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Anja Bohnhof is a renowned German artistic photo-

grapher who undertook, a little more than five years 

ago, an international pilgrimage to places that had been 

of particular importance to Gandhi at some point in  

the course of his life – from Kirti Mandir (where he was 

born) to Birla House (where he died) and in between. 



Sometimes she found that a building she was looking for 

was no longer there and so she could photograph only 

the location where it had once been. She couldn’t, for 

instance, take a photo of the Empire Theatre in Johan-

nesburg (where, on the 11th of September 1906, “all present, 

standing with upraised hands, took an oath with God as witness 

not to submit to the [‘Black’] Ordinance if it became law”); so 

she photographed instead  the street corner where the 

theatre had stood: 





The photo implicitly invites us to share her esteem   
for the amazing event that took place at that location. 
I feel, after due reflection, that to refresh Gandhi’s 
moral heritage and adapt it to 21st-century conditions 
would be a far more important thing to do than to tear 
down that tawdry skyscraper and rebuild the theatre. 



Even more engaging to me is the photograph of the 

site of Tolstoy Farm: 





We are destroying our environment and exacerbating 

the fates of our children and grandchildren! It is a grave  

sin against Humankind. 



We who are well off must cut down on  
our luxurious uses of the electricity grid. 

\
\
\





To see the desolation where there used to be Tolstoy 

Farm tells me to continue to reform, more and more, 

my material way of life.



Each photo on display here is worth pondering (after 

you have read the label). Some of your thoughts will   

differ from mine. It is an exhibition for adults, rather 

than a rudimentary lesson for youngsters. 



The photos in this exhibition have been selected 

from a larger set which were published five months 

ago in a book entitled Tracking Gandhi. 



Let me offer now a few thoughts about some of the other 
photos on display here, and point out an overarching fact 
(about the making of the mahatma) which the photos 
from Africa bring out quite clearly, and then explain why 
this talk is entitled “Anja Bohnhof and India” even though 
none of these photos are of places in India. (It’s not just 
because of other photos in Tracking Gandhi, it’s also because 
of some of her other books.) 



Here is the photo of a Magistrate’s Room, rather devoid 
of aesthetic charm, in a courthouse in Verulam which 
happens to be the only one in South Africa (1) in which 
Gandhi worked and (2) which still exists nowadays as a 
courthouse:





This photo evokes for me the magistrate’s room in a south 
African courthouse (in Pretoria) where Gandhi achieved, in 
1894, his first success as a lawyer. The key to that success was 
a combination of diligence (sorting out the jurisprudentially 
relevant facts and ascertaining that if the case went before      
a judge, the other side would be utterly defeated) and rudi-
mentary wisdom (arranging a compromise whereby the other 
side could pay off its debt gradually and thus avoid financial 
ruin).  Up to that point in his professional career, Mohandas



Gandhi had, to put it kindly, achieved nothing of dis-
tinction. A grand step forward in his career and in his life 
took place in a room very like this one. The evocation    
of it thrills me.



Now, you may recall, if you have seen Attenborough’s movie 
Gandhi (with Ben Kingsley playing the title role), the scene in 
which three nasty teenagers threaten to push Gandhi (accom-
panied by his Christian friend C.F. Andrews) off a sidewalk: 





That scene is 99% fiction, creatively derived from a real 
event in Pretoria in 1893 in which Gandhi, walking un-
accompanied on the sidewalk in front of the house of 
President Paul Kruger of Transvaal, was pushed into the 
street by a constable:





The photo of that historical place is an example of 
how this exhibition can strengthen our regard for 
factual truth as to the making of the mahatma in 
Africa.



Let me come now to a major way in which the exhibition 
can prompt us to correct a mistaken notion which we who 
think of Gandhi mainly as the mahatma of Sevagram may 
inadvertently take for granted when reading the ‘African’ 
parts of his autobiography. 

