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magazines in the US,

Waddell seems to roam the streets of Calcutta with mocking
relish. His GI's gaze never fails to close in on morbid oriental
kitsch (snake charmers, beggars, animals, dying men). But

if we only locate in the photographs a ‘yank's' unsavoury
chronicling of a posting he would consider punishment, we
are likely to miss the point. Waddell does not seem swayed
by any particular vantage of looking at what the catalogue (by
Charles Preston, a colleague) describes as the “greatest city of
Romantic India”. Waddell seems unhassled by the weight of
his subject — Calcutta around the mid-1940s — a decade whose
disquict meets few parallels in the city’s chequered annals.
He climbs atop the newly built Howrah Bridge (opened

in 1943) and shoots from the east bank to the north; he
gallivants up and down Chowringhee and Dalhousie with
their enormous buildings; he busies himself with hackneys,
cabbies, carts, trucks and buses; railways stations and river
ghats crisscross in his images. e is also an observer of G
behavior in souvenir shops, flea markets and seedy magazine
stalls; and of locals in stock markets, restaurants, platforms,
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Clyde Waddell. Street scene with shoeshine boys outside the New American
Kitchen, Calcutta. Gelatin silver print. 87 x 10", 1944.
Image courtesy Aakriti Art Gallery.

prostitution quarters and roadside places. Waddell is a
consummate photographer, notwithstanding the fact that he is
unsympathetic to most things he shoots, as evident in both the
images and the captions.

Political correctness was not an artistic pre-requisite then.
Neither should it be. Waddell’s work is of great significance to
visual historians. But it should be seen for the frankness of the
camera’s gaze that captures both the posturing as well as the
penchant to record days and nights of a city that was unlike
any, One photograph bears witness to Calcutta’s complex
character. It shows a soldier considering polishing his boots
outside what is called the New American Kitchen, There is

a snake charmer striding away in the foreground. As per the
caption, this ‘kitchen’ was a popular Chinese joint, owned by a
Portuguese person, served steak and was frequented mostly by
soldiers who had briefly made the city home. Can it get more
cosmapolitan than thar?



