enlarged 
photograph in colour, thereby rendering a sharper and clearer result. 

On the other hand, there are images that were enlarged in multiple numbers with 
one set being painted at the time of the enlargement and others being tinted at a much 
later date. Differences in aesthetics, choice of materials, and painting techniques are 
clearly apparent in these examples. This process altered the chronology of the rendered 
image, enabling artists to evolve in keeping with contemporary trends even while 
sustaining the link with their local painting tradition.

Given the innumerable kinds of photographs, the process of identifying their subjects 
has been facilitated to a large extent by handwritten inscriptions in the local Mewari 
language (using a derivative of Devnagari script) on the verso of most photographs. 
The inscriptions behind photographs often vary in scale and in the consistency of 
the information imparted. In most circumstances, they indicate the name of a sitter 
along with a notation of an image number taken from pages possibly across multiple 
registers. These were presumably detailed lists of images, though the original registers 
are yet to be located. Many of the inscriptions indicate the total number of copies of an 
image taken, listed alongside the price paid for the image. The season, as per the Indian 
calendar, indicates when the photograph was taken and is sometimes listed together 
with dates in accordance with the waxing and waning of the moon as per the lunar 
calendar. Some images also have multiple inscriptions scribbled on different portions 
of the margins on their versos. 

The first line of a typical inscription on a photograph, in this case of two boys, 
reads: “1, 94 Mehta Panna Lalji ko beto Fateh Lal, Lachmi Lal ko beto Jodh Singh”. The 
second line reads “Fateh Lal” and the third “na. 94, nag. 2”. The literal translation of 
the three lines would be “1 [piece], [no.] 94, Mehta Panna Lal’s son Fateh Lal and 
Jodh Singh, the son of Laxmi Lal. No. 94 from, or number of pieces, 2”. The absence 
of the actual registers indicated here makes it difficult to fully interpret the last line. 
Another inscription for a portrait of a maharana includes a description of the pose: 
“Maharana Sajjan Singhji full length seated on a chair” (figures 2a and b). This and 
other inscriptions detail the Vikram Samvat year in which the entries were made and 
specify whether the image was taken in the “vid” or Krishna paksha, the dark half of the 
lunar month, or during the “sudhi” or Shukla paksha – the light half (figure 2b).

The People in the Portraits
The photographs in the CPMU archive provide us with a series of images of the 

maharanas of Mewar, starting from the reign of Maharana Swaroop Singh (r. 1842–
61), followed by Maharana Shambu Singh (r. 1861–74), Maharana Sajjan Singh  
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(r. 1874–84), Maharana Fateh Singh (r. 1884–1930), and Maharana Bhupal Singh (r. 
1930–47). Images also exist from the time of Maharana Bhagwat Singh (r. 1955–84), 
though by this period Mewar was no longer an independent princely state, but a part 
of independent India.

The photographic process used and the cards on which they are mounted often 
help identify the age of the photographs in the collection. A large number of them 
are in the form of cartes-de-visite of noblemen and courtiers, dating possibly from the 
reign of Maharana Swaroop Singh in the 1850s. Textual sources which have aided 
the cataloguing process of these and others include the Haqeeqat Bahida or the daily 
accounts of the maharanas, together with manuscripts maintained at the Maharana 
Mewar Research Institute (MMRI) and supplementary books at the Maharana Mewar 
Special Library (MMSL), both within the City Palace complex at Udaipur. 

Interestingly, a large number of cartes-de-visite show photographic portraits of the 
nobles of Mewar in formal court attire. The unusual level of prestige accorded to these 
noblemen by the maharana explains the vast number of these images. In the Gazetteer 
of Mewar, Colonel Walter writes of the powerful nobles of Mewar:

The Chiefs of Mewar enjoy rights and privileges which do not obtain in any other part 
of Rajputana. The Court maintained at their own estates is almost an exact counterpart 
of their prince, and they exhibit few of the marks of vassalage observable at other courts; 
and only on particular festivals and solemnities do they join the Prince’s cavalcade. In 
Durbar they take rank above the heir-apparent – a custom unprecedented in India 
and granted in consequence of the heir-apparent having attended the Emperor’s court. 
When a chief enters the presence, the entire court rises and the ceremonial is most 
intricate.3

 In many cases, there are multiple copies of cartes-de-visite of noblemen, either in the 
same pose or in different poses and attires, taken at different times or during the same 
shoot. The vast array of images also includes photographs of visiting seers and mahants 
(priests) of various sects and temples, and of prominent court artists like Shiv Lal and 
of his brother Mohan Lal the official court photographer.

