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Sites of Memory, Premediation, and Remediation

The ‘Indian Mutiny’ of 1857 is a lieu de mémoire, a site of memory
which has emerged from the history of British colonialism. It is both
a result and a sign of cultural contact and various conflicts between
British colonizers and Indians in nineteenth-century India. As a
shared site of memory, the ‘Indian Mutiny’ carries great significance
in British as well as Indian memory cultures. In both countries, the
uprising assumed the dimensions of a national myth (and in many
cases still has them). From an Indian nationalist perspective, the
revolt of 1857–8 is a foundational event in that it is understood as the
first heroic revolt against foreign rule, which led to the freedom
struggle and then to independence.1 In a British imperialist perspec-
tive, the revolt marks the beginning of, and provides legitimation for,
the British Raj. In the colonizers’ view, the sepoys’ uprising demon-
strated the need for a strong British government on the Indian sub-
continent.2

As these two different narratives indicate, the events of the years
1857–8 are not only a shared site of memory, but also very much a
contested one. This contestation begins with the question of how to
describe the Indian rebellion—one that tends to be answered rather
differently in Britain and in India. While most British historians (even
today) adhere to the somewhat derogatory term ‘Indian Mutiny’
(thus implying insubordination and treachery on the Indian side),

1 For a thorough historical analysis of this idea see Rajat Kanta Ray, The Felt
Community: Commonality and Mentality before the Emergence of Indian
Nationalism (Delhi, 2003).
2 Cf. Thomas R. Metcalf, Ideologies of the Raj, The New Cambridge History of
India, iii. pt. 4 (Cambridge, 1995).
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people in India usually prefer other terms, such as ‘Indian rebellion’,
‘Indian uprising’, or even ‘the first war of Indian independence’. 

Lieux de mémoire provide, as Pierre Nora maintains, ‘a maximum
amount of meaning in a minimum number of signs’.3 In order to
explain how such a condensation of meaning works, Ann Rigney has
introduced the term ‘convergence’ into the discourse of cultural
memory studies.4 Cultural memories tend to ‘converge and coalesce’
into a lieu de mémoire.5 Stories, iconic images, and topoi about the past
flow together and are conflated into a site of memory. One hundred
and fifty years of remembering the ‘Indian Mutiny’ show that the
sources from which meaning ‘flows’ into this site of memory are of
three different kinds. They include first, different media representing
the event (newspaper articles, official and unofficial histories, novels,
photography, film and so on); secondly, different periods of recent
history (for example, the ages of imperialism and postcolonialism);
and thirdly, different cultural contexts (British, Indian, and many
hybrid formations, such as nineteenth-century ‘Anglo-Indian’ or the
Indian diaspora in today’s multicultural Britain).6

Thus, rather than a static, fixed repository or a storehouse of
memory, the lieu de mémoire should, in the words of Ann Rigney, be
conceived of as ‘a self-perpetuating vortex of symbolic investment’.7
But the incessant, vortex-like process of convergence and condensa-
tion of meaning into a site of memory is only one aspect of the
process by which lieux de mémoire come into being. In fact, those indi-
vidual rememberers who are confronted with a site of memory
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3 Quoted in Ann Rigney, ‘Plenitude, Scarcity and the Circulation of Cultural
Memory’, Journal of European Studies, 35/1 (2005), 11–28, at 18. For a detailed
account of Nora’s project see Pierre Nora (ed.), Les lieux de mémoire, i. La
République; ii. La Nation (in 3 vols.); iii. Les France (in 3 vols.) (Paris, 1984–92).
4 For an overview of terms, concepts, and approaches to cultural memory see
Astrid Erll and Ansgar Nünning, in collaboration with Sara B. Young (eds.),
Cultural Memory Studies: An International and Interdisciplinary Handbook
(Berlin, 2008).
5 Rigney, ‘Plenitude, Scarcity’, 18.
6 For a history of British and Indian memories of the ‘Indian Mutiny’ from
1857 to the present see Astrid Erll, Prämediation—Remediation: Repräsenta -
tionen des indischen Aufstands in imperialen und post-kolonialen Medienkulturen
von 1857 bis zur Gegenwart (Trier, 2007).
7 Ibid.



(standing in front of a memorial, participating in a commemoration,
or just hearing the words ‘Indian Mutiny’) will usually want to un -
fold a meaning, to associate certain images and narratives with the
specific site. For example, the Victorians, and indeed up to the mid
twentieth century mainstream British culture, associated the ‘Indian
Mutiny’ with images of ferocious sepoys raping English women,
British cantonments on fire, heroic Highland soldiers charging into
battle, and narrative plots such as ‘last-minute rescue’ and ‘last
stand’, ‘faith and delivery’ and ‘virtue rewarded’. However, the
name of the event alone, or just one ‘Mutiny’ painting or memorial
obviously cannot suffice to evoke all these associations. They can
only serve as ‘cues’ which trigger different memories in each observ-
er, different images and narratives of the past that are already part of
his or her semantic memory.8 And such memories can come to the
fore only if the remem berer has read some Mutiny novels, seen a doc-
umentary on TV, watched a movie, listened to grandparents’ stories
of the event, or was taught its history at school, in short, if he or she
is part of a ‘media culture’9 in which representations of the ‘Indian
Mutiny’ are constantly being circulated.

This article will focus on the importance of media in creating and
disseminating notions about the ‘Indian Mutiny’, and thus in con-
structing, maintaining, and transforming a site of memory that has
been shared by British and Indian people for one and a half centuries.
Starting from the idea that it is the convergence of medial represen-
tations which turns an event into a lieu de mémoire, I will delineate
some of the intermedial networks that produced the ‘Indian Mutiny’
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8 ‘Semantic memory’ is our knowledge system (‘the world is round’; ‘the
First World War started in 1914’); it can be distinguished from ‘episodic
memory’, which refers to our lived experience (‘my first day at school’; ‘how
I witnessed the fall of the Berlin Wall’). For such terms from cognitive psy-
chology see Endel Tulving and Fergus I. M. Craik (eds.), The Oxford Handbook
of Memory (New York, 2000).
9 I use the term ‘media culture’ to accentuate the medial production of cul-
ture: the fact that every intersubjective notion of reality is based on commu-
nication and medial representation. Thus the focus is directed towards the
specific possibilities and restrictions of representation connected with those
media that are available in a given society. In this sense, cultural memory,
too, is the product of medial processes. See Astrid Erll, Kollektives Gedächtnis
und Erinnerungskulturen (Stuttgart, 2005).



as a site of memory. I wish to draw particular attention to the
diachronic dimension of these networks, or, to be more precise, to
two basic processes of convergence which can be called ‘premedia-
tion’ and ‘remediation’.10

By using the term ‘premediation’ I draw attention to the fact that
existent media which circulate in a given society provide schemata
for new experience and its representation. In this way, the represen-
tations of colonial wars premediated the experience of the First
World War; and medial representations of the First World War, in
turn, were at first used as a model for understanding the Second
World War. But it is not only representations of earlier events that
shape our understanding and remembrance of later events. Media
which belong to more remote cultural spheres, such as art, mytholo-
gy, religion, or law, can also exert great power as premediators. In the
Western world, the Bible and Homer’s epics have premediated his-
torical experience for many centuries. Today, our expectations and
meaning-making are often shaped by popular movies.11

