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The 1857 Uprising holds centrality in framing our imagina-
tion of the making of the modern Indian nation histori-
cally. It is emphasized as the first juncture that shook the 
cusp of British colonial rule over India. Although this pe-
riod features as a significant section across history text-
books in the country, the narrative that they uphold is a 
linear one with distinctive sections on causes of the revolt, 
its course and outcome. However, historical narratives 
around 1857 are much more complex and contested than 
that. There are several dilemmas and debates, increasingly 
so, about the nature and place that it should occupy in our 
memorialization of the national movement. Debates and 
contestations range across its nomenclature as a revolt, the 
first struggle for independence, sepoy mutiny or the 
mutiny of 1857; the place of other resistance movements 
that preceded the 1857 Uprising; its memorialization across 
British sources versus that in the Indian sources; the place 
of gendered violence in framing arguments of morality be-
tween the English and Indian forces during this period; 
memorial sites that have been constructed following this 
moment including the well at Kanpur, among others. 

As Professor Crispin Bates outlines in his introduction to 
the sixth volume in the series Mutiny at the Margins: New Per-
spectives on the Indian Uprising of 1857, the historiographical 
and pedagogic discourses and debates around 1857 are 
wide-ranging and immense in their nature and scope.1  This 
module is, therefore, an attempt at revisiting the 1857 Up-
rising to read these debates in their nuances towards un-
derstanding these contestations because the making of 
this struggle was anything but linear and watertight, which 
continues to be its usual portrayal across history lessons 
in schools in the country. Further, this seeks to focus on 
the politics of remembering but more importantly the pol-
itics of forgetting that are enmeshed into the historicizing 
of junctures like these that go on to define our imagination 
of the process of nation-building.  
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With immense dissatisfactions and suspicions brewing 
for some time against the English East India Company in 
response to the harsh exploitation that they imposed 
upon their colonial subjects, it is on 10 May 1857 that the 
sepoys in the Meerut cantonment staged their immediate 
sign of protest that then grew into the larger resistance 
movement—we now know as the 1857 Uprising. There 
were some extreme catalysts that intensified these dissat-
isfactions to take the shape of a movement on the part of 
the ‘Indians’. These sepoys were soon joined by ordinary 
residents of the village along with the nearby neighbour-
ing villages. They then marched to Delhi to meet the then 
Mughal ruler, Bahadur Shah Zafar II, where they narrated 
their immediate reason for their protest. They said that 
they were being compelled to use these new Enfield rifles 
where the cartridge had allegedly been covered in cow fat 
and pig lard and had to be bitten off before firing. With 
cow being the sacred animal for Hindus and pig being 
taboo for Muslims, sepoys from both communities saw 
this act as going strictly against their religious expression. 
Having explained their situation, they demanded that Ba-
hadur Shah Zafar II give them his blessings, giving that 
movement its mark of legitimacy. There onwards, the 
movement spread from one region to another with se-
poys, peasants, landholders and rulers joining in together. 
Finally, it was the British who won in this struggle. The 
1857 Uprising resulted in the abolition of the English East 
India Company rule, with India consequently coming 
under direct rule of the English crown.
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CLASS 12, NCERT HISTORY TEXTBOOK  

Late in the afternoon of 10 May 1857, the 
sepoys in the cantonment of Meerut 
broke out in mutiny. It began in the lines 
of the native infantry, spread very swiftly 
to the cavalry and then to the city. The 
ordinary people of the town and sur-
rounding villages joined the sepoys. The 
sepoys captured the bell of arms where 
the arms and ammunition were kept and 
proceeded to attack white people, and to 
ransack and burn their bungalows and 
property. Government buildings—the 
record office, jail, court, post office, trea-
sury, etc.—were destroyed and plun-
dered. The telegraph line to Delhi was 
cut. As darkness descended, a group of 
sepoys rode off towards Delhi. The se-
poys arrived at the gates of the Red Fort 
early in the morning on 11 May. It was the 
month of Ramzan, the Muslim holy 
month of prayer and fasting. The old 
Mughal emperor, Bahadur Shah, had just 
finished his prayers and meal before the 
sun rose and the fast began. He heard the 
commotion at the gates. The sepoys who 
had gathered under his window told him: 
“We have come from Meerut after killing 
all the Englishmen there, because they 
asked us to bite bullets that were coated 
with the fat of cows and pigs with our 

teeth. This has corrupted the faith of 
Hindus and Muslims alike.’’ Another 
group of sepoys also entered Delhi, and 
the ordinary people of the city joined 
them. Europeans were killed in large 
numbers; the rich of Delhi were attacked 
and looted. It was clear that Delhi had 
gone out of British control. Some sepoys 
rode into the Red Fort, without observing 
the elaborate court etiquette expected of 
them. They demanded that the emperor 
give them his blessings. Surrounded by 
the sepoys, Bahadur Shah had no other 
option but to comply. The revolt thus ac-
quired a kind of legitimacy because it 
could now be carried on in the name of 
the Mughal emperor.2  