In the 18th century, the nobles at court under Maharana Amar Singh II were arranged 
in three groups. This hierarchy of nobles seems to have continued well into the 19th 
century in visual format. It is unclear whether these photographic portraits of the nobles 
were taken on the instructions of the palace or were sent/gifted to the palace by the 
sitters themselves. The former seems more likely to have been the case, as several of these 
photographs exist in multiple copies. The group constituting the first 16 nobles were 
known as the Solah; thirty-two (Battis) noblemen constituted the second rank of nobles; 
and the last grouping was known as the Gol or mass, to whom no special precedence was 
assigned. In each case the name of the group to which a noble belonged is recorded on the 
verso of his individual photograph. By the 19th and 20th centuries, though the numbers 
in each group varied, they were still referred to as Solah, Battis, or Gol. 

The only 19th-century images of women in the archives appear in the form of these early 
cartes-de-visite from the 1850s to the mid-1890s. Most of these women are very possibly 
dancing girls, performing musicians, or courtesans – as noted in their titles written in the 
Mewari inscriptions behind each photograph. The absence of images of women from the 

3

Maharana Sajjan Singh, by an 
unknown photographer, c. 1880, 
albumen print, 42 x 37 mm.  
Acc. no. 2008.04.0133. Image 
courtesy the Pictorial Archives of  
The Maharanas of Mewar, Udaipur. 

Jewel-size photographs of Maharana 
Sajjan Singh were reproduced in 
multiple copies and in a range of 
formats to be inset on amulets, 
pendants, and charms. 
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royal family and/or other women at court also stems from the fact that purdah was still 
prevalent in Rajput courts. The early demise of the wives of Maharana Fateh Singh (figure 
5), and his essentially austere and spartan life, meant that for a period of over 45 years, 
there were very few royal inhabitants of the zenana. Consequently there does not seem to 
have been much activity that necessitated photography within the zenana. 

The arrival of Princess Sushila Kumari of Bikaner as the bride of the heir apparent 
Prince Bhagwat Singh in 1940, marks the beginning of photography of ladies from the 
royal court. This however is not merely an indication of changing times but partly due to 
the fact that in Bikaner, another prominent princely state of Rajasthan, photography was 
widespread, and the princess and her siblings had been photographed extensively while 
growing up. Some of these images are currently in the Alkazi Collection of Photography 
(ACP) while others are seen in the palace archives at both Udaipur and Bikaner. 

Photographic Studios 
From the 1860s, we begin to witness examples of photographs taken by prominent 

photo studios based at Calcutta and Simla, the then summer and winter capitals of 
British India. An assortment of studios whose works are represented in the CPMU 
include Bourne & Shepherd, Hurrychund Chintamon, Ritter/Molkenteller & Co., 
Vernon Studios, Maneck & Co., Herzog & Higgins, Lala Deen Dayal, P. Vuccino 
& Co., I. Cowell, G.W. Lawrie, K.L. Syed, A.R. Datt, and Devare, amongst a host 
of others. Local Udaipur-based photographers and studios run by Mohan Lal, 
Pannalal, Prabhulal Verma, Goverdhan Lal, and Shrimal were also commissioned to 
cover court events. Autographed photographs presented by Western visitors to the 
court at Udaipur seem to have been taken by European photo establishments across 
British India. Prominent amongst these are Gordon Art Studios, London Stereoscopic 

4 

Maharana Sajjan Singh at the Chittor 
Durbar, by Johnston & Hoffmann, 

c. 1881, albumen print, 214 x 271 mm. 
Acc. no. 2008.06.0231i. Image courtesy 
the Pictorial Archives of The Maharanas 

of Mewar, Udaipur. 

At the Chittor Durbar (c. 1881–84), 
Maharana Sajjan Singh was awarded the 
GCIE by Lord Ripon the then Viceroy 

(1880–84). 
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and Photographic Company Ltd, Alexander Bassano, Lafayette Studios, Maull &  
Polyblank, Caldesi Blanford & Co, Mason & Co. etc. 

In the CPMU collection there are three sets of photographs that were either gifted 
or acquired as lot purchases. Two of these groups may have entered the collection in 
the late 19th century. The first, the largest group amongst these, consists of formal 
portraits of rulers from all across India, who were contemporaries of Maharana Fateh 
Singh. These photographs numbering over 50 have been framed identically, almost 
as if to sequentially adorn a room or palace corridor. Though studio names are not 
visible, these were popular images and copies of them still exist in other collections in 
India and across the world. They include images of maharajas from the larger states of 
Baroda, Kashmir, Gwalior, and Mysore along with images of rulers of smaller states like 
Travancore, Cochin, Dholpur, Benares, etc. 

The second and more interesting set consists of a group of large-format platinum 
prints of the British royal family showing Queen Victoria, Edward VII, George V, and 
Edward VIII. Though Mewar was considered hostile to the British administration in 
India, the families of the two royal households seem to have got on rather well, with visits 
to Udaipur part of the travel itinerary of successive princes of Wales and other senior 
members of the British royal family. The large number of prints in the CPMU collection 
taken by the London Stereoscopic and Photographic Company Ltd and dating to the late 
19th and early 20th centuries are in all probability gifts during these visits.