I use the term ‘remediation’ to indicate that those events in partic-
ular which are transformed into lieux de mémoire are usually repre-
sented again and again, over decades and centuries, in different
media. What is known about an event that has turned into a site of
memory, therefore, seems to refer not so much to what one might cau-
tiously call the ‘actual event’, but instead to a canon of existent medi-
al constructions, to the narratives, images, and myths circulating in a
memory culture. The rebellion of 1857–8 is a perfect example of this
memory-making interplay between premediation and remediation.
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10 The term ‘remediation’ (and later also ‘premediation’) was introduced in
the context of new media theory. See Jay David Bolter and Richard Grusin
(eds.), Remediation: Understanding New Media (Cambridge, 1999); Richard
Grusin, ‘Premediation’, Criticism, 46 (2004), 17–39. It was Ann Rigney who
proposed combining the concept of ‘remediation’ with cultural memory
studies. See also Astrid Erll and Ann Rigney (eds.), Mediation, Remediation,
and the Dynamics of Cultural Memory (Berlin, 2008).
11 Many of those who saw the planes crashing into the World Trade Centre
on 9/11 were reminded of the movie Independence Day, while George W.
Bush revealed the premediating force of the Christian tradition when he dis-
tinguished between ‘good and evil states’, ‘light and darkness’, and called for
a ‘crusade’ against the terrorists.



In what follows I will take a—necessarily highly selective—look
at the premediation and remediation of some of the topoi and narra-
tives which are closely connected to the ‘Indian Mutiny’. Probably
the most tenacious notions about the rebellion centre on mini-narra-
tives, such as ‘rape and revenge’ and ‘treachery and massacre’, as
well as around some names and places fraught with meaning, such
as Nana Sahib, Satichaura Ghat, and Bibighar. Newspaper articles,
eyewitness accounts, historiographical works, novels, and films
(among many other media) have contributed to infusing these ele-
ments of the ‘Mutiny’ myth with meaning, and they continue to do
so. The following section is a reconstruction of some of the vertical,
diachronic lines of representation which connect British imperial
myth-making with colonial Indian counter-memory, and popular
Hollywood stories with images of the revolt created in India’s post-
colonial Bollywood.

Atrocity Stories and Premediation: the British Press of 1857

That the British colonial memory culture of the nineteenth century
turned the events of 1857–8 into a foundational myth which con-
tributed to grand-scale imperial self-fashioning and helped legit-
imize British rule in India is well known.12 With the help of exagger-
ated newspaper articles, biased historiography, and more than one
hundred hugely popular ‘Mutiny’ romances, a colonial narrative was
created which had little to do with the actual events. The imperial
myth prominently features the themes of Indian treachery, of terrible
Indian atrocities and, as far as the British side is concerned, of
extreme heroism (‘every man a hero, every woman a man’, as one
source phrases it).13 From the colonizers’ perspective, Indians had
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12 See Patrick Brantlinger, Rule of Darkness: British Literature and Imperialism,
1870–1914 (Ithaca, NY, 1988); Gautam Chakravarty, The Indian Mutiny and the
British Imagination (Cambridge, 2005).
13 Calcutta Review, 1st ser., 61/5 (1858). This is, of course, the dominant myth,
created by a powerful imperial memory culture, which (and this is important
for the approach delineated here) made an impact on British as well as
Indian cultures. There were certainly dissident voices in England which were
highly critical of the British role in India. Cf. Margery Sabin, Dissenters and
Mavericks: Writings about India in English, 1765–2000 (Oxford, 2002);



betrayed British benevolence by turning against their just, liberal,
and progressive rulers. Back at home, in England, the rumours of
massacres and the rape of British women struck at the heart of
Victorian sensibilities. ‘Rape’ became a symbol of what was under-
stood as the Indians’ transgressive assault against the British
nation.14

None of the elements of memory just mentioned can stand up to
historical enquiry, even if one limits oneself to British sources. The
elements of the British myth are at best debatable, more often utterly
wrong. For example, most of the rape stories belong to the ‘fictions
connected with the Indian Mutiny’ as Edward Leckey pointed out as
early as 1859.15 Moreover, what was often forgotten was that some
British atrocities preceded as well as surpassed those of the Indians,
as Edward Thompson showed in detail in 1925.16 The British site of
memory called ‘Indian Mutiny’—up to 1947, and in a residual way
also after Indian independence—is a case in point for the selectivity,
unreliability, and political functions of cultural memory. And it is the
product of a powerful British media culture.

The earliest and most important medium which turned the Indian
uprising into a site of memory was the British press in the years 
1857–8. In many newspaper articles one can sense an awareness that
the current events already belonged to ‘world history’. Back in
London’s Fleet Street, where information about what happened in
the faraway colony was scarce and unreliable, a rhetoric of prospec-
tive memory fashioned the events in India as a foundational, almost
mythical event, and as an important lesson for ‘many generations to
come’. The British press was also an important generator of those
blood-curdling atrocity stories which shape the image of the ‘Mutiny’
in Britain to this day. Some examples may give a taste of the atrocity
stories which were disseminated by British newspapers. The follow-
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Christopher Herbert, War of No Pity: The Indian Mutiny and Victorian Trauma
(Princeton, 2008).
14 For a detailed and intriguing analysis of the figure of woman and the topos
of rape in connection with the ‘Mutiny’ see Jenny Sharpe, Allegories of Empire:
The Figure of Woman in the Colonial Text (Minneapolis, 1993).
15 Edward Leckey, Fictions Connected with the Indian Outbreak of 1857 Exposed
(Bombay, 1859).
16 Edward Thompson, The Other Side of the Medal (London, 1925).



ing text was originally published in the Bombay Telegraph and reis-
sued in The Times: 

Children have been compelled to eat the quivering flesh of
their murdered parents, after which they were literally torn
asunder by the laughing fiends who surrounded them. Men in
many instances have been mutilated, and, before being
absolutely killed, have had to gaze upon the last dishonour of
their wives and daughters previous to being put to death. But
really we cannot describe the brutalities that have been com-
mitted; they pass the boundaries of human belief, and to dwell
upon them shakes reason upon its throne. If ever a nation was
made the instrument of an insulted Deity, that nation is
England; and we trust that she will strike and spare not.17

Apart from the curious rhetorical device of introducing a topos of
unspeakability (after everything seems to have been said), it is striking
that this article ends with a fervent call for revenge. It is thus an early
example of the rape-revenge plot connected with the ‘Indian Mutiny’
which can be found in most late nineteenth-century ‘Mutiny’
romances, and which popular British memory would become
obsessed with, until even late in the twentieth century.18

Along these soon conventionalized lines (treachery, massacre,
mutilation, rape) was the following atrocity story, again taken from
The Times, which presents a veritable chamber of horrors: 

They took 48 females, most of them girls of [sic] from 10 to 14,
many delicately nurtured ladies,—violated them and kept
them for the base purposes of the heads of the insurrection for
a whole week. At the end of that time they made them strip
themselves, and gave them up to the lowest of the people to
abuse in broad daylight in the streets of Delhi. They then com-
menced the work of torturing them to death, cutting off their
breasts, fingers, and noses, and leaving them to die. One lady
was three days dying.19
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17 The Times, 17 Sept. 1857, 9.
18 For examples see Sharpe, Allegories, and Erll, Prämediation.
19 The Times, 25 Aug. 1857, 6. Jenny Sharpe has pointed out that the ‘eye-wit-



But where did these wildly fantastical stories of rape and mutila-
tion originate? The fact that a host of similar atrocity stories emerged
simultaneously in many different places supports the idea that they
are a result of premediation. Some of the atrocity stories seem to go
back to the then current literary fashion of Gothic horror. Most of
them seem related to a Christian imagination, with its medieval and
early Renaissance visions of hell, such as can be found in the works
of Dante and Shakespeare or—especially when it comes to children
roasting over fire—in Hieronymus Bosch’s paintings. All of these are
texts, genres, and images which an uninformed public resorts to in
order to imagine and make sense of an exotic and dangerous reality
which is barely understood. However, such processes of premedia-
tion usually do not take place intentionally. Widely available media
often provide their schemata inconspicuously. Premediation is a cul-
tural practice of experiencing and remembering: the use of existent
patterns and paradigms to transform contingent events into mean-
ingful images and narratives.