 

Class 8, NCERT History Textbook: 

In the countryside peasants and zamin-
dars resented the high taxes and the rigid 
methods of revenue collection. Many 
failed to pay back their loans to the mon-
eylenders and gradually lost the lands 
they had tilled for generations. [ . . . ]  
Sepoys also reacted to what was happen-
ing in the countryside. Many of them 
were peasants and had families living in 
the villages. So the anger of the peasants 
quickly spread among the sepoys.3 
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Historians have since discussed several 
reasons that led up to this urgent mo-
ment of resistance. There were wide-
ranging reasons that came together in 
bringing this seminal moment of the 
1857 uprising as a marker of severe anti-
colonial struggle, leading into the build-
ing of the freedom struggle for India. 
This was a period of immense unrest 
among all classes of the Indian popula-
tion—from kings and queens to 
landowners, peasants and sepoys—who 
were all living under the oppressive colo-
nial rule. 

Besides the most popular narrative 
of the sepoys having to bite off the car-
tridge of the newly introduced enfield ri-
fles, there were other rumours that also 
aggravated popular dissatisfaction 
among the sepoys, peasants, landholders 
and others. 

 The sepoys were having to serve the 
company under extremely harsh working 
conditions, including some which went 
against their religious practices. One of 
these was that the English EIC wanted se-
poys to undertake overseas travel to fight 
as part of the company army. However, 
many people in India back then believed 
that overseas travel would result in loss 
of their religious and caste status, mark-
ing them outcastes. This became a major 
point of contention among sepoys. The 
English EIC, in response, severely pun-
ished the sepoys and passed a legislation 
in 1856 by which all sepoys who join the 
company regiment would have to under-
take overseas travel as part of their ser-
vice, if required. 

There was the rumour that the 
British government had hatched a 
gigantic conspiracy to destroy the 
caste and religion of Hindus and 
Muslims. To this end, the rumours 
said, the British had mixed the  
bone dust of cows and pigs into the 
flour that was sold in the market. In 
towns and cantonments, sepoys and 
the common people refused to 
touch the atta. There was fear and 

suspicion that the British wanted to 
convert Indians to Christianity. 
Panic spread fast. British officers 
tried to allay their fears, but in vain. 
These fears stirred men to action. 
The response to the call for action 
was reinforced by the prophecy that 
British rule would come to an end 
on the centenary of the Battle of 
Plassey, on 23 June 1857.4 

The annexation of Awadh proved to 
be a crucial juncture in this period. The 
Subsidary Alliance was imposed over 
Awadh in 1801 and it was annexed in 
stages, reaching its completion in 1856. 
The imposition of the subsidiary alliance 
on Awadh meant that the Nawab had to 
disband his troops, allow the British to 
station their troops instead, and obey 
the advice of the British Resident who 
was now to be attached to the court. 
Therefore, making the Nawab entirely 
dependent on the British for maintaining 
law and order within the kingdom. This 
done, the British used the increasing 
hostilities and aggravated chaos in this 
region as pretext for deposing Nawab 
Wajid Ali Shah, leading to the annexation 
of Awadh by Lord Dalhousie. Due to  
ilness, the deposed Nawab had to aban-
don his travel to England and settle in 
the Metiabruz area of Calcutta, where he 
was followed by many of his subjects. 
While all regions that underwent such 
annexation expressed discontent with 
the British, it was most visible in the case 
of Awadh where the Nawab was widely 
admired by his people. Along with this, 
the people were also faced with the very 
real threat of the loss of the court culture 
which was central to the cultural land-
scape and economy of Awadh. 

‘This emotional upheaval was aggra-
vated by immediate material losses. The 
removal of the Nawab led to the dissolu-
tion of the court and its culture. Thus, a 
whole range of people—musicians, 
dancers, poets, artisans, cooks, retainers, 
administrative officials and so on—lost 
their livelihood.’5 
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 1: Divide the class into five groups, with each group researching one of the following 

elements of the court culture of Awadh under Nawab Wajid Ali Shah: music, dance, 
poetry, visual art, food.  

Each group can then use the table on page six to briefly share their findings,  
supported by at least one illustration for each category. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Things to reflect upon: 

What do these elements bring into the socio-cultural fabric of an empire?  •

Is that important in any way in framing the popular imagination of that space •
and time?  

