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Photography Arts 

Amitesh Grover's 'imageless
photographs' occupy the
crowded frame of text and
memory

Shreya Muley
20 Feb 2022 9:00 AM

Highlights

■ Amitesh Grover’s interest in the performativity of photography as a preserver
of memory is what got him started on this series.

■ He invites viewers to share his personal struggle of recalling memories within
the stillness of a photograph.

■ However, he doesn’t see photographs as [being] equivalent to memories.

In a world where we are inundated with images all the time, an empty frame
with a few lines of text could be powerful enough to stimulate the memory of a
photograph.

The gestalt of text and memory play a vital role in Delhi-based conceptual and
interdisciplinary artist Amitesh Grover's series of imageless photographs, All
That We Saw, which is part of the Chennai Photo Biennale's third edition titled
'Maps of Disquiet'.

Also Read - For the love of Jim and Pam: Why there's no disgrace in loving for a
living

This work is an extension of his long-running series Velocity Pieces, in which
he has been producing board-poems for a public billboard installed in central
Delhi since 2019.

Grover is an award-winning interdisciplinary artist whose work moves beyond
theatre into visual art, film, installation, digital art, and text-based art. He is
the recipient of MASH FICA Award, Prohelvetia Arts Residency Award,
Bismillah Khan National Award, Charles Wallace Award, and was nominated for
Arte Laguna Prize (Italy), Prix Ars Electronica (Austria) and Forecast (HKW,
Germany). Currently, he teaches a course on Theatre at National School of
Drama, and talks about his work at several art universities, including NYU Tisch
School of the Arts, New York.

Also Read - How Chandralekha's legacy shaped presentation, pedagogy and
practice of Indian dance

As a teacher and curator of theatre, a large part of Grover's work belongs to the
area of performance and how the ideas of performance intersect with reality.

Grover's interest in the performativity of photography as a preserver of
memory is what got him questioning the ubiquitous nature of the medium and
eventually led him to work on the series. He invites viewers to share his
personal struggle of recalling memories within the stillness of a photograph.
However, he doesn't see photographs as [being] equivalent to memories.

Also Read - Durgabai Vyam pays homage to, preserves the Gond way of life
through her art

"Photographs are not memories," he asserts. "I was always looking for a
photograph in the way I remembered it and I will never find it. I started to think
about memory in the photograph – Why is it that the way I remember a
photograph is how I can never find it? Why is it when I look at a photograph I
don't find my memory in it? Photographs are forever in conflict with memory,
photographs are everything that memory is not. How does one remember a
photograph? This is what led me to think about imageless photographs," he
says, of how the series came into being.

Also Read - The Aruni Kashyap Interview | 'I do not write with an anxiety to
course-correct'

Writing Through the Mind's Eye

These imageless photographs require viewers to excavate the archive of their
visual memories but also a personal exercise where Grover practises writing
succinct text for these photographs solely by recalling them in his mind's eye.

"To write this series, I actually haven't looked at a single photograph, I am
really only working o! memory. Every day, for about half an hour, I just shut
my eyes and let my memory wander into the realm of photographs. Every
photograph has a wound in it and the deeper the wound, the more it gets etched
in my memory. When I recollect images and photographs, I feel the wound that
was in that image and that's where the language to describe that image is
coming from. I'm using my memory to embroider and to work on the image in
my head. I try to make the language as unsentimental and descriptive as
possible. But in that description, I hope I somehow capture the sense of that
wound that I remember from that photograph," Grover notes.

Memory: The Personal and Public

This series toys with the idea of the artist's personal as well as the collective
memory when it comes to iconic images. The lacuna of visual imagery permits
each viewer the right to fill in the frame, and the liberty to recall and recollect.

"One important thing for us was whether or not that iconic image makes sense
anymore… In today's world, it is a complex space where the personal and the
public are mixed together. Part of Amitesh's work where we wanted it to go was
exploring the iconicity of images," says visual artist and curator Arko Datto
who is one of the four curators for this edition of Chennai Photo Biennale.

Born in the 1980s and growing up in the '90s and 2000s, Grover brings in
images that have shaped his memory through pivotal historical and social
events. "For example, the devastating image of the Babri Masjid. That's an
image that I think the present powers will want to erase out of our collective
memory. I'm writing some part of the series to remember events, and
remember images so that we never forget them. I'm writing to catalogue the
decades that I have lived and the popular, iconic imagery that shaped our
consciousness," Grover explains.

He says that every now and then, there is a very personal photograph that
enters the series which nobody has ever seen because it's from his personal
collection. "And yet, people write to me such beautiful things like, 'How did you
know that I have this photograph in my album?' And I simply say, 'Well, I
didn't!'. They're projecting themselves or the moments of their life onto the
frame because the frame is empty." Thus, the format and concept makes it
possible for several photographs and images to coexist within a single frame
according to Grover. "So it's no longer one photograph, but multiple
photographs. The more the people who view it, imagine and recollect the
photograph, the more photographs that frame becomes."

