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Khaki Gallery is pleased to present “Kinare, The Holy Shore: Photographs from Varanasi, India,” by photographer Samuel Allison.  These photographs were taken between 2004 and 2008 while Allison lived in 
Varanasi for a cumulative two years.  They are part of an ongoing  reportage project on the River Ganga  and its sacred banks, the Hindi word for which is Kinare. By studying the Hindi language and Indian religion and philosophy, Allison gained a deeper understanding of the Indian culture.  He spent months at a time in pursuit of stories and themes, easing his way into places where the camera is a taboo, and, as he says, “getting to know people and making portraits of them within a proximity of trust and empathy.”  

Allison graduated in 2006 from Wesleyan University, where he studied writing and religion.   In the same year, he was awarded the Mortimer Hays-Brandeis Traveling Fellowship to continue his work in India.  More recently, he attended the New England School of Photography in Boston.
Allison gives the following account of the city which so captivates him: “Varanasi is among the most revered cities of the Hindu faith.  Shiva, the king of the gods and the city’s patron deity, is believed to dwell there as an ineffable presence.   Devotees refer to the city by its medieval name of Banars, and often speak of it as Kashi, the Forest of Bliss, thought to be  the oldest continually inhabited place in the world.  Modern Varanasi is confined to one bank of the River Ganga, and faces due East to an unimpeded view of the rising sun.  Every day, thousands of pilgrims and local worshippers take sacramental baths in the river and perform ceremonies on the ghats, or sanctified steps and platforms along the water’s edge.   Despite severe pollution, there is an indomitable faith that the water of the Ganga is itself a goddess, and that moksha, or liberation from the cycle of the life and death, is the grace of the river along the auspicious banks of Kashi.” 

 As for his method and ethos of photography, Allison explains: “My aim  is to reconcile the world observed and the world invisible.  What I strive to create is a point of fulcrum between the moment witnessed and the ineffable reality behind it…  These photographs depict the myriad ways in which the sacred atmosphere of the city coalesces with everyday life, modernization, urban chaos, and decay.  Much of the project consists of portraiture.  I am captivated both by faces which express something of the ancient and enigmatic, and those which reveal what of the Indian spirit is caught in modern flux…”

The monotone photographs presented in this exhibition have been tinted to compliment the moods they portray, as the artist explains: “The sepia images correspond to surya, the sun, while the cool toned images correspond to Jal, the water.”  As for the underlying theme of his work, Allison says, “The areas explored are on consecrated ground or at its periphery. Along the ghats, in labyrinthine streets surrounding temples and mosques, and around the pyres of the cremation grounds, the edge between what is mundane and what is holy dissolves.  The two realms coalesce.  Over everything there is a light of transcendence.  This, for me, is the deeper significance of the Ganga kinare.”  