Mediating and Remediating ‘Satichaura Ghat’:
From Eyewitness Account to Historiography

As stated earlier, atrocities, massacre, and rape are a staple element
of ‘Mutiny’ memory to this day. A striking example of how a host of
different medial representations—from eyewitness accounts, news-
paper articles and historiography to novels, paintings, and films—
converged and coalesced over a large time span into a powerful (yet
in India and Britain rather differently interpreted) lieu de mémoire is
the massacre of the Satichaura Ghat, which took place in Cawnpore
(Kanpur) on 27 June 1857.

Cawnpore was one of the British stations besieged by Indian
rebels during the revolt (the other famous one is Lucknow
Residency). Under the leadership of the rebel prince Nana Sahib, the
Indian sepoys offered General Wheeler and the British residents of
Cawnpore safe passage from their besieged entrenchment (the so-
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ness’ who was responsible for this story was soon afterwards exposed by
Karl Marx in the New York Daily Tribune as ‘a cowardly parson residing at
Bangalore, Mysore, more than a thousand miles, as the bird flies, distant
from the scene of the action’ (quoted in Sharpe, Allegories, 66).



called ‘Wheeler’s entrenchment’). They led them to the Ganges river,
where boats were waiting for the defeated colonizers to take them to
Allahabad, but fire was opened from an ambush as soon as the
British boarded the boats. Several hundred British people were
killed: the men instantly; the women several weeks later, after having
been taken hostage in a nearby house called Bibighar. The women’s
dead bodies were thrown into a well, which, under the name of the
‘Well of Cawnpore’, has been turned into one of the best-known
memorials of the British in India (see also Stephen Heathorn’s article
in this volume).

These seem to be the facts that can be established about
‘Cawnpore’.20 To this day, our knowledge of the Satichaura Ghat
massacre rests on merely two primary sources. Of the four male
British survivors only two, Mowbray Thomson and W. J. Shepherd,
wrote down their memories; the Indian rebels did not leave behind
any written documents. What is a difficult situation for historians,21

though, may prove to be a good opportunity for media and cultural
memory studies, because the meagre body of first-hand source mate-
rial makes ‘Satichaura Ghat’ an excellent laboratory for observing
how the mediation and remediation of an event occurs.

Mowbray Thomson’s Mutiny memoir, Story of Cawnpore, appear -
ed in 1859.22 It has become, as Gautam Chakravarty correctly
observes, a ‘founding template’,23 a text that almost all later remedi-
ations of the massacre refer back to. Thomson was in one of the boats
at the ghat (shore) when they were under fire and he survived by
swimming down the Ganges river, by literally ‘beating the water for
life’.24
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20 See Rudrangshu Mukherjee, Spectre of Violence: The 1857 Kanpur Massacres
(London, 1998); Andrew Ward, Our Bones are Scattered: The Cawnpore
Massacres and the Indian Mutiny of 1857 (London, 1996).
21 One way of dealing with this situation is to read the available, often biased
sources ‘against the grain’. For this method see Ranajit Guha, Elementary
Aspects of Peasant Insurgency in Colonial India (Durham, 1983) and Mukherjee,
Awadh in Revolt.
22 Mowbray Thomson, The Story of Cawnpore (London, 1859).
23 Chakravarty, The Indian Mutiny, 111.
24 Thomson, Story of Cawnpore, 167. Later, Thomson exclaims: ‘how excellent
an investment that guinea had proved which I spent a year or two before at
the baths in Holborn, learning to swim!’ (ibid. 190). ‘Learning to swim’ has,



The other account of the Cawnpore massacre, that by W. J. Shep -
herd, appeared in Lucknow as early as 1857 under the title A Personal
Narrative of the Outbreak and Massacre at Cawnpore during the Sepoy
Revolt of 1857.25 This was the first account to be published about the
Satichaura Ghat massacre. However, Shepherd did not actually wit-
ness the massacre, but managed to escape the entrenchment as a spy
dressed in Indian costume. (His masquerade was quickly discovered
by the Indians and he was subsequently taken hostage by the
Maratha chief Nana Sahib.) What he writes about ‘Satichaura Ghat’
and ‘Bibighar’ is therefore based on hearsay, and much of what he
has to say seems to be wrong.26 Nevertheless, Shepherd’s account
had a great impact on memory culture—because it appeared very
early and because long passages from it were published in The Times
(in November 1857). Shepherd’s story was thus represented in the
Victorian mass medium; as such, it was readily available to, and
widely circulated among, British audiences.

Because of its early appearance Shepherd’s account (but not
Thomson’s, which was not published until 1859) could enter the best-
known historiographical work on the revolt, Charles Ball’s popular,
and often jingoistic, History of the Indian Mutiny.27 Ball’s History is an
example of what may be called ‘instant history-writing’. It tells the
story of the revolt even before the fighting had officially ended.
Through its lack of hindsight and its determination to record every
available representation of the revolt for future memory, this work of
history fulfils, as Gautam Chakravarty points out, ‘a mediatory func-
tion’, ‘distilling a mass of heterogeneous primary material compris-
ing letters, diaries, memoirs, newspaper reports, telegrams, civil and
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as P. J. O. Taylor records, become one of the well-remembered anecdotes
connected with the ‘Indian Mutiny’. P. J. O. Taylor (gen. ed.), A Companion to
the Indian Mutiny (Delhi, 1996), 191–2.
25 W. J. Shepherd, A Personal Narrative of the Outbreak and Massacre at
Cawnpore during the Sepoy Revolt of 1857 (Lucknow, 1857).
26 Cf. Taylor, A Companion, 304–5. For Shepherd’s error concerning the place
to which the British women and children were taken after the massacre at the
Satichaura Ghat see below.
27 Charles Ball, The History of the Indian Mutiny: Giving a Detailed Account of
the Sepoy Insurrection in India, and a Concise History of the Great Military Events
which Have Tended to Consolidate British Empire in Hindostan, 2 vols. (London,
1858–9).



military despatches, parliamentary debates and, sometimes, rumour,
and so preparing the ground for history writing in subsequent
decades’.28

Charles Ball’s History of the Indian Mutiny is one of the most wide-
ly distributed, most richly illustrated, and certainly most popular his-
tories of the revolt. Because of its extensive circulation, it has become
an important source for narratives and images of the ‘Indian Mutiny’.
Ball’s famous Satichaura Ghat illustration, for example (see Fig. 5.1),
is actually one of the most frequently reproduced images of the rebel-
lion, even today (and often enough without any comment as to its
source or its ideological implications); the ‘Ulrica Wheeler myth’, a
story about the youngest daughter of General Wheeler, who is said to
have killed several sepoys after being abducted by them and in order
to ‘save her honour’, also finds popular expression in one of Ball’s
illustrations (see Fig. 5.2). 

Ball drew largely on Shepherd’s writing. Whole pages of his
History consist of quotations taken from Shepherd’s account in The
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28 Chakravarty, The Indian Mutiny, 20.