An Empty Frame
One of the striking features of the series is its presentation. Every piece is a single
imageless frame that begins with the words "THAT IMAGE" followed by the text
that Grover writes to describe the image recalled inside his mind.

He notes that he wanted a distraction-less white photo frame, "sort of the
ivory, archival paper kind of feel with a very straightforward font". "You know
that maxim that a picture is worth a thousand words? I am actually working
against that," Grover says. "I'm trying to catch a photograph in as few words as
possible, and really get to the essence of a photograph. I had to teach myself to
write and how to negotiate the terrain between memory, language and
photography and how I can reveal this terrain inside a frame."

Given the uncertainty induced by COVID-19 and the consequent limitations on
public gathering, this edition of the Biennale necessitated continuous
engagement along with the digital realm. So as a special commission for the
third edition, Grover revealed a new image-less photograph — one for every
day of the biennale — on Instagram and the biennale website.

According to Arko Datta, the curators wanted to specifically see through some
works that could appear as a staggered artwork or art that presents itself in a
successive manner over the duration of this Biennale: "We conceptualised
Amitesh's work [such] that his posts become visible, one per day, during the
duration of the Biennale and primarily on Instagram because that ended up
becoming a major space of engagement in this pandemic time.".

As for what lies ahead for the series, Grover says it's an "ever-generative
project".

"My projects don't have a beginning and they don't have an end. In that sense,
it is a matter of my memory and how much more I can produce from my
memory. How do you run out of memory of images? It is a sort of limitless
reservoir which you are dipping in," he says, then adds: "My dream is to install
this project in a massive space in a high ceiling with each and every inch of its
walls covered by these frames… almost like a palace of imageless photographs,
so wherever you look, there is one imageless photograph that is staring back at
you."
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For the love of Jim and Pam:
Why there's no disgrace in
loving for a living

Rahul Desai
19 Feb 2022 8:01 AM

Highlights

■ The stability of loving is routinely ruptured to pursue the restlessness of living.

■ And the finest of art has implied that while this may not be the easiest way to
exist, it’s the right way to persist.

■ I’ve long admired those who do it, but I’ve also envied them.

The love stories I grew up on were stories exclusively about love. Nothing more,
nothing less. Everything in them existed to adorn the language of romance.
Careers, in particular, were secondary to the narrative. Jobs were a cosmetic
footnote: father's business (Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge, Dil Chahta Hai), MBA
classes (Kal Ho Naa Ho), something import-export-ish (Kuch Kuch Hota Hai,
Kabhi Khushi Kabhie Gham), something heroic (Veer-Zaara), something
musical (Dil Toh Pagal Hai, Mohabbatein), something prosperous (Pretty
Woman). In short, aspiration rarely went beyond the snaring of soulmates. So
when my first girlfriend's parents quizzed me about my future plans, I felt
betrayed by the movies. "Loving your daughter" was apparently not an
acceptable answer. The debris of these interrogations were strewn across my
late teens and twenties. I was led to expect the rest of life to sort itself out – an
o"ce where I wear suits and shirts, a house, a car, maybe a dog. But nobody
told me that emotions were subject to terms and conditions. Feeling was
evidently the easiest part of dating.

Consequently, my choices evolved. Some of my favourite films in the last
decade have embraced – and succumbed to – the complications of adulthood.
Foremost among them is the clash between the plurality of love and the
individualism of ambition. As per the stories of La La Land, Normal People and
Her, growing together is the bigger conflict than growing apart. Two hearts
converge but their souls diverge. Romantic attachment does not define so much
as calibrate the characters. After all, the most important relationships in a life
are rarely the ones that last.

Sebastian and Mia of La La Land find themselves through each other – he is
prevented from losing his way in music, she is prevented from quitting on her
acting dreams. The famous final montage reveals the elusive harmony between
what is and what could have been. But the fact is that one needed to be
sacrificed at the altar of the other. Connell and Marianne of Normal People, too,
keep splitting and reuniting to sustain the adolescence of their love. The timing
is never right. But when it finally is, Connell's writing ambitions and
Marianne's fractured family issues come to the fore. The irony is both poetic
and cruel: They inspire each other to confront their fears, but that very courage
threatens to separate them for good. When he receives an o!er to study in New
York, it's the beginning of their collective end – and the end of their isolated
beginnings. Even in Her, a system upgrade of Samantha – which is another way
of conveying professional progression – forces a heartbroken Theodore to
accept their fate. In other words, she leaves because she needs more. And he
stays because his escape morphs into his reckoning. For all these characters,
love is merely a coming-of-age device. Moving on becomes the language of
moving forward.

