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Figure 1. Untitled cover photograph, File Room, Dayanita Singh, 2013.  
Credits: Dayanita Singh 

 
I would like to start with an image from the work entitled File Room (Fig. 1), by Dayanita 
Singh, a contemporary Indian analog photographer and bookmaker. Singh is interested in 
the materiality of paper, in how it makes images, texts and memory, but also in ‘its 
confrontation with chaos, mortality and disorder’. A vital subject matter of her work is paper 
within the world of Indian bureaucracy - ‘the endless rows of files in Indian courts, municipal 
offices, state archives….’ with ‘…their own atmosphere and architecture, rooted both in 
history and in the present.’i But crucially, she is captivated by the ways in which ‘the mad 
world of files and paperwork continue to touch ordinary lives’ [emphasis added].ii In the 
face of digitisation of information, Singh’s work is an act of remembering and dwelling on 
the residual material legacies and continuing everyday experiences of an older world of 
British colonial bureaucracy.  
 



It is some of these colonial Indian everyday ‘paperworlds’ of the nineteenth century that I 
reflect upon and trace the formations of in this research. These represented on the one 
hand colonial forms of governmental control and the tyranny of their procedural regimes, 
and on the other, particular types of material, spatial and experiential environments and 
lifeworlds. Thus while these were spaces of mobilisation of colonial biopolitics, willy-nilly 
they also transformed into spaces of affect, being theatres of everyday lives of the people 
who occupied them in various capacities and ways. Through looking at the agency of paper 
practices as also some of their subversions, the idea is also to question our material and 
spatial imagination of the colonial state as being all-powerful, coherent and residing in 
stable environments. Rather, I want to refer to its patchiness and fragility alongside its 
schemes of overarching and abstract modes of control. I recall here the anthropologist Akhil 
Gupta’s proposition that in reality the state – in this case the colonial state – took far more 
disaggregated, fragmentary and everyday forms, was deeply dependent on a whole range 
of ordinary Indian employees and that at the local level, it became ‘difficult to experience 
the state as an ontically coherent entity’.iii  
 
 
The zilla sadar and the cutcherry 
 
Rather than monumental buildings in metropolitan centres of British rule (such as Calcutta, 
Madras, Bombay or Delhi),iv this research shifts the focus onto paper cultures and what I 
call ‘papered spaces’, in fairly ordinary buildings that housed the middle-lower hierarchies 
of British colonial governance and dotted the provincial interior landscape of Bengal in 
eastern India. My sites of study are thus Bengal’s ubiquitous provincial administrative offices 
in the period between the 1820s and the 1860s. These represented an intermediate 
location within the tiers of colonial governance: starting from the entire Indian territory 
headquartered at Calcutta, headed by the Governor-General and his Executive Council - 
themselves under the command of the East India Company’s London headquarters 
answerable to the British Crown and Parliament – via Indian Presidencies (Bengal, Madras 
and Bombay, Fig.2), Provincial or Local Governments overseen by Governors, through to 
Revenue Districts under the District Officer (this being the level my research looks at), Sub-
Divisions managed by Sub-divisional Officers, taluks or tahsils overseen by talukdars or 
tahsildars and finally the village under the headman. 
 



 

Figure 2. Bengal Province within colonial India, 1830s.  
From The Imperial Gazetteer of India, Vol. 26, Atlas, (Oxford: Clarendon Press), 1931. 
Credits (base image): British Library Board, 10059.I.2 
 

In 1765, the Mughal emperor Shah Alam had granted to the English East India Company 
(henceforth ‘the Company’) the diwani or rights of agricultural revenue collection of the 
Bengal Province. v  Starting 1786, the Company established Revenue Districts with 
designated headquarter towns (called zilla sadar, Fig. 3). The latter were revenue collection 
nodes for Bