
The Bengali term for porters is Bahak. No load seems too large 

or too heavy for these men to carry through the narrow, heavily 

trafficked streets of Kolkata. Whether on their heads, balanced 

on a shoulder yoke, on two- or three-wheeled carts, or in a hand-

pulled rickshaw – furniture, building materials, food, books, or 

coal: goods of all kinds are lifted, pulled, pushed, and sometimes 

moved in particularly challenging ways from one place to another.

The loads, carefully balanced and skillfully stacked, are often 

extremely heavy. Once in motion, any stop becomes a demanding 

maneuver, requiring skill to get the fully loaded vehicles moving 

again safely.

Being a Bahak often means living as a day laborer under 

challenging economic conditions: hard physical work for modest 

pay, carried out daily under occasionally risky circumstances, 

with little public recognition for the strength, endurance, and 

technique required.

On the edges of Kolkata’s streets, I set up an improvised studio 

for several weeks and asked individual porters to pause briefly so 

that they could be photographed in isolation from the constantly 

moving crowd. The images document the visible precision, skill, 

and technique required to move heavy loads.

The photographic work Bahak also makes visible the weight of 

the things themselves – beyond their immediate practical use and 

far beyond the boundaries of Kolkata.

Kolkata, India

© Anja Bohnhof, 2012, all rights reserved

Assistents: Hiltrud Weber, Sumit Mitra, Koushik Mukherjee

68 photographs, fine art prints, 60 x 60 cm framed

PROJECt FUNDING

Ministery of Culture North-Rhine-Westphalia, 2012

PubliCation

Bahak, Revolver Publishing, Berlin 2013

BAHAK
Anja Bohnhof


