












































































Photo Album
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The Ghats,The Ganges
and the saga of  death and rebirth ...

a photo album by Nilanjan RAY depicting the soul 
of Varanasi



The pyres along the Ghats burn 
endlessly, the steps of the Ghats 
leading to the holy waters of the

Ganges come to life at the first gentle 
strokes of the sun rays sweeping across 
them, men and women stand in knee deep 
water offering prayers to the rising sun, 
still a rather unassuming ball of orange in 
the distant horizon, the priests and holy 
men in their signature saffron robes can 
be seen meditating or engaged with their 
disciples. The temples, lined along the 
Ghats, serve a befitting façade for the city 
which to millions of Hindus in India and 
across the world is the holiest of all places. 
This is Varanasi, one of the most ancient 
cities, a place shrouded in folklores, where 
the chasms between real and mythical, 
ancient and modern, tumult and tranquillity 
often get blurred out. Beyond the Ghats 
and the temples lining them, lies an ancient 
city, the history of which is rooted deep 
into Hindu religion. Life in Varanasi, even 
in the 21st century, is very much 
intertwined with the practices and ethos 
of the myriad religious practices of 
Hinduism. And this ethos of the city can 
be best experienced at the hundreds of 
Ghats which run along the length of the 
holy Ganges. 
For the devout Hindus, Varanasi or Banaras 
is the city of Death and Rebirth. It is 
believed that one who is cremated in 
Varanasi by the Ganges, will attain 
“Moksha” easily, thus breaking free from 
the cycle of death and rebirth. Hindus 
believe a dip in the sacred waters of the

Ganges will absolve them of all their sins 
and pave the way for an afterlife which 
has no bearing of one’s chequered past. 
Ganges is of utmost significance to the 
denizens of this holy city and the stone 
slabs along the Ghats are the nerves which 
establish a very humane connection of the 
river with the city. The city is home to 
nearly 100 Ghats which are thronged by 
locals, tourists and devout Hindus from 
all over the country. The Ghats are home 
to hundreds of temples which dominate 
the city’s skyline. The wide array of 
activities which can be witnessed at the 
Ghats, most of them have in some way or 
the other a deep religious significance. 
The Ghats perfectly encapsulate an average 
day in the life of the city. Boats, some of 
them rickety still relying on oars to glide 
across the Ganges, some more modern 
equipped with motors, decks, even 
spacious lounges, are a common sight 
along the Ghats. These riverine modes of 
transport mostly cater to the tourists and 
visitors for a glimpse of the city from the 
waterfront. Cows, which enjoy a holy 
status in this city, courtesy their mythical 
lineage dating back to ancient Hindu 
scriptures, are as populous along the Ghats 
as their human counterparts. In almost 
every temple along these Ghats devotees 
queue up to offer their daily prayers or 
receive blessings from their worshipped 
deity before they set about attending their 
daily business. 
The city which lies beyond the rows of 
temples, Ghats and temples is an old and



the iconic spiritual identity for the city. To 
an outsider, Varanasi - the Sacred City of 
Light - stands outside time and space, is 
frozen in its eternal moment of being. The 
Ghats themselves serve as metaphors of 
the spiritual city; it appears time itself 
emerged from the sacred depths of water, 
travelled along these steep steps and 
enchanted by the spiritual air of the place 
decided to stand still and leisurely bask in 
the calm of the gentle breeze that sweeps 
the stony slabs of the Ghats and the 
intricate patterns of the temple walls.

dusty one, narrow lanes, overcrowded 
market places, ancient homes jostling for 
space and an overall chaotic atmosphere 
being some of the readily identifiable traits. 
Yet the early mornings and late evenings 
along the Ghats overlooking the still waters 
of the Ganges glistening either in the gently 
sloping rays of a rising sun or from the 
light of the thousands of diyas which are

set afloat on its water, bring about a sense 
of calm and reverence. One’s thoughts 
meander through the many mazes of time 
to a period when these temples were being 
built, when the Ghats were being erected, 
when the city was beginning to wear the 
lapel of the edifice of Hinduism. The 
Ganges has been a silent witness to all 
these episodes from the past, in its depths

it carefully preserves countless such 
anecdotes from a time long forgotten, if 
only the river could speak it would have 
brought to life many a tales from the city’s 
glorious youth. 
This photo album of Varanasi in highlights 
an average day along the Ghats of the city 
and how such seemingly day to day 
activities have through generations, carved Indian Photo Arts 2020 | 79
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About the Photographer

For the devout Hindus, Varanasi or Banaras is the city of Death and Rebirth. It is believed that one who is cremated in Varanasi by 
the Ganges, will attain “Moksha” easily, thus breaking free from the cycle of death and rebirth. Hindus believe a dip in the sacred 
waters of the Ganges will absolve them of all their sins and pave the way for an afterlife which has no bearing of one’s chequered 
past. Ganges is of utmost significance to the denizens of this holy city and the stone slabs along the Ghats are the nerves which 
establish a very humane connection of the river with the city.

A Candid and Documentary Photographer 
with his own style, Nilanjan Ray was born 
in Kolkata, India in 1959. Nilanjan has a 
handful of exposed stock on “HUMAN 
INTEREST” and keeps stock of other 
people’s money in a Bank since it is his 
profession. Although he did attend some 
workshop and classes at the different 
Institute, Nilanjan is to be considered 
substantially a self-taught photographer. 
He is a life member of an oldest 
Photographic club in Kolkata, Photographic 
Association of Bengal, Kolkata.
Right from childhood, he has always been 
fascinated by the life on the streets and 
the complicated and fascinating motion it 
involves, and this was the spark that 
inspired his first long-term personal 
projects, photographing in Varanasi- An 
Eternal City and then Faith – A quaint 
Emotions.
Over the years he has produced long and 
detailed photographic projects in various 
subjects in West Bengal as well as India.
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