Figure 5.1. ‘Massacre in the Boats off Cawnpore’, in Ball, History of the
Indian Mutiny (1858), 336. 



Times (with Ball sometimes correcting obvious errors). Ball’s history
is therefore an extensive and literal remediation of Shepherd’s eye-
witness account. With its wide distribution and huge popularity, the
History of the Indian Mutiny transported Shepherd’s story of
‘Cawnpore’ into late nineteenth and early twentieth-century memo-
ry cultures. 

What is striking about Ball’s History is its high degree of repeti-
tiveness. For example, the episode of how British soldiers found the
massacred bodies of English women and children in a well near the
Bibighar—in what was to become the ‘Well of Cawnpore’—is told
several times, each time quoting a different eyewitness.29 Such repe-
titions certainly have an authenticating function. Moreover, they
effect an amplification of certain episodes of the revolt, thus prepar-
ing the ground for the emergence of a site of memory. In Ball, we find
the process of convergence and coalescence condensed into one sin-
gle medium. 
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29 See Erll, Prämediation, 71–2.

Figure 5.2. ‘Miss Wheeler Defending Herself against the Se poys at
Cawnpore’, in Ball, History of the Indian Mutiny (1858), 380.



In the following two sections I will examine how those early rep-
resentations of the Cawnpore massacres, which were themselves
interlinked in many complex ways, became an object for remediation
in the late nineteenth century. How were the images and narratives
created by Shepherd, Ball, and Thomson turned into the fundament
of a shared site of memory? That is, how did British and Indian writ-
ers refer to ‘Satichaura Ghat’ and ‘Bibighar’? The next section will
move on to a different symbolic system: to literature and the most
prominent literary genre of the nineteenth century, the novel.30

High Imperialism, Remediation, and Variation: Henty’s Popular Novel
In Times of Peril (1881)

The most important and also, as far as cultural memory is concerned,
most resonant period of British ‘Mutiny’ writing is the latter part of
the nineteenth century, an age of self-confident and aggressive impe-
rialistic self-fashioning, not least in the medium of literature. In the
1880s, and even more so in the 1890s, the number of published
‘Mutiny’ novels reached a peak. The literary market was flooded
with popular romances and juvenile fiction addressing the events of
1857; examples include G. A. Henty’s Rujub the Juggler (1893), H. C.
Irwin’s A Man of Honour (1896), J. E. Muddock’s The Great White Hand
(1896), and Flora Annie Steel’s On the Face of the Waters (1897). The
turn from eyewitness account and history-writing to fiction and the
greater freedom of representation associated with the latter result in
a further amplification of the ‘Indian Mutiny’ as a site of imperial
memory: the ‘vicious’ Nana Sahib’s troops become more and more
numerous; British soldiers appear more and more heroic; and
English women by the hundreds are abducted, raped and/or killed
by lecherous sepoys. This larger than life version of the ‘Indian
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30 This move is made in order to show how remediation occurred not only
across a spectrum of different media, but also across the spectrum of different
symbolic systems. History, politics, literature, religion, and law were most
important in the creation of the ‘Indian Mutiny’ as a site of memory. It would
be interesting, for example, to ask what types of premediation and re me diation
are at the basis of Kaye and Malleson’s multi-volume historiographical stan-
dard work on the Indian Mutiny. Sir John William Kaye and George Bruce
Malleson, History of the Indian Mutiny of 1857–8, 6 vols. (London, 1897).



Mutiny’ (prepared and supported by other contemporary media of
cultural remembering, such as paintings, sermons, odes, monuments,
and popular historiography) would thus enter popular memory and
prove very persistent. Even a hundred years later, in contemporary
British narrative history, traces of the high Victorian myth-making
can still be discerned.31

In 1881 G. A. Henty, one of the empire’s most productive bards
and successful ‘recruiting officer for a generation of schoolboys’,32

published In Times of Peril, a juvenile adventure novel with a highly
propagandistic, didactic, and, not least, memorial dimension. The
ficitious teenage protagonists, the brothers Dick and Ned, take part
in every major campaign of the ‘Indian Mutiny’. They experience the
siege and the storming of Delhi; they spend time in the Lucknow res-
idency among the besieged and later take part in General Campbell’s
so-called ‘second relief’; they even witness the Satichaura Ghat mas-
sacre of Cawnpore: 

Dick and Ned Warrener were in one of the boats which were
still ashore when the treacherous sepoys burst from their hid-
ing-place. ‘The scoundrels!’ burst from Ned indignantly; while
Dick, seeing at a glance the hopelessness of their position,
grasped his brother’s arm.

‘We must swim for it, Ned. Take a long dive, and go under
again the moment you have got breath.’

Without an instant’s delay the brothers leaped into the
water, as dozens of others were doing; and although each time
their heads came up for an instant the bullets splashed around
them, they kept on untouched until they reached the centre of
the stream.33

Interesting with regard to this scene is not only the fact that the
narrator’s account of the boys’ adventure echoes Story of Cawnpore
quite precisely, thus making the novel one of the numerous remedi-
ations of Thomson’s textual founding template, but also that what
Dick and Ned can see with their own eyes, while they (just as
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31 e.g. in Christopher Hibbert, The Great Indian Mutiny (London, 1978).
32 Roy Turnbaugh, ‘Images of Empire: G. A. Henty and John Buchan’, Journal
of Popular Culture, 9 (1975), 734–40, at 734. 
33 George Alfred Henty, In Times of Peril: A Tale of India (London, 1881), 149–50.



Thomson described it) are ‘beating water for life’ (Dick tells his broth-
er that they must ‘swim for it’) and have reached the middle of the
Ganges, is a strikingly precise ekphrasis of Ball’s Satichaura Ghat
illustration (Fig. 5.1): 

They looked back, and saw the sepoys had many of them
entered the river up to their shoulders, to shoot the swimmers;
others on horseback had ridden far out, and were cutting
down those who, unable to swim far, made again toward shal-
low water; while cannon and muskets still poured in their fire
against the helpless crowds in the boats.34

What is rather strange, however, is that whereas the literary nar-
rative thus evokes the well-known illustration in Charles Ball’s
History, the novel’s own illustration of this scene (see Fig. 5.3) seems
to refer to a different point in the timeline of the massacre. The image,
which can be found in the first edition of In Times of Peril, can be inter-
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34 Ibid.

Figure 5.3. ‘Opening Fire on the Boats’, in Henty, In Times of Peril
(1881), 148.



preted as a remediation of Ball’s famous Satichaura Ghat image.35 But
more interesting are the differences between Ball’s and Henty’s illus-
trations. The moment in time depicted in Henty is the beginning of
the massacre: the British are looking, surprised and shocked, in the
direction from which the gunfire seems to come. The illustration in
Ball’s History, on the other hand, shows a later point in time, when
the Sepoys have followed the British into the water and many British
are being killed. 

This particular choice that is made in the novel’s visual represen-
tation of the massacre fits well within its overall structure. Although
the narrative does feature scenes in which British people are killed,
the illustrations of In Times of Peril tell a different story: apart from the
Satichaura Ghat illustration, with its one single figure in the boat who
was apparently shot by the sepoys (see Fig. 5.3), none of the novel’s
nineteen images represent the British being violated in any way. On
the contrary, the illustrations of In Times of Peril usually show colo-
nizers successfully taking action. It is therefore the active and heroic
part of the imperial ‘Mutiny’ myth which is amplified by a specific
blend of textual and visual remediation and variation. And this is, of
course, a very appropriate kind of remembering in a novel which
was clearly meant to instil imperialist values and norms in its young
readers.