 

Share the following articles with students to begin their research: 

https://scroll.in/magazine/869214/the-series-of-events-that-began-with-a-king-•
falling-sick-and-ended-with-a-mini-lucknow-in-calcutta 

https://www.outlookindia.com/magazine/story/india-news-the-legacy-nawab-•
wajid-ali-shah-left-behind-in-calcutta/304873 

https://www.thestatesman.com/world/so-much-for-justice-33286.html •

On completing the table, put down one example of a change in the cultural landscape each 
(in the field of dance/food/etc.) historically as a result of shifts in political power in the In-
dian context.
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There has been a lot of research and writing on the nature of the Uprising in 
recent years, particularly because it was the first instance of such an  
immense range of the population coming together in shaping their resis-
tance against the British colonizer. Historians have, thus, tried to understand 
what it is that made possible this kind of mobilization in the first place. How 
was it articulated across all of these demographics to unify and strengthen 
the voice of resistance while not making it homogenous? How did the people 
themselves perceive this moment? Was it a response to immediate circum-
stances or was this stemming from a long-drawn experience of collective  
exploitation?  

Various strands of historiography largely seem to converge, particu-
larly on the question of the caste character of the revolt. According 
to nationalist historians like S B Chaudhuri, Tara Chand and R C 
Mazumdar, the social composition of 1857 consisted of the ruling 
class and the traditional elite of the society, who were the “natural 
leaders” of the revolt. The elitist character of the revolt is highlighted 
by referring to it as a general movement of the Muslims and the Hin-
dus—princes, landholders, soldiers, scholars and theologians. Marx-
ist scholars seem to fall within the same paradigm where they 
basically see the revolt as a last attempt of the elite medieval order 
to halt the process of its dissolution and recover its lost status. 
Thomas R Metcalf too emphasises that it was not merely a mutiny 
nor a war of independence. For him 1857 was “a traditionalist move-
ment in which those who had the most to lose in the new sought the 
restoration of the old pre-British order”. In his significant work, Eric 
Stokes, while highlighting the local background of the upsurge, also 
argues that it was the fear of the loss of an upper caste status due to 
the use of fat-greased cartridges that precipitated the uprising. He 
shows how ashraf Muslims, brahmins and rajputs had secured a near 
monopoly over entry into the Bengal army and they were afraid of a 
loss to their status. Many other contemporary accounts too empha-
sise the hurt and the fears of pollution felt up upper caste Hindus as 
an important reason for the revolt. How do dalit histories of 1857 sit 
in with these accounts? The purity/pollution ties of the upper castes 
and classes, linked with the crossing of seas or biting of the flesh of 
the cow or the pig, do not fit in with dalits. There have been other 
scholars who have emphasised the lower caste base of the revolt as 
well. Thus, for example, Rudrangshu Mukherjee emphasises the mu-
tual dependence between peasantry and talukdars, which provided 
the basis for common and united action at this tumultuous juncture. 
He thus links the seemingly disjointed and contradictory realms of 
the elite and the common masses. Gautam Bhadra also highlights the 
common leaders of the revolt.6 
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In a nutshell:

8

Nationalist historians: The ruling class 
and traditional elite formed the natural 
leaders of the 1857 Uprising , thus sus-
taining the elitist nature of the struggle.

Marxist historians: Final attempt of the 
elite to hold on to their power hierarchy 
in fear of losing their status.

Yet others have emphsised on the lower 
caste base of the revolt with united action 
between the elite and common masses.

Most contemporary accounts also em-
phasize on the purity and pollution as-
pects as key movers in the Uprising.

How were different historians 
responding to the nature of the 
1857 Uprising? 

WHERE DO WE PLACE DALIT ACCOUNTS OF THE UPRISING WITHIN THIS FRAMEWORK WHERE THE 
PURITY AND POLLUTION ELEMENTS OF CASTE AND RELIGION DON’T PLAY OUT IN THE SAME WAY?  

 

For a very long time, there was scant study of Dalit accounts of this foundational 
moment in anti-colonial struggle which is rapidly changing with the rise of the Dalit 
movement and Dalit literature. This has had a significant impact on the perception 
of their role in the 1857 Uprising, as also the larger freedom struggle.   

