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THE CALCUTTA CYCLONE OF 1864: THE PICTORIAL EVIDENCE*
Joachim K. Bautze

"A cyclonic storm, variously called cyclone, hurricane and typhoon, is the greatest
example of nature's forces in action that is known to us. And the results on our atmos-
phere are exhibited in many ways, which are both terrifying, awe-inspiring, of vast inter-

n 1

est to the meteorologist and of wonder to the ordinary spectator.

The Calcutta cyclone of the 5™ October 1864 is neither the first recorded cyclone in that area
nor was it the most destructive. But it is the first Calcutta cyclone the effects? of which were photo-
graphically documented. Although these photographs, numbering well over 100, testify, how terry-
fying and awe-inspiring the effects of this cyclone really were, they seem almost to be forgotten,
especially since very few can be ascribed to a specific studio or photographer. The composition of
some of these views, especially those showing shipwrecks, rival several of the shipwreck scenes
painted by artists active in the early 19" century like Joseph Mallord William Turner (1775-1851)
or Caspar David Friedrich (1774-1840).

I. Attributed and/or attributable photographic views
Probably the earliest widely distributed view illustrating the damage caused by the storm

wave appeared on the front page of The lllustrated London News, No.1288, Volume 45, Satur-
day, November 19", 1864 (Plate 3.1). The caption below this woodcut informs: "Effects of the

cyclone at Calcutta on the 5 of October. - From a photograph.- See next page." The "next page",

numbered 502, dedicates three quarters of a column to the description of the damages caused by
the storm, as far as known by then. The report, titled “The Destructive Hurricane at Calcutta
starts”: “The illustration on our front page may help to give some notion of the scene of devasta-
tion on the banks of the river Hooghly at Calcutta, immediately after the tremendous storm of
Wednesday, the 5" of October. Our engraving is copied from a photographic view taken by Mr.
F. Fisk Williams on the day after the hurricane”. It is warmly recommended to read the rest of
this article, as it is one of the most touching descriptions of what had happened on that day in
Calcutta.

In 1859 the photographer, F. Fisk Williams, is listed as "ordinary member" of The Asiatic
Society of Bengal,® a year later he published not the first but one of the first manuals of photogra-
phy in India.*

Apparently the only avaialble description to figure 1 informs: "‘Mirzapore’, (paddle
steamer), still on shore at Armenian Ghant [sic!]; jettisoning salt; will probably be got off." °
Further photographs either signed by or attributed to this talented photographer® have not come
to my notice.

*This article was published in Journal of Bengal Art, Vol. 22, but inadvertently, the notes were not printed.
Therefore, whole article with notes is published in this Volume. Editor.
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A week later, on Saturday, November 26, 1864, The Illlustrated London News, No.1298,
Volume 45 reproduced two more engravings on page 544. The one on top (Plate 3.2), is titled
"Effects of the Cyclone at Calcutta," the illustration below (Plate 3.3), bears the same title. Both
illustrations "are engraved from the photographs taken on the spot by Mr. Wagentreiber." Since the
name is quite common and the initials are not given, the identity of this gentleman is all but clear.

All three photographs engraved for The lllustrated London News share the engravers artistic
licence in adding clouds to the view which were certainly not visible in the photograph.

An unaltered view was published in 1922 with the caption " 'Southampton' after the Calcutta
Cyclone 1864."7 The Lyttelton Times mentions that the Southampton is "almost a wreck",® more,
however, is not said about this photograph. A second view, reproduced below the photograph show-
ing the wrecked Southampton is captioned: "After the Calcutta Cyclone, 1864" without any further
information in the text. More recently another print from the same negative was published by the
British Library (Photo 682[82]) with the caption: "Ships wrecked on the Hugli at Sibpore after the
Calcutta Cyclone, 1864." This photograph belongs to a group of 19 listed views illustrating the
effects of the said cyclone as part of the A.C. Pearson collection in the British Library (Photo 682
+ Photo 782). These 19 views, (Photo 682[78] - [95] + Photo 782[81]) are ascribed to "Pearson &
Paterson" on the basis of a series of "fifty views entitled 'Records of the Cyclone' documenting the
effects of the great storm of 1864 [...] which were shown at the Bengal Photographic Society Exhi-
bition of that year."!® Pearson's initials, however, seem to be a matter of debate. Accordingly, "J.F.
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Pearson"! as well as "E.S. Pearson"'? are mentioned.