Affirmative Remediation and Subversive Premediation
in Indian English Literature: Dutt’s Shunkur (1877–8)

The corpus of Indian representations and remediations of the
‘Mutiny’ in the nineteenth century is less clearly defined and accessi-
ble than its British counterpart. Presenting an Indian perspective on
the revolt was a dangerous thing to do for Indian novelists and his-
torians under the Raj. It was only in 1909, that is, more than fifty
years after the revolt, that the nationalist classic by Vinayak Damodar
Savarkar, The Indian War of Independence, was published—and imme-
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boats is not historically correct. The boats offered by Nana Sahib to the British
had roofs to protect the white-skinned colonizers from the fierce Indian sun
on their long ride to Allahabad (cf. Ward, Our Bones, 301). But the roofs
appear neither in Ball’s image nor in most of its remediations.



diately banned by the British.36 Savarkar’s pamphlet points to the
enormous potential of ‘1857–8’ as a foundational event of an Indian
nationalist memory culture, a potential Karl Marx had already drawn
attention to in 1858 when he called the rebellion the ‘first Indian war
of independence’ and emphasized the fact that, for the first time in
history, Hindus and Muslims had fought side by side against foreign
rule.37

Not only because of British censorship, but probably also because
of the low literacy rate in the nineteenth century, some of the most
powerful media of Indian memory of ‘1857–8’ are to be found not in
historical and literary writings, but mainly in oral media, such as bal-
lads and songs. The collections of Scholberg and Joshi38 show that
there were many ballads about Indian heroes of the revolt, such as
the Rani of Jhansi, Tantya Tope, and Kunwar Singh. With regard to
literary representations of ‘1857–8’, R. Veena maintains that the
British had ‘complete control not only over Indian territory but also
over the literary “space” within which to write about it. It was only
after Independence that the literary space was opened up to accom-
modate the Indian perspective(s) on the events of 1857.’39 Never -
theless, leafing through Scholberg’s extensive bibliography one real-
izes that there are Indian texts about the revolt which were published
before 1947, in fact, throughout the nineteenth and the early twenti-
eth centuries. These have not, as far as I can see, been systematically
analysed. Nor have they even entered a canon of cultural memory on
which Indians would draw. (Indian novelists and historians, includ-
ing those of the Subaltern Studies group, usually refer back to the
imperial media representations, even if they set out to deconstruct
them.) Considering the fact that the Indian texts recorded in
Scholberg’s bibliography are written in Indian regional languages
such as Assamese, Bengali, Gujarati, Hindi, Kannada, Marathi,
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36 Vinayak Damodar Savarkar, The Indian War of Independence of 1857 (New
Delhi, 1970).
37 Karl Marx, The First Indian War of Independence: Smaller Collections (1st edn.
1858; Moscow, 1960).
38 Henry Scholberg, The Indian Literature of the Great Rebellion (Delhi, 1993);
Puran Chandra Joshi (ed.), 1857 in Folk Songs (New Delhi, 1994).
39 R. Veena, ‘The Literature of the Events of 1857: A Postcolonial Reading’, in
Surya Nath Pandey (ed.), Writing in a Postcolonial Space (New Delhi, 1999),
1–9, at 1.



Oriya, Persian, Punjabi, Sindhi, Tamil, Telugu, and Urdu, it becomes
clear that an understanding of Indian memory cultures and their
medial representations of ‘1857–8’ must be an interdisciplinary pro -
ject, one which brings together scholars of various languages and lit-
eratures as well as cultural historians who have engaged with region-
al-language literature on 1857. The works of Scholberg and Joshi
moreover show that it is important to broaden the medial basis of
such a ‘memorial historiography’, integrating Indian newspaper arti-
cles, letters, ballads, songs, images, and literary texts as representa-
tions of ‘1857–8’ in their own right. 

One of the best-known Indian works of fiction in English to have
represented the events of 1857–8 is Shoshee Chunder Dutt’s short
novel Shunkur, first published in 1877–8.40 Shoshee Chunder Dutt
(1824–86) belonged to the famous Dutt family, a Bengali middle-
class, Anglicized family of poets, journalists, and historians.41 His
writing can be placed at the beginning of the Bengal Renaissance.
Unlike more overtly nationalist Bengali writers such as Bankim
Chandra Chatterjee, Dutt did not turn to Bangla at some stage in his
career but chose to write exclusively in English throughout his life. In
fact, ‘Shoshee’s seemingly ambiguous poetic investment in the cul-
ture of the colonizer has meant that his prose, while representing
some of the earliest fiction in English by a South Asian writer, has
received scant attention in nationalist, Marxist and postcolonial liter-
ary histories’.42 It is the aim of the following interpretation to uncov-
er, with the help of concepts such as remediation and premediation,
some of the anti-colonial criticism that even such an ‘elite Indian-
English literary response’43 may express.
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40 Shoshee Chunder Dutt, Shunkur: A Tale of the Indian Mutiny, in id. (ed.),
Bengaliana: A Dish of Rice and Curry and Other Indigestible Ingredients (Calcutta,
1885), 84–158. As Calcutta-based Bengalis, Shoshee Chunder Dutt and his
family were not eyewitnesses of the ‘Mutiny’, which took place in Awadh.
Shunkur is therefore an imaginative version of the revolt, just like most of the
British ‘Mutiny’ novels.
41 The historian Romesh Chunder Dutt is Shoshee Chunder Dutt’s nephew.
42 Alex Tickell, ‘Introduction’, in id. (ed.), Shoshee Chunder Dutt: Selections
from Bengaliana (Nottingham, 2005), 7–22, at 8. On Dutt’s writing see also
Meenakshi Mukherjee, The Perishable Empire: Essays on Indian Writing in
English (New Delhi, 2000).
43 Ibid.



Two main story lines can be distinguished in Shunkur. One is
about Nana Sahib; the other is about the fictitious character Shunkur.
The Nana Sahib story features the Cawnpore massacres—as we have
seen, a key element of the British memory of the ‘Indian Mutiny’.
Here, Dutt closely follows the topoi and narratives of the imperial
media culture. Nana Sahib is depicted as an evil, decadent, and lech-
erous villain. The fictitious story about Shunkur, however, is quite
another matter. It begins in the Indian village Soorájpore. A young
Indian woman shows compassion for two British soldiers on the run
after the massacres at the Satichaura Ghat and offers them shelter in
her house. The soldiers, Mackenzie and Bernard, however, recipro-
cate the good deed by raping the woman, who is so ashamed that she
commits suicide. Her brother and her husband, Probhoo and
Shunkur, find her dead body when they return from the market and
vow revenge. They get involved in the revolt, fight on Nana Sahib’s
side, and find the rapists in the end. They kill the British villains and
then, having gained their revenge, return to their village.