Contemporary dalit perceptions and compositions of 1857 are very different 
from scholarly historical studies on the subject, or even constructed “popu-
lar” perceptions, and represent the historical consciousness of the revolt in 
the public memory of the dalits. The pamphlets and books on dalit histories 
of 1857—which may also be described as unofficial dalit histories of colonial 
India—combine myths, memories and histories, depicting dalit versions of 
the revolt. Dalit writers are attempting here to look upon the mutiny as part 
of their struggle for freedom. The revolt has taken on the character of a dalit 
resistance, where alternative dalit heroes are represented as the real symbols 
of 1857 in dalit popular nationalist consciousness. The rebel dalit heroes— 
some constructed, some exaggerated, some “discovered”—have become 
heroes fighting for a free India. In these accounts, the armies of soldiers 
against British consist largely of dalits. New dalit histories argue that the dal-
its had nothing much to lose in pre-British times, as their condition had been 
miserable even then. So, it was actually dalits who fought for independence 
in 1857, while the upper caste Hindus and Indian rulers only fought to restore 
their rule. The focus of this literature is no longer on the sepoys or the 
greased cartridges, but on dalits groaning under foreign oppression. As the 
famous dalit poet Bihari Lal Harit says regarding 1857: 

nai, dhobi, kurmi, kachchi/bharbhuje bhaat kumhaar lare. 

Lare khak rub mochi dhanak/sab daliton ke parivar lare. 

(Barbers, washermen, kurmis, gardeners, grain-parchers, bards and potters fought.  
Cobblers rolling in dust and cotton-carders fought. All dalit families fought.)7  



 

Divide the class into groups of five, with each group working on finding at least two 
Dalit accounts of the 1857 Uprising. Based on this reading and their findings, they 
should now attempt the following questions:  

Q1. What do you think is the significance of the sentence: ‘All dalit families 
fought’? 

Q2. Why is there such emphasis then on making their presence felt as part of 
the people who fought the 1857 struggle? 

Q3. Given the emphasis on the religious purity/ pollution element in pushing 
Hindus and Muslims to rise together against the British colonizers [enfield rifle, 
mixing bone dust in flour, crossing seas for the army], which doesn’t hold the 
same place in Dalit perception, how did they associate with this struggle?   

Q4. What would be some of the reasons why these accounts have taken so long 
to find their way into the conversation around this foundational moment in 
India’s freedom movement? 

Upon having done this exercise in groups and sharing their observations with each 
other, gather all observations and try to analyse if there was a prominence in this lit-
erature in some parts of the country over others? Is there a pattern there? Otherwise, 
if it is well scattered across the country, why does it not feature within the larger In-
dian imagination of this moment?
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The very act of labelling 1857 as a revolt reflects the distorted historiography around 
the subject. The collective imagination of the 1857 period shows marked variation 
across ‘Indian’ and British records. There was huge proliferation of British records 
describing the intensity of the inhuman atrocities committed on the part of Indians 
against the English, with particular emphasis on sexual assault of women. These nar-
ratives have been hugely contested since then with many historians having pointed 
at the lack of evidence in constructing these atrocity narratives. However, they con-
tinue to hold an overwhelming influence over popular memory. 

The NCERT History textbook [class 8] defines the mutiny as follows: ‘when  
soldiers as a group disobey their officers in the army.’8  Given this definition, and  
having read how the movement in 1857 spread, leading to solidarities across classes 
and regions in the country, discuss the following questions: 

  

Do you agree with this definition of the 1857 moment as a mutiny?  •

Can this moment be reduced to isolated acts on the part of soldiers disobeying •
higher British officers in the army or was there more to how it was strategized 
and spread? 

Why do you think the nomenclature of this as a mutiny emerged? •

In calling this a mutiny, does the naming erase significant parts of this moment •
in history? Explain how. 

 

The 1857 Uprising has often been referred to as the ‘First War of Independence in 
India’. However, one is made to wonder if this was indeed the ‘first’. While 1857 would 
have been the most spectacular in the coming together of all the various strands of 
society in articulating their resistance—sepoys, peasants, landholders, princes—it 
was, in fact, preceded by significant moments of severe resistance against the  
English East India Company, for instance, the Vellore Mutiny of 1806.  

 

‘Although the 1857 rebellion is often remembered as the first cry against British  
imperialism, not many know that the Vellore Mutiny of 1806 was, in fact, the earliest 
instance of the deep-seated resentment against the British—coupled with the polit-
ical goings-on at the time—leading to a rebellion.’9  

 

‘The Paika Bidroha (Paika Rebellion) of 1817 took place nearly 40 years before the first 
sepoy mutiny. The Paikas were peasant militas of the Gajapati rulers of Odisha who 
offered military services to the king.’10  

 

 

Read about the Vellore Mutiny of 1806 here: https://www.sahapedia.org/how-1806-
vellore-mutiny-set-stage-1857-sepoy-mutiny  

Read about the Paika Rebellion here: https://indianexpress.com/article/ex-
plained/paika-revolution-odisha-demand-explained-7653963/  
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It has increasingly been argued that the 1857 Uprising be read as an anti-colonial strug-
gle over a struggle towards nation-building. There have been several efforts to show 
that the 1857 uprising was an outcome of a range of economic causes. There are stud-
ies that place an overwhelming emphasis on the role of rumours that grasped popular 
imagination at this point. Still others that focused on this moment be read as a polit-
ical struggle where all these factors—social, economic and cultural—were at work to-
gether. But most importantly, it is the coming together of different sections of society 
in developing a cohesive narrative of their resistance against the imperialist policies 
of the colonial power.   