Be that as it may, there is a series of photographs documenting the damages caused by the

cyclone of 1864 ascribed to "Pearson & Paterson.""

The common factor of these unsigned photo-
graphs seems to be their size, they measure about 15.5 - 16.7 centimetres in height and generally

20.0 - 21.6 centimetres in width.

One view of a sequence of five photographs presented here, each of which is framed by red
rules, is titled below the print in pencil: "The Thunder ashore Bankshall." It measures 15.5 x 2.1
cms. (Plate 3.4). The Lyttelton Times notes: "Steamer Thunder still on the top of a wreck off Bank-
shall, every effort being made to save her,"'* while Photo 682(78) in the British Library is
captioned: "Steam ship Thunder on the shore at Colvin Ghaut."

Plate 3.5 (16.0 cms. in height) introduces a view titled in pencil: "Avenue in Howrah", which
apparently corresponds to Photo 682(93) titled "Remains of an avenue, Howrah" in the British
Library albeit the description of another view in the same collection, Photo 1168/1(100), also
matches with Plate 3.5.° It is ascribed to F.W. Baker.

"Near St. James' Church" is the pencilled title of Plate 3.6. This view might illustrate the

following observation in The Illustrated London News of November 19%, 1864: "Except the cocoa-

nut and other palms, scarcely a tree was anywhere to be found standing."'® The St. James' Church,
then the largest of its kind in the city, was duly consecrated on St. James' Day, on 25% July 1864.17
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Plate 3.1: Engraving from The Illustrated London News, 18.11.1864, p. 501. Size: 17.0 x 23.5 cms.

Plate 3.2: Engraving from The lllustrated London News, 26.11.1864, p. 544, top.
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Plate 3.4: "The Thunder ashore Bankshall." Albumen print, P&G collection, Karlsruhe - Berlin.
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Plate 3.5: "Avenue in Howrah." Albumen print, formerly collection of Giinter Heil, Berlin.

Plate 3.6: "Near St. James' Church." Albumen print, formerly collection of Giinter Heil, Berlin.
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Plate 3.7: Untitled. Albumen print, formerly collection of Giinter Heil, Berlin.
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Plate 3.8: Untitled. Albumen print, P&G collection, Karlsruhe - Berlin.
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Plate 3.9: "Calcutta. The 'Cocked Hat." Albumen print, P&G collection, Karlsruhe - Berlin.

Plate 3.10: "Cyclone of 1864." Albumen print, P&G collection, Karlsruhe - Berlin.
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Plate 3.11: "Cyclone of 1864 - Str "Moulmein." Albumen print, P&G collection, Karlsruhe - Berlin.
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Plate 3.12: W.G. Stretton: "B J S.S. Moulmein after Cyclone." Albumen print, P&G collection.
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Plate 3.13: Samuel Bourne: "The 'Blenheim' and other Shipping, after the Cyclone." P&G collection.
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Plate 3.14: Untitled [The S.S. Howrah ashore] Formerly collection of Ph111ppe Doublet, Biarritz.

37



JOURNAL OF BENGAL ART

."P

= - _wl :

Plate 3.15: E. Brooks: "His Imperial Majesty crossing the Ganges [aboard the S.S. Howrah]".

It is hence not clear, if parts of the church were still under construction or whether the storm had
carried away the points of the steeples.

Plate 3.7 (15.5 cms. in height) is unidentified but might be compared to the description of a
view in Photo 1168 / Photo 1168/1 in the British Library: "View looking along the Hugli at Cossi-
pur in the aftermath of the 1864 cyclone, showing sailing ships wrecked on the riverbank and
houses beyond."