Shunkur is a good example of remediation on various levels. The
way Nana Sahib is characterized as a villain and the introduction of
the rape-revenge plot are striking examples of how British represen-
tations of the ‘Indian Mutiny’ were remediated in Indian writing.
Moreover, Dutt closely follows the British conventions of selection
and heightening: there are lengthy descriptions of the massacres at
the Satichaura Ghat and in the Bibighar; and even the myth of Ulrica
Wheeler is repeated in Shunkur (for Ball’s illustration see Fig. 5.2).
The sheer extent of Dutt’s remediation becomes evident when his
description of the Cawnpore massacres is compared with W. J.
Shepherd’s account in The Times.
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The women and children, most of whom were
wounded, some with three or four bullet shots
in them, were spared and brought to the Nana’s
camp, and placed in a pukka building called
‘Subada Ke-Kothee’.
(Shepherd in The Times, 7 Nov. 1857, 7)

Of the women and children several were
wounded, and some of these were released
from their sufferings by death, while the rest
were confined in a puccá-house called ‘Subádá
Kothee’.
(Dutt, Shunkur, 107)

One young lady, however, was seized upon
(reported to be General Wheeler’s daughter)
and taken away by a trooper of the 2nd Light
Cavalry to his home, where she at night, finding
a favourable opportunity, secured the trooper’s
sword, and with it, after killing him and three
others, threw herself into a well and was killed. 
(Shepherd in The Times, 7 Nov. 1857, 7)

One young lady only had been seized upon pre-
viously by a trooper of the 2nd Light Cavalry,
and carried off to his own quarters, where she
was violently treated; but, finding a favourable
opportunity, she rose up at night, and securing
her ravisher’s sword, avenged herself by killing
him and three others, after which she flung her-
self into a well, and was killed.
(Dutt, Shunkur, 107)



Quite obviously, Dutt has copied Shepherd’s account and inte-
grated it into his literary text.44 However, such forms of plagiarism
are no anomaly in the history of remediating ‘1857–8’. As we have
seen, Ball copied long passages from Shepherd’s account into his
History of the Indian Mutiny and Henty drew on and amalgamated the
representations of Thomson and Ball in only one page of his In Times
of Peril. In Shunkur, however, the unmarked integration of British
eyewitness accounts (along with all the imperialist stereotypes about
Nana Sahib and ‘Cawnpore’) is especially striking, because it seems
that this nominally ‘Indian’ version of the revolt is to a large extent
nothing more than a remediation of British representations. The pla-
giarism can be understood as an example of ‘audience-tuning’45 in
the production of cultural memory: the adjustment of communica-
tion to (parts of) an intended audience. It serves as a medial captatio
benevolentiae, indicating to a British readership, to which the novel
was obviously also addressed,46 that Shunkur is a ‘proper and authen-
tic’ account of the Mutiny, even though it was written by a colonial
subject. What Homi Bhabha would call an instance of colonial mim-
icry is an effect of cross-cultural memory, and it operates by remedi-
ation.47 The novel thus may appear as yet another expression of a
British dominated memory culture, one that stabilizes the imperial
lieu de mémoire through constant transcription, even across the
boundaries of colonizer and colonized.

The storyline which features Shunkur’s revenge, however,
unfolds quite a different dynamic. It is a subversive version of Indian
counter-memory. First of all, the adventures of Shunkur and Probhoo
are an early representation of the ‘peasant armed’, whom revisionist
historiography of the revolt ‘discovered’ only after 1947 and then
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44 He also copied Shepherd’s mistake: Shepherd (and by extension Ball and
Henty, but not Thomson) falsely assumes that the women were taken into
the ‘Subádá Kothee’ (instead of the nearby ‘Bibighar’).
45 G. Echterhoff, E. T. Higgins, and S. Groll, ‘Audience-Tuning Effects on
Memory: The Role of Shared Reality’, Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 3 (2005), 257–76.
46 Dutt is one of the first Indian writers to be published both in India and in
Britain, thus reaching educated Indian elites and ‘Anglo-India’ (the British
then living in India) as well as an interested public back in the ‘colonial cen-
tre’, Great Britain. 
47 Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London, 1994).



turned into a central subject matter.48 Dutt’s fictional narrative imag-
inatively represents the lived experience of the host of peasants and
small landowners who took part in the revolt, but whose testimony
did not circulate within nineteenth-century British and Indian elite
memory cultures because their memories were never written down
in letters or autobiographies (as almost all of the English witnesses’
were) and thus not coded in one of the leading media of those cul-
tures. Secondly, Shunkur inverts the British rape-revenge plot. Now it
is the Indian woman, and not the English woman, who is assaulted
and must be avenged.

With regard to the simultaneous presence of British and Indian
perspectives on the revolt in Shunkur, Meenakshi Mukherjee con-
cludes that ‘Dutt takes special care to distribute sympathy evenly
between the British and the Indians. If officers like Bernard and
Mackenzie are despicable enough to rape the woman who has given
them shelter, Nanasaheb’s treachery and promiscuity are fore-
grounded as if to provide a balance in villainy.’49

Such an interpretation can certainly be backed by looking at the
comments made by the authorial narrator, who is at pains politely
but firmly to revise some British misconceptions about the revolt.
However, I would argue that the Shunkur story line goes beyond
such a conciliatory endeavour, and that it does so yet again by medi-
al dynamics, except that in this case it is a canonical text of Indian
memory cultures that the novel draws on. Shunkur can be read as a
story of the Indian Mutiny which is premediated by the Indian epic
Mahabharata. This is a mythical narrative about the beautiful
Draupadi, who was married to the five brothers of the Pandava fam-
ily: one of Draupadi’s five husbands gambled away his land, his
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48 Eric T. Stokes, The Peasant Armed: The Indian Revolt of 1857 (Oxford, 1986);
Ranajit Guha, Elementary Aspects of Peasant Insurgency (Delhi, 1983);
Mukherjee, Awadh in Revolt. In this respect, Shunkur can also be placed in the
tradition of Bengali literature on ‘peasant suffering’, which had been devel-
oped into a powerful trope of Bengali fiction from the mid nineteenth centu-
ry onwards, especially inspired by Dinabandhu Mitra’s influential drama Nil
Darpan (The Mirror of Indigo) (1858–9). I am grateful to Indra Sengupta, who
drew my attention to this fact.
49 Meenakshi Mukherjee, ‘The Beginnings of the Indian Novel’, in Krishna
Arvind Mehrotra (ed.), A History of Indian Literature in English (London,
2003), 92–102, at 95.



brothers, and his wife to the family of their cousins, the Kauravas. As
a slave in the service of the Kauravas, Draupadi is almost raped by
her husbands’ cousins Duryodhana and Dushasana (but the Lord
Krishna shows compassion and restores her garments as fast as they
are torn). Draupadi’s husband Bhima vows revenge and kills the
cousins in the end. As Pamela Lothspeich has shown, the glorifica-
tion of Draupadi as an allegory of Mother India can be traced back to
late colonial Hindi literature, when many Draupadi parables were
produced.50 Early twentieth-century drama, for example, drew on
the myth of Draupadi’s violation and used it as an allegory for the
conquest of ‘Mother India’ by the British. If we assume that Shunkur
is an early version of such parables, then its rape-revenge plot is not
only an inversion of a powerful British ‘Mutiny’ topos; it has, in addi-
tion, a mythological dimension which carries a proto-nationalist sub-
text—one which the British reader would not necessarily expect or
understand, if we go by the medial mimicry on the text’s surface. 