 

 

Demarcate all the major centres of the 1857 Uprising on the map on the facing page. 

Name the leader in each of these centres of resistance with a brief note on their alle-
giance to Mughal rule. 

Make a list of the kinds of people [along markers of occupation, class, caste, religion] 
who joined into the movement in each of these centres.  

Were there any sections of the population who resisted the uprising in each of these 
centres? 

  

 

  

Having done this exercise now, here are some questions to lead the students into  
writing a newspaper report covering this historical moment for any leading daily of 
their choice: 

Was it just the soldiers who were disobeying their officers in the army?  •

Who were the other people involved in this period of resistance?  •

Were the actions of the soldiers only limited to disobeying army orders or was •
there a larger effortat mobilization?  

If it were only the soldiers in the army who were resisting in this moment, how did •
the movement spread so swiftly across all these regions?  

Were there no systematic efforts and strategies on the part of the ‘Indian’ people •
that brought them together in one of these first major moments of showing their 
resistance against the colonial rule?   
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[Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Map-of-india-political-enlarge-view.gif]



 
 
 
 

Q. Why do you think the author emphasizes on the need to jux-
tapose English sources discussing the 1857 Uprising with these 
indigenous sources? 

Q. Does the over-reliance on particular kind of sources [in this 
case, the English narratives] affect how we perceive the moment 
in history? 

  

 

Here are some instances of how the 1857 Uprising was being covered 
by newspapers and magazines across India and Britain at the time. 
Share these with your students to read, print and circulate copies of 
the table on page 15 for them to fill.  

 

Excerpts from the Tilism as cited in ‘The Coming of the Revolt in 
Awadh: The Evidence of Urdu Newspapers’, Faruqui Anjum Taban.  

‘As it is, the city [Awadh] is already deserted by unemploy-
ment. To make matters worse owing to the negligence of the 
white officials, the prices of grains have been persistently  
increasing. The hearts of the poor and the miserable are  
melting (from starvation)- The bajra sells at the price of 
wheat.’12  

‘Lucknow was once a garden that saw no autumn. Whoever 
lived there was like a nightingale in the garden of flowers . . . 
The angels used to dance in ecstasy. These days it appears  
deserted, reminding all that this world is a place of warning.’13 

 

The Guardian, 30 June 1857: 

https://www.theguardian.com/theguardian/from-the-
archive-blog/2011/may/10/guardian190-india-mutiny   

The Illustrated London News, 18 July 1857: 

https://www.news18.com/news/india/breaking-news-first-
bulletin-on-1857-uprising-reached-london-a-month-later-
1397195.html  
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published and widely circulated. By and large, their evidence has not been used for 
depicting conditions in Awadh on the eve of the insurrection. In most of the works 
on the Rebellion there is an excessive, if not exclusive, reliance on the official English 
sources. As a consequence, the indigenous perception on the Revolt has often been 
casually treated, where it is not entirely ignored. In this paper, I propose to present 
the indigenous evidence on the eve of the Revolt of 1857 as can be gleaned from three 
important newspapers of the period: Tilism from Lucknow, and the Satliq-ul-Akhbar 
and Delhi Urdu Akhbar from Delhi.’11 
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Marx and Engels were writing about the 1857 Uprising in the New York Daily Tribune. 
Read an excerpt from these writings: 

 

Marx noted (May 14, 1858) that ‘the proprietary right in the soil of the Province 
of Oudh is confiscated to the British Government’, adding that this was indeed 
a fitting commentary on the British indignation at the confiscations of the 
Russians in Poland (1831), of the Austrians in Lombardy (1849), and of Louis 
Bonaparte in 1851. Canning’s action amounted to the seizure of “the inheri-
tance of a whole people” in the words of Ellenborough and was ‘an infraction 
of not only the treaty’ (of 1801), ‘but of every principle of the law of nations’. 
Marx added—“the natives of India are now beginning to avenge themselves.”14  

 

 

Once the students have completed the table, use the markers to further research 
each newspaper and writer and write brief biographies for both. 

