
What was Chobi Mela 
and what happens next?
A project by Naeem Mohaiemen for Chobi Mela IX; timeline 
drawings by King Kortobbyo (Suborna Morsheada, Mehedi 
Hasan, Md Khairul Alam Shada, Pijush Talukder, Rakib Anwar); 
curated by Tanzim Wahab and Munem Wasif; coordinated  
by Sayed Asif Mahmud; photography by Pranabesh Das and  
Debashish Chakrabarty; research by Habiba Nowrose; based 
on information provided by Shahidul Alam, ASM Rezaur Rah-
man, Rahnuma Ahmed, Munira Murshed Munni, Mirza Taslima, 
Taslima Akhter and others.
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Eighteen years is a long time, 
measured by tectonic changes in what 
is expected, accepted, or challenged 
in photography. Steve McCurry’s 
Afghan Girl (1984) might still be 
taken today, but the audience would 
immediately raise sharp questions. 
The subject of the western gaze is no 
longer ‘willing’, and is shooting back, 
with camera and pedagogy. Chobi 
Mela (CM) played a role in all this, 
creating a Global South photography 
context over two decades. As Asia’s 
first photography biennial, it had 
a regional ripple effect, inspiring 
affinity groups in Nepal, India, China 
and elsewhere. While Western 
photographers were challenged on 
ethics and methods, Chobi Mela also 
faced evolution and rupture. If you 
compare images from CM I (2000) 
and CM IX (2017), the early years 
carry a fever of fighting inequality 
through the camera. By the second 
decade, works had also turned 
towards autobiography, abstraction 
and surrealism. In the year of CM III 
(2006), Pedro Meyer wrote: ‘Everyone 
is a photographer these days.’ Four 
years later, in 2010, he asked: ‘Are too 
many people taking photographs?’ A 
decade on, both questions are settled 
facts – we live in a world shaped by 
technologies that made everyone a 
photographer. 
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