Also without any caption is Plate 3.8 (16.5 % 21.6 cms.) showing two large stranded sailing
ships side by side.'®

1II1. Identified views

A number of photographs taken at Calcutta show an identification, usually at the lower left
edge of the print, rendered in white embossed script as for example in: 'Calcutta. The "Cocked
Hat.", Plate 3.9 (16.0 x 23.5 cms.). Only a part of the post- and chain-fencing enclosed area known
as the "cocked hat" on the Maidan of the city becomes apparent in the right hand part of the view,
but it is interesting to note the landing stage with the Babu Ghat in the centre. The equestrian statue
in the foreground shows Henry Hardinge, 1% Viscount Hardinge (1785-1856), completed in 1857
by John Henry Foley (1818-1874)."°

Plate 3.10 (16.0 x 22.7 cms.), likewise titled "Cyclone of 1864" also exists in an uncaptioned
version as part of an unpublished album with 22 views titled:
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"PHOTOGRAPHS ILLUSTRATING THE EFFECTS OF THE HURRICANE IN
CALCUTTA 5™ OCTOBER 1864"

Unfortunately, none of the views in that album, formerly in the collection of Philippe Doublet
in Biarritz (France), bears any identification.

Plate 3.11 (14.9 x 23.1 cms.) entitled: "Cyclone of 1864 - Str "Moulmein" was published
earlier as being the work of W.G. Stretton,” for whom see below. This steam ship is mentioned at
least twice in the reports:" ‘Moulmein’ (steamer), afloat, and very much injured in upper decks"*

as well as: "S.S. Moulmein, making no water."?

I1I. Signed views

Signed views showing the effects of the Calcutta cyclone of 1864 are exceedingly rare.
Plate 3.12 (19.1 x 26.1 cms.) bears a signature in the lower right corner: "324/11 Stretton." A
pencilled inscription below the print reads: "B J S.S. Moulmein after Cyclone" and: "Stretton."

"Stretton" is William George Stretton (1836-1899),2 who is listed as "photographic artist" in
Calcutta in 1875* along with six more photographic studios.? It is, however, not known, where he
lived in 1864, when his daughter, Annie Stretton, was born.?® Plate 8.12 was probably not photo-
graphed exactly on October 6, 1864, but it is highly unlikely that it was photographed much later,
especially since the view shares the "frozen", i.e. ripple-free surface of the water with the other
illustrations shown here; an indication of an early photograph.

A signed as well as identified view is apparently only offered by the photographer Samuel
Bourne (1834-1912) who photographed "The 'Blenheim' and other Shipping, after the Cyclone",
Plate 3.13 (19.0 x 31.0).”” The view is signed in the negative, lower right: "Bourne 1703." The
cyclone mentioned by Bourne, however, is the hurricane that hit Calcutta on November 1%, 1867. A
French eye-witness of this cyclone, Louis Théophile Marie Rousselet (1845-1929) happened to be
in Calcutta then.?®

IV. Unidentified views

The great majority of known views is unidentified, both in terms of authorship as well as
exact location and/or identification of the ship, with the result that many unanswered questions
remain. The paddle steamer Howrah, to give an example, is clearly recognizable in Plate 3.14, a
view which is part of the album mentioned along with Plate 3.10. The steamer Howrah, however,
is not mentioned in any of the reports available to me. Was plate 8.14 hence photographed in the
aftermath of a later hurricane or was it simply forgotten in the coverage of the Calcutta cyclone of
1864? A strikingly similar paddle steamer of that name, Plate 3.15, still existed in Calcutta in 1911
and transported the King-Emperor, George V and the Queen-Empress on their arrival in that city:
"Here Their Imperial Majesties embarked on the Port Commission paddle steamer Howrah [...]
which was to take them to the other side of the river. This vessel had been completely refitted for
the occasion, the deck cabins being removed."?* It is hoped that future research will add to the clari-
fication of at least some of those points made here.
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