 

Q1. Was there anything particularly distinctive about the same event 
across these four news pieces? 

Q2. Do you see a link emerging between the distinctive aspect of the re-
portage with the kind of source it traces its roots to? Briefly describe 
these. 

Q3. Note to teacher to bring into classroom discussion: Should one read 
the historian before reading the history then?  

 

 

 

 

Upon juxtaposing writings from across a range of media outlets reporting on the 1857 
Uprising, one notices the distinctive images of the same moment emerging out of 
them. What is read as news today will become documents of historical relevance for 
posterity. In that then, how does the nature of the media outlet determine the nature 
of the news we consume. Think about a significant moment from the recent past 
within the subcontinent when the same event has been covered in vastly diverse ways 
by different media houses. To get your students started, they could be encouraged to 
think about how the farmer’s protests were being covered by different news outlets—
starting with mainstream pan-Indian newspapers to regional newspapers, television 
news to independent news portals. Why do you think the same event is reported in 
entirely distinctive ways? Is there a pattern that emerges in their coverage of the event? 
What would be the causes behind this? Are there larger socio-political forces that de-
termine the choices that media houses make in the way they report these significant 
moments? 
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The 1857 Uprising has been described as the second war, only after the Crimean War, 
to have been fully photographed. The significance of these photographs in defining 
our memories of this moment is immense, particularly because of how formative this 
uprising remains in reading the trajectory of the anti-colonial struggle and the later 
freedom struggle.  

Here is an excerpt from an interview of Rosie Llewellyn Jones to The Wire, where 
she discusses the scope of these photographs and their distortions in framing public 
imagination of this moment, particularly in England where the Uprising had been 
hugely misreported to propagate a sense of helplessness on the part of the English—
particularly women and children—in the hands of the ruthless savage Indian sepoys.  

HOW FAR DID THE LITHOGRAPHS AND BRITISH ACCOUNTS CIRCULATED IN THE UK DEVIATE 
FROM THE TRUTH? TO WHAT EXTENT WERE THE INDIANS PORTRAYED AS VILLAINS AND THE 
BRITISH AS KNIGHTS IN SHINING ARMOUR? WHO WERE THE CONSUMERS? 

Many of the lithographs published in Britain, particularly those in the Illus-
trated London News, a weekly magazine, were accurate because they were en-
graved from photographs. It wasn’t possible at the time to print magazines 
with photographs, so they were copied by lithographers. 

But two books published in England in 1858 used a mixture of lithographed 
photographs and some wildly imaginative sketches, in particular of the Cawn-
pore (now Kanpur) massacres, which have often been reproduced as genuine 
pictures of what actually happened. Of course, no-one was sitting on the bank 
of the Ganges with a sketchbook, but these pictures seeped into the British 
subconscious. Indians were not shown as particularly villainous, but as well-
armed men killing British men and women.15 
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: READING ARTWORKS AND PHOTOGRAPHY BY BRITISH AND INDIAN ARTISTS 
AND PHOTOGRAPHERS. 

 

Download and print the image file from here. Divide the class into 
groups. Each group gets one of the artwork images that will become 
the central pictorial depiction for a newspaper reportage that they 
have to create, as the revolt is going on.  

 

Drawing from the artwork: 

Give the report a suitable title. 1

Give the artwork an alternate caption. 2

Discuss what the work is depicting. 3

How is the work depicting the different groups of people? 4

Is there anything in particular in the work [eg. colours / expres-5
sion/ form] that catches special attention? Why?  

How does that particular work depict the historical moment of 6
1857? 

Sketch a cartoon to depict this analysis to go at the start of the 7
newspaper report, prior to the rest of the text. 



Nayanjot Lahiri traces the life of a city central to this moment of struggle, Delhi, to 
read how the uprising destroyed and reshaped the physical landscape of the city and 
therefore also the lives therein. This, she does through a compilation of field survey 
of ‘mutiny’ sites and monuments in North Delhi along with archival sources. Here are 
a few excerpts from her essay: 

 

For more than half a century before the revolt, from 1803 onwards, while the ad-
ministration of Delhi was in the name of the Mughal monarch who resided there, 
his jurisdiction remained limited to his palace - the Lal Qil'ah or Red Fort. The 
British had become the masters of Delhi - administering justice, collecting rev-
enue, repairing its fortifications, improving the city's sanitary arrangements, and 
maintaining peace and order (Gupta 1981: 4-20; also see Frykenberg 1993). So, 
when the revolt broke out in 1857, the rebels squarely targeted such symbols of 
British authority: the pattern of killings, loot, and plunder suggests this. [ . . . ] 

If the attacks on and the capture of buildings that symbolized the British 
presence in Delhi are to be understood as a means by which the rebels publicly 
underlined their victory, what was the 'purpose' in the orgy of violence un-
leashed by the British troops as they captured the city? This happened in 
September 1857 when four military columns simultaneously attacked the city. 
All through the siege of Delhi, the British soldiers on the Ridge, which they had 
recaptured in June, had kept their morale high by dreaming of the moment 
when they would attack and loot "'a nice diamond or two" from the "rich old 
niggers"' (Gupta 1981: 21). Naturally, when the city was stormed, there was 
widespread plunder and destruction, especially since three days of unre-
stricted loot were 'allowed' to the Army (Haq 1968: 232). After three days, plun-
dering assumed a different shape: the property of Delhi residents came to be 
legally treated as prize and official digging tickets were given to specially ap-
pointed Prize Agents. Armed with these and with 'guides, coolies, pickaxes, 
shovels, tape-measures, crowbars, and iron sounding-rods, officers, civilians 
and their wives went out on treasure-hunts all over the city' (Hibbert 1978: 320). 
This official search for and appropriation of private property ended only in De-
cember 1857. Whether the plundering was officially sanctioned or indiscrimi-
nately done, the whole city came to be treated as legitimate spoil. Following 
the example of medieval invaders who had marked their victory over the 
Mughals by carrying off treasure from their palace, British soldiers plundered 
whatever they could find in the Red Fort - portable artefacts, ranging from the 
jewels, weapons and the clothes of royal family to in situ marble slabs and inlay 
work. While the copper gilt domes of the Hall of Special Audience (Diwan'i 
Khas), the Musamman Burj and the Pearl Mosque (Moti Masjid) were sold by 
auction (Hearn 1906: 14), property worth Rs 10,000 was dug out of the Sriramji 
temple by the Prize Agents (Sen 1957: 114). [ . . . ] 

Much of this treasure became the property of those who had discovered 
it, mementos of their victory over the 'enemy'. This was especially common 
among those who had become fugitives after the revolt in Delhi. The family of 
George Wagentreiber, who worked at the Delhi Gazette, for instance, had  
escaped from their house outside the city walls in May 1857 and had fled to  
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Karnal. But they soon returned, with Wagentreiber being appointed as one of 
the agents of the 'Delhi Prize'. Eventually their house outside Delhi was rebuilt, 
filled, as one of them recounted, 'from floor to ceiling with all the wonderful 
things collected in those eventful days' (cited in Hibbert 1978: 320). The Delhi 
loot also reached England, since a large number of British non-commissioned 
officers and soldiers bought their discharge following the end of the revolt. 
Just as in the early part of the nineteenth century, 'colony-returned' British 
gentlemen carried back historic artefacts as mementos of their Indian experi-
ence, now 'mutiny' veterans brought home their trophies of conquest. Several 
such trophies found their way into British museums. Among the most famous 
of these were the rare pietra dura panels that formed the backdrop to the 
throne of the emperor in the Hall of General Audience (Diwan'i Am) in the Red 
Fort (Plate 1). The pilfered panels included the top central one, an Italian prod-
uct, which depicted Orpheus playing his lute and wild animals seated before 
him. These had been taken away by Captain John Jones in 1857 and were 
bought by the British government for 500 pounds when Jones returned to Eng-
land. They soon became part of the collection of Indian artefacts in the Kens-
ington Museum (now known as the Victoria & Albert Museum). 

The sack of Delhi was one aspect of the impact that this violent confronta-
tion had on the material culture of the city. Its intentional 'desacralization' 
(Cohn 1987: 646) was the other aspect, as the original functions and layouts of 
some of the most important buildings and city quarters were deliberately al-
tered. The Red Fort, the symbol of the city's resistance, was brutally metamor-
phosed. Major clearances were made in its interior, the object of which 'was to 
open out wholesome space for occupation of the Fort by European Barracks 
and the other regiments of the garrison' (Secretary Punjab 1863). Many build-
ings of 'minor' value, which could not be profitably used or were deemed as 
unworthy of being preserved, were demolished. The grounds were also levelled 
and the debris from these clearances was used to form the glacis around the 
Fort walls. Barracks were constructed in large parts of the Fort while historic 
buildings were converted to suit the functions of the garrison there. Officers 
were quartered in the drum house (Naqar Khana), the Zafar Mahal was used 
as a bath for soldiers while wooden doors and iron gratings were put up in the 
Hall of General Audience (Diwan'i Am). Cookhouses, privies, and urinals were 
built in various parts of the historic complex, near the Zafar Mahal, in the 
Hayat Baksh garden itself and also west of the Sawan and Bhadon pavilions 
(Marshall 1902).16  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

18



Here is a map of Delhi, as it looked in 1857, taken from The Illustrated London News.  