Watch on

‘Mia & Sebastian’s Theme (Late For The Date)’ - La La Land Orig…
Share

Over the years, I've seen many friends subscribe to this inner voice. People in
perfectly happy relationships have chosen to opt out and chase their dreams.
Marriages have been put on hold to nurse incomplete ambitions. Friendships
and families have been left behind for careers. The solid ones stand the test of
time and distance; the others fade away. Either way, the stability of loving is
routinely ruptured to pursue the restlessness of living. And the finest of art –
literature, film, music – has implied that, while this may not be the easiest way
to exist, it's the right way to persist. I've long admired those who do it, but I've
also envied them. Because the truth is I'm nothing like the movies I love. It's an
awkward void to straddle – somewhere between the exclusivity of love and the
exclusivity of individualism.

I've spent my life struggling to put vocation over voice. I've struggled to let go.
And I've struggled to fathom the uncertainty of leaving people and places. For
instance, I once aspired to be a commercial pilot. But the moment I learned that
I might have to do flying school abroad, I bailed. I declared it was too expensive.
But the reality is that I couldn't stand the idea of being away from a home that
was on the verge of breaking. My parents would fall apart, and fall, without me.
I wanted to stretch our last few years of togetherness before the imminent
estrangement. It's the same reason I couldn't locate the desire to study beyond
a Bachelor's degree. I was so consumed by the promise of repairing a violently
dysfunctional family that I could never imagine being away. The whiplash of
leaving home overrode the excitement of making a new one.

Conversely, I always felt a little betrayed by partners and friends who chose to
place head over heart. Some of my worst arguments stemmed from my innate
inability to accept that a person I wanted to be with would rather be somewhere
else. I hated change, and I resented those who caused it. It often felt like they
were ruining an ideal arrangement. Deep inside, however, I suspected it was
immature of me to feel this way. I felt the narrative pressure to be
magnanimous and pragmatic. To be an enabler rather than a victim. How else
would I become a story worth telling? How else would mine be a love worth
appreciating?

It took me a while to understand my stubborn a"nity towards habit. As is
widely the case in troubled Indian households, a chunk of my childhood was
spent watching any one of my parents threatening to leave. Either that, or it
was my father's constant shuttling between jobs that dislodged my sense of
security. My coping mechanism was more specific than just escaping into the
excesses of TV entertainment. It involved the quest for routine. At the time,
American sitcoms were the ultimate embodiment of routine – these shows
were about daily routines of ordinary people for ordinary people looking for
daily routines. The world could turn upside down, but the gangs at Boston's
Bull & Finch Pub in Cheers, Maclaren's pub in How I Met Your Mother and the
Central Perk co!ee shop in Friends met every night. Inevitably, my lens of
attachment was also derived from these men and women.

I know that Rachel ditching her dream job in Paris to be with Ross or Lily
quitting art school in Chicago and reuniting with Marshall is not exactly
liberating to see in 2022. It's tempting to label them as anti-ambition, pro-
pattern people. The prospect of meeting the same faces and sitting at the same
table day after day – at the cost of exploring a life beyond – sounds a bit
limiting. But there is comfort for those who seek it. It's not wrong for those who
crave consistency. Even today, I watch reruns not to feel validated but to feel
seen. To belong rather than believe. And to understand that it's okay to foster
an identity based on sensation rather than purpose.

The best example is the Jim-and-Pam arc on The O"ce. To this day, you can't
say one name without adding the other; it's either a duet or nothing. While
many may consider this a reduction of agency, those like me view it as a
triumph of a"liation. They are childhood sweethearts who found each other as
adults. All the symptoms are there. When they're still friends in the first few
seasons, Jim sulks when Pam encourages him to apply for a faraway job; he
comes around only when she admits the o"ce would be unbearable without
him. Jim later rejects a corporate o!er in New York to stay on in humble
Scranton and start dating Pam. And Pam on her part abandons art school to
return to Scranton. She can't stand another three months away from Jim. She's
not sacrificing her dreams; she's identifying them. Even Michael Scott admits
that Jim is a man who can have any job he wants, any life he wants, yet he
chooses to work in a mid-level paper company in small-town America. And he
doesn't regret it one bit. It's worth every memory he makes. Jim and Pam go big
by going home – a home with white picket fences, a lawn, a terrace, a garage, a
baby. Their plurality is their individualism. Their love is their ambition. And
their coupling is their calling. Nobody shames Jim-Pam for "settling," for
letting the heart determine their reading of ambition.

Over the last month, I've been revisiting The O"ce. It's my third time. But it
feels like my first, because I'm watching it with my uninitiated partner, whose
only prior connection to the show was rooted in my "that's what she said"
jokes. I wanted her to finally experience the legacy of Michael Scott, my
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No Rahane, Pujara means BCCI is
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With fresher faces in the Indian squad for Sri
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In Punjab, Congress has bet on SC
leader in Channi
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not behove either India or Singapore

Ukraine crisis far from over, but
Russia understands cost of militar…
adventureRussia in all likeliness will try to extract
concessions from the West without risking
an unaffordable war

Singapore PM's criminals-in-politics
remark is a fact nobody wants to…
changeIn India, even the Council of Ministers has
leaders with criminal charges

AAP not missing Punjab train
again, faith in party has returned

The change in Punjab is going to be real, not
just the usual replacement of one failed
government with its traditional rival
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