The photographs in the third set are of members of the Rana family of Nepal and were 
taken in the 1920s at the Matzene Studio, Simla and Delhi. Matrimonial alliances between 
India’s princely states and the Rana court of Nepal led to the spread of these photographs 
through several palace archives. Most often they were taken as mementos by the Rana 
princesses to their new homes in India or were gifted by visiting Rana relatives. 

Interestingly, souvenir albums of the Delhi Durbar of 1911 from various studios 
(Vernon & Co., Herzogg & Higgins, etc.), along with postcards, seem to have reached 
the collection although the maharanas did not themselves attend the Delhi durbars 
of 1903 or 1911. Other significant albums include Views in Mewar, by Lala Deen 
Dayal, Indore. The presence of these albums in other collections including the ACP 
indicates that they were not commissioned albums but seem to have been circulated 
among the various princely states by the studios or the hosts themselves. However 
there were subtle variations in the composition of these albums, possibly on the orders 
of individual rulers. The two copies of a Delhi Durbar album, Souvenir, the Imperial 
Visit to Delhi by Vernon & Co., in the CPMU and in the Alkazi Collection, have some 
common images; however the album in the ACP (previously from Maharaja Ranjit 
Singh’s collection at Jamnagar) shows images relevant to Navanagar (Jamnagar) and 
their pavilions at the Durbar while the copy at the CPMU has more generic images 
along with several sweeping panoramas of the Durbar. 

Other interesting photographs in the CPMU collection include card-mounted 
panoramas of the Chittorgarh Fort taken in the 1860s by Johnston & Hoffman. 
Multiple copies seem to have been taken of this iconic landscape, though sadly none of 
them is in very good condition. Other panoramas also include albumen prints showing 
the general topography of Udaipur. 

5 

Maharana Fateh Singh, by I. Cowell, 
Simla, c. 1884, silver gelatin print, 342 
x 253 mm. Acc. no. 2008.02.0183iv. 
Image courtesy the Pictorial Archives 
of The Maharanas of Mewar, Udaipur.

Maharana Fateh Singh’s portrait was 
vignetted in the negative. Similar 
images were used to create lithographs. 
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6

Maharana Bhupal Singh, by 
Matzene, Delhi, 1934, silver 
gelatin print, 130 x 100 mm. 
Acc. no. 2008.09.T. Image 
courtesy the Pictorial Archives 
of The Maharanas of Mewar, 
Udaipur. 

Maharana Bhupal Singh was 
one of the first rulers of a 
princely state to accede to India 
after Independence in 1947. 
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The Last Patrons 
Maharana Sajjan Singh seems to have been the most prolific patron of photography 

in Udaipur. His brief period of rule notwithstanding, a tenth of the photographs in 
the CPMU include photographs from his reign. Some of the most interesting of these 
are assortments of jewel photographs, some as small as fingernails, ordered for use as 
cameo insets, pendants, and other pieces of jewellery and accessories. Usually portraits 
of the maharanas taken several years earlier were reprinted at a later date to be used as 
autographed copies handed to favoured guests or members of the court. These images 
range from multiple copies of cartes-de-visite to Cabinet, Boudoir, Imperial, Panel, 
Promenade, and Victoria cards – all of which are represented in the collection (figure 3).

With the freedom movement gathering momentum, Maharana Bhupal Singh, ever 
the elder statesman in the assembly of rulers, was one of the first to accede to India. 
By virtue of Udaipur’s seniority and stature, most of the other rulers in Rajputana lost 
their locus standi to remain independent and signed the instrument of accession. The 
last phase of photographs in the collection documents the transition to democracy in 
1947 and the visit of several leaders of India’s freedom movement to Udaipur. Sardar 
Patel, Nehru, Rajaji, and other leaders of the Independence struggle were followed by 
the visit of India’s first President, Rajendra Prasad, in 1951 and subsequently President 
S. Radhakrishnan.

The City Palace complex at Udaipur is a living entity and its daily activities include 
religious events, ceremonies, and other festivities that continue to be photographed in 
their contemporary form. The tradition is ever evolving and the recording of events 
continues. A media centre dedicated to maintaining this record of contemporary events 
exists within the palace complex. Today most visitors leave Udaipur with a souvenir 
– not always in the form of a printed photograph but more often a byte-sized snapshot 
in their digital camera. These multiple versions of recorded contemporary history will 
no doubt similarly enthuse future historians and provide for a larger context of “life in 
the complex” recorded “for” the insiders and “by” the outsiders. The understanding of 
this difference in viewpoints is what makes the discovery of photographs from the City 
Palace collection at Udaipur significant, when compared to the iconic images of Mewar 
seen elsewhere. The archives consequently await study and interpretation for a map of 
Mewar to “slide into place”. 
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