 

Reading Lahiri’s excerpt as an introduction to understanding how this major city •
lived through a period of intense struggle, map the major sights that underwent 
immense transition during this period as a result of destruction caused by both—
the ‘Indian’ and the English forces.  

Use two different colours to demarcate the destruction caused by the two different •
sides.  

Make brief notes on the nature and extent of destruction. •

Thereafter, find out how each of these physical landscapes underwent transfor-•
mation leading up to their final form in this moment. 

Here are a few places to get you started: The Northern Ridge, Jama Masjid, Khuni •
Darwaza.  

 

  

[Image source: Wikimedia Commons] 

 

 

 

19

Ac
tiv

ity
 6

:



READING FROM A PRIMARY HISTORICAL ARTEFACT TOWARDS TRACING AN UNRECORDED PAST 

 

In 2014, while sitting in an office in London's Mile End, historian Kim Wagner 
received an email from a couple who said they owned a skull. 

Dr Wagner, who teaches imperial history at Queen Mary University of Lon-
don, says the couple told him they did not feel comfortable with the ‘thing’ in 
their house, and did not know what to do with it. [ . . . ] But what was remarkable 
was a detailed handwritten note in a neatly folded slip of paper inserted in an 
eye socket. The note told the brief story of the skull: 

Skull of Havildar "Alum Bheg," 46th Regt. Bengal N. Infantry who was blown 
away from a gun, amongst several others of his Regt. He was a principal leader 
in the mutiny of 1857 & of a most ruffianly disposition. He took possession (at 
the head of a small party) of the road leading to the fort, to which place all the 
Europeans were hurrying for safety. His party surprised and killed Dr. Graham 
shooting him in his buggy by the side of his daughter. His next victim was the 
Rev. Mr. Hunter, a missionary, who was flying with his wife and daughters in 
the same direction. He murdered Mr Hunter, and his wife and daughters after 
being brutally treated were butchered by the road side. 

Alum Bheg was about 32 years of age; 5 feet 7 ½ inches high and by no 
means an ill looking native.17  

 

Read the full text here: https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-43616597  

 

Now attempt the following questions:  

Q. Pick five significant verbs/ adjectives that go into framing this description of 
Alum Bheg, as used by the writer of this note. Explain why you think each of these 
are important to this description of Alum Bheg. 

Q. How does the historian, Kim Wagner, respond to this note and the find?  

Q. ‘The note is silent on why Bheg committed the alleged murders.’ Why do you 
think the note makes no mention of Bheg’s reasons for his actions?  

 

 

HOLIDAY PROJECT SUGGESTION: 

Read The Skull of Alum Bheg: The Life and Death of a Rebel of 1857 by Kim Wagner. 

Prepare a questionnaire, with at least 15 questions that you would ask the author if 
you were to interview him. 

The aim of this interview is to understand the process he undertook to research and 
write this account of a person, otherwise forgotten in the historical records of the 1857 
Uprising. 
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The 1857 Uprising continues to hold centrality in our imagination of the freedom 
struggle. And yet it is confined to reductive ideas of causes and consequences instead 
of opening it up to reading the possibilities of that historical moment. New research 
has opened up immense scope in our reading and re-reading of the uprising with its 
emphasis shifting onto local and regional narratives of the struggle over the national 
meta-narratives that grasped our historical imagination overwhelmingly so far.  

What was the nature of this struggle really? Was it a national struggle as much as 
an anti-colonial one or did one take precedence over the other? Who were the people 
protesting beyond knowing of the leaders at the different centres of the revolt? How 
did these people come together in this moment and why? Was this really the first war 
of independence? Then, what about the other struggles forged against the colonizer 
in different regions prior to this? How did the British press report this struggle versus 
the press in India at that point? Why is there still much debate about the nomencla-
ture of this struggle? Finally, how is it part of popular memory when memory itself is 
as deeply contested as in moments such as these? It was a moment that saw the com-
ing together of people from across regions, castes, classes, religions, genders, although 
never devoid of hierarchy in this. How does one read this coming together, then, within 
the larger landscape of shifting power structures in this moment? The 1857 Uprising 
has an overwhelming presence in students’ imagination. This module, therefore, is an 
attempt at filling these gaps by tracing these questions that get left out from their 
reading of this foundational moment in the history of one of the first large scale anti-
colonial struggles.  
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