Everyone knows that the great mahatma sought to live a 
materialistically simple life. There is an iconic image of a 
pair of glasses, a pocket-watch and a dhoti as having been 
virtually his only possessions, and practically everyone in



this room is familiar with Sarojini Naidu’s remark that it cost 
“a lot of money to keep Gandhi poor”. However, some of the 
photos on display here show clearly that during most of his 
years in Africa, he was not yet seeking voluntary simplicity. 
That was a quest of the mahatma, not of the brave and dili-
gent civil-rights lawyer. He had travelled first-class across the



ocean to get there, and he built up an affluent law practice 
in one of the fastest-growing boom towns – Johannesburg 
– of turn-of-the-century capitalism (see https://en.wiki-
pedia.org/wiki/History_of_Johannesburg). The house which 
the Gandhis shared generously in 1904-06 with Millicent 
and Henry Polak was hardly a hovel: 





When I first read Gandhi’s account of the vegetarian Trappist 
missionaries in Natal, I imagined that since they were chaste 
vegetarians who knew how to make sandals etc. and were 
good people, they must have followed a materialistically very 
modest way of life. But let’s take a look at Anja Bohnhof’s
photo of the dining hall there (which she correctly calls a 
refectory and yet only at Oxford University have I ever dined 
in such an elegant refectory as this):





(AESTHETIC FOOTNOTE: Notice how the photo conveys the quality of the 
light in the room and how a sense of interior volume and distance is 
created by the implicit lines of perspective along the wall on the left 
side of the photo and in the receding rows of pillars etc.:





And yet we have not only clear views of four works of art on the 
back wall, but also a nice patch of clean floor in the foreground.)



(If you look out for such skill in the other photos, you’ll find it.)



It is likewise notable to me that Gandhi’s house at Phoenix 
Settlement was very unlike his mud hut at Sevagram: 





I don’t mean that he should be criticized on this account, 
but only that the photos reveal, better than words alone 
could do, an aspect of how gradual was his transformation 
into a mahatma of worldwide importance.



Soon after I first visited New Delhi in 1995 and met         
Dr. Anand (at that time the Director of the Museum),  
I suggested to him that it might be an idea to include 
in the Museum a display of three little architectural 
models, made to the same scale, of (1) Kocharab, (2) 
Hridaya Kunj and (3) Gandhi’s hut at Sevagram, show-
ing that his dwellings in India in the last 35 years of 
his life became successively smaller. Now it has



occurred to me that an elaborate two-dimensional 
display could show a generally similar trend over     
60 years – starting with the hotel where in 1889 he 
innocently took lodging for his first few days in Lon-
don without ascertaining in advance the price per 
day; the second photo in this exhibition shows the 
entrance to that hotel as seen from inside:





(And let’s not fail to notice the clean floor in that foreground:)





A lot more could be said about the exhibition, but to carry on 
too long in this vein would be pedantic, so let me move on 
now to say that Anja belongs, in her own way, to a notable 
tradition of distinguished Germans, including composers 
(such as Beethoven*), philosophers (such as Schopenhauer) 
and professors (such as August Schlegel and of course Max 
Müller), taking warm interest in India. 

*See Mirabehn, Beethoven’s Mystical Vision (Madurai, 1999).



Anja Bohnhof’s first book from India (2012) is entitled 
Books for Sale (in the English-language edition) and 
includes a highly praised text by Ilija Trojanow, the 
renowned Bulgarian-German author and political 
figure in worldwide civil society.







Anja’s book Bahak: The Burden of Things (2013) is about 
the fact that “No load seems too heavy or too large to be 
manhandled through the narrow, crowded streets of Kol-
kata. Whether the burdens are carried on the [porters’]  
heads, or on a yoke over their shoulders, or on two-or 
three-wheelers or on a hand-drawn-rickshaw, all manner 
of goods and essentials – furniture, building materials, 
groceries, books and coal – are humped, hauled or carted 
as they are shifted from one place to another.”









Her next book from India will be about farm workers. 







(From each according to his abilities….) 





Thank you for your attention.