Mukherjee points out that ‘Shunkur’s vendetta against those who
raped his wife is made out to be a purely personal matter with no
political overtones’.51 This is what the ending of the novel in particu-
lar seems to point to. Shunkur’s last words are: ‘there is no further
motive for the life we were obliged to adopt; let us go back to our
cheerless home.’52 When read according to the conventions of west-
ern realist narratives of the nineteenth century, this is, indeed, a
return to the apolitical sphere, just as one would find, for example, in
the works of German poetic realism of the time. Understood in this
way, Shunkur comments neither on politics nor on the process of
British-Indian history. But if we regard the novel as being premedi-
ated by the Mahabharata, then it is possible to decode from the literal
story an allegorical dimension: after the ‘rape’ of Mother India has
been avenged and the perpetrators Mackenzie and Bernard (obvi-
ously standing for British imperialism) are called to account, there is
indeed nothing left but to ‘return home’, that is, to try to resume the
old ways of living. The novel’s allegorical premediation thus defies
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52 Dutt, Shunkur, 158.



the British ‘Mutiny’ myth and represents an alternative memory. It
provides a glimpse of a ‘future past’ of the revolt of 1857–8—the
vision of an avenged Mother India—and inscribes it into an Indian
site of memory.

‘Mutiny’ in Hollywood: Michael Curtiz’s
The Charge of the Light Brigade (1936)

In the twentieth century, the ‘Indian Mutiny’ continued to be con-
structed and reconstructed as a lieu de mémoire. New media (such as
film, radio, television, and the internet) as well as an altered geopo-
litical landscape (decolonization, Indian independence in 1947) were
responsible for new and altered forms of ‘symbolic investment’ into
the site of memory.53 Critical essays, such as Edward Thompson’s
The Other Side of the Medal (1925) and F. W. Buckler’s The Political
Theory of the Indian Mutiny (1922), revisionist historiography, such as
Eric Stokes’s The Peasant Armed (1981) and Ranajit Guha’s Elementary
Aspects of Peasant Insurgency (1983), have challenged the imperial and
Indian nationalist canons of events, heroes, and narrative structures,
cherished myths and topoi. In the realm of literature, there has been
a considerable increase in revisionist historical novels dealing with
the Indian Mutiny (for example, Farrell’s The Siege of Krishnapur,
1972), in representations of the revolt in Indian English writing
(Khushwant Singh’s Delhi, 1989), and in novels emerging from the
Indian diaspora (Vikram Chandra’s Red Earth and Pouring Rain, 1995)
and from multicultural Britain (Zadie Smith’s White Teeth, 2000).
What they all have in common is that they move away from the
imperial adventure and romance model of narrating the ‘Indian
Mutiny’ (of which Henty’s novels are a good example) and open up
new ways of remembering the revolt by using new narrative forms
of representation (such as unreliability, multiperspectivity, tales
within tales etc.).54 In the remaining sections of this article, however,
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53 These new forms emerged alongside traditional and conventionalized
methods of representation. There were (and still are) many representations
of the ‘Indian Mutiny’ which rely on the received patterns of British imperi-
al memory. We find them in popular novels, film, and historical works.
54 For a history of literary representations of the ‘Indian Mutiny’, see Erll,
Prämediation and ead., ‘Re-writing as Re-visioning: Modes of Representing



I will look at what has arguably become one of the most powerful
media for symbolic investment in sites of memory: popular cine-
ma.55

Many of the most popular movies about imperial history emerged
from the so-called Cinema of Empire during the 1930s and 1940s.56

But, interestingly, it was not the British but the American film indus-
try which set out to remember the ‘Indian Mutiny’. Michael Curtiz’s
The Charge of the Light Brigade (1936) is a classic of Empire Cinema
made in Hollywood, and it is a striking cinematic version of the
‘Mutiny’.57 Although the name Cawnpore never appears in this
movie, with its plot of Indian treachery and rebellion, The Charge of
the Light Brigade certainly belongs in the long line of ‘Mutiny’ reme-
diations. More than five minutes of the film show a massacre of
British civilians by Indian soldiers, a massacre which takes place after
a long siege of an English station has ended and safe passage has
been offered to the British by a rebellious Indian prince. There is,
once again, a British spy dressed in native attire who tries to leave the
besieged station undetected, but is found out and killed by the rebels;
even the rape motif so dear to the British newspapers is integrated
into the movie, when a Sikh tries to abduct the heroine.

As the title of the movie, with its open reference to Alfred Lord
Tennyson’s famous poem about the Crimean War, already indicates,
Curtiz’s movie actually conflates two British sites of imperial memo-
ry, the ‘Indian Mutiny’ and the Crimean War. It is therefore a good
example of further processes of convergence: to the Hollywood pro-
ducers and American audiences, memories of British imperialism
were foreign and not relevant to their identity. Thus, separate histor-
ical events could easily be amalgamated into one single topos of vio-
lence and the British Empire. And, apparently, their temporal
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sequence could also be altered: in Curtiz’s movie, the Mutiny of
1857–8 precedes the Crimean War of 1854–6.

The fact that ‘Mutiny’ narratives migrated to the Hollywood cin-
ema of the 1930s points to yet another basic process of memory in
media cultures: the ‘Mutiny’ had by then turned into a powerful pre-
mediator. It had become a narrative schema which could be used to
create successful stories. In this sense the ‘Indian Mutiny’ is not only
a lieu de mémoire shared by the British and the Indian people, but can
be seen as a transnationally available pattern of representation.58 As
a transcultural schema, the ‘Indian Mutiny’ has become decontextu-
alized. In 1930s Hollywood, ‘Mutiny’ does not refer to a specific his-
torical event, perceived in a clearly demarcated spatio-temporal con-
text, and related to cultural identity. It has, instead, been turned into
a narrative template used to tell stories of good and evil, valour and
treachery—carrying with it, however, the ideology of a form that was
created in the context of British imperialism.59

But while in the United States the ‘Indian Mutiny’ was used as an
effective narrative schema for entertainment and box-office success-
es, the British government in India was rather sensitive about the
revolt as a theme of popular cinema. As Prem Chowdhry points out
in his study on the historical reception of Empire Cinema, The Charge
of the Light Brigade was ‘considered by British officials in India a
“painful reminder of Indian history which was better left un-
recalled”’.60

It is for such political reasons that no ‘Mutiny’ film emerged from
the British Cinema of Empire during the 1930s and 1940s. Producers

141

The ‘Indian Mutiny’

58 In fact, the ‘Mutiny’, and especially the figure of Nana Sahib, soon became
a favoured subject of popular entertainment all over the world. In nine-
teenth-century Germany, for example, Theodor Fontane wrote about the
Indian revolt, and in France, Jules Verne.
59 In 1930s Hollywood the Cinema of Empire was structurally and ideologi-
cally not very different from the major American genre of that time, the
Western. According to the film historian Jeffrey Richards, ‘Americans do
seem to have responded to Britain’s folk myths in the same way that Britain
responds to America’s, the Westerns. There is in fact an area of cross-refer-
ence between the two genres. . . . Ideologically, American films of Empire
were little different from British films of Empire.’ Jeffrey Richards, Visions of
Yesterday, 3–4.
60 Prem Chowdhry, Colonial India and the Making of Empire Cinema: Image,
Ideology and Identity (Manchester, 2000), 29.



were very interested in the ‘Mutiny’ as a theme, but British censor-
ship intervened, for example, in 1936 when plans were made for a
film called The Relief of Lucknow. The president of the British Board of
Film Censors (BBFC), Lord Tyrrell, warned: ‘The B.B.F.C. has been
advised by all the authorities responsible for the government of
India, both civil and military, that in their considered opinion, such a
film would revive memories of the days of conflict in India which it
had been the earnest endeavour of both countries to obliterate with a
view to promoting harmonious cooperation between the two peo-
ples.’61 And two years later, an official of the Government of India
wrote about the same issue:

May I say how extraordinarily dangerous I think any such film
would be in India today. In the first place young nationalist
India is extraordinarily sensitive about the whole Mutiny
episode. To them it was the first wave of national movement
for independence. . . . It would most certainly provoke a crop
of films from Indian companies setting forth the Indian version
of the Mutiny, and it would be extraordinarily difficult for the
Government of India to censor or suppress them if it had
allowed a British film of the Mutiny to appear. Further,
Hollywood has long been itching to use the Mutiny as a theme.
. . . There will be no means of stopping Hollywood from pour-
ing out versions of its own which would probably infuriate
both Britain and India.62

In these remarks, we can sense the power exerted by popular
media memory and the fear that British officials had in the face of the
Indian independence movement during the 1930s, firstly, of cine-
matic counter-memory made in India, and secondly, of an uncon-
trollable Hollywood machine which might appropriate and com-
modify the memory of 1857–8 without considering its political impli-
cations for Britain and India.
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Bollywood ‘Films Back’: Ketan Mehta’s The Rising (2005)

My final example of ‘Mutiny’ remediation is one of the most recent
and most widely distributed representations of the revolt: Ketan
Mehta’s Bollywood movie The Rising (2005).63 There is a current ren-
aissance of historical themes, and more specifically, of nineteenth-
century settings in Bollywood,64 which has also witnessed the pro-
duction of a film about the Indian rebellion. With the release of The
Rising, a film about Mangal Pandey, the first mutineer of 1857, a pow-
erful mass medium is once more involved in the representation of the
Indian rebellion. Just like the newspapers of the nineteenth century,
movies—and especially Indian Bollywood movies—reach large parts
of the populace. Bollywood is not only the most powerful film indus-
try in Asia. It also exports its products to Europe and the USA, where
members of the Asian diaspora in particular make for large audi-
ences.

The Rising is a clear instance of what may be called ‘filming back’.
It revises some of the most tenacious of the British myths. Instead of
a drugged and ragged rioting sepoy (as borne out by colonial histor-
ical records) we see a proud and utterly sober Mangal Pandey, and
when he uses cannabis (bhang), he does so in the company of his
British friend Gordon. While British accounts centre on the rape of
English women, The Rising depicts the organized setting up of broth-
els by the East India Company, where abducted Indian women are at
the service of British soldiers. And whereas professional British his-
toriography tends to describe the rebellion of 1857 as unorganized
and chaotic, The Rising gives an account of a carefully planned, con-
certed action. 

This alternative version of the ‘Mutiny’ presented by the movie
drew some criticism, especially in Britain. In interviews given to sev-
eral British newspapers in the summer of 2005, the historian Saul
David criticized the film, which was partly funded by the UK Film
Council, for what he saw as its ‘historical inaccuracy’.65 But of course,
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63 The Rising: Ballad of Mangal Pandey, dir. Ketan Mehta (Yash Raj Films 2005,
India). (DVD: Yash Raj Films, 2005.)
64 Another hugely popular Bollywood movie set in nineteenth-century colo-
nial India is Lagaan (2001).
65 See e.g. Chris Hastings and Beth Jones, ‘Lottery-funded Film under Fire for
Anti-British Bias’, Sunday Telegraph, 14 Aug. 2005, 8.



The Rising is a fictional medium of remembrance. It is, moreover, part
of the Mumbai film industry, which is famous for its highly melo-
dramatic plots and black-and-white characterizations, an aesthetic
that starkly contrasts with classical Hollywood realism. Had it creat-
ed a story in line with British military historiography, it would have
failed dramatically as a movie (a movie, at that, directed primarily at
Indian audiences). Cultural memory is produced not only by differ-
ent media (oral speech, written documents, film) but also within dif-
ferent symbolic systems (art, history, religion). Each of these has spe-
cific characteristics and limitations. A fictional film, even if it is a ‘his-
tory film’, cannot be judged by criteria derived from ‘history’ as an
academic discipline, because movies function according to a different
symbolic system. This does not mean, however, that the production
of cultural memory through literature, film, and the arts cannot be
criticized. What is needed is a different methodology, one which
allows us to address (adapting Frederic Jameson’s expression) the
‘ideology of memorial form’, through, for example, an analysis of
narrative voice, perspective structures, character constellations, the
use of imagery, or (as in the following) intermedial structures and
references.

The central message of The Rising is its linking of revolt and inde-
pendence—in 1857 and 1947 respectively—as two national sites of
memory. This linkage, which is prevalent in popular postcolonial
Indian memory cultures,66 is made verbally and visually in The
Rising. At the beginning of the movie, the following words appear on
the screen:

The man who changed history
his courage inspired a nation
his sacrifice gave birth to a dream
his name will forever stand for FREEDOM

A key scene of the film is a British massacre of Indian peasants
(see Fig. 5.4). Historically, this episode is not recorded, or at least, not
as having taken place during the time immediately preceding the

144

ASTRID ERLL

66 For a critical assessment of this version of Indian history see Rajat Kanta
Ray, The Felt Community: Commonality and Mentality before the Emergence of
Indian Nationalism (Delhi, 2003). 
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outbreak of the mutinies in spring 1857. It does, however, evoke the
time after the ‘Mutiny’, the cruel British campaigns of counter-insur-
gency in 1858. Moreover, the episode recalls and inverts the British
Satichaura Ghat myth, a technique similar to Dutt’s inverted rape
narrative. And, finally, this scene is related to the palimpsest of new
memories and medial representations which have emerged since
Indian independence. It draws on the iconographic memory con-
nected with the Indian freedom struggle, because it is quite clearly a
visual echo of the Amritsar massacre in the Jallianwala Bagh (1919),
which was similarly represented in countless films about British
India—the version most popular worldwide can be found in Richard
Attenborough’s Gandhi of 1982 (see Fig. 5.5).67 The episode, in short,
condenses the complex of colonial violence into one image.

It is in line with so many historical cross-references that we find
in the final credits of The Rising the image of Mangal Pandey cross-
faded with well-known images of Gandhi’s freedom movement:
Indians on a protest march, probably footage from the Quit India

67 Gandhi, dir. Richard Attenborough (Columbia Pictures 1982, UK/India).
(DVD: Columbia TriStar, 2003.)

Figure 5.5. Representation of the Jallianwala Bagh massacre of 1919.
Gandhi © 1982 Carolina Bank Ltd. and National Film Develop ment
Corporation Ltd. All Rights Reserved. Courtesy of Columbia Pictures. 



campaign of 1942 (see Fig. 5.6). This is an apt visualization of the
intermedial processes which are at the basis of all lieux de mémoire:
images, topoi, and narratives about the past are brought together and
‘cross-faded’, condensed into a single site of memory. This creation
of a maximum amount of meaning in a minimum number of signs is
made possible through the repeated representation of historical
events, usually across the whole spectrum of culturally available
media. 

Lieux de mémoire derive their meaning only within the context of
(increasingly globalized) media cultures. Medial representations sur-
round, constitute, and modify sites of memory. They function
according to different media specificities, symbolic systems, and
within ever changing socio-political constellations. Medial represen-
tations of the past, moreover, refer to one another, pre-form and re-
shape cultural memories. And they do so across the boundaries of
time, space, and culture. In this sense, all lieux de mémoire (and not
only those ‘belonging’ to two different nations) are ‘shared’ sites of
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Figure 5.6. The Rising (2005): Cross-fading of the image of Mangal
Pandey with footage of Indian protest marches of the 1940s. 



memory: they are shared by different social classes, political camps,
generations, religious groups, and regional cultures (above as well as
below the level of the national), and not least by different media cul-
tures—with their specific practices of representation and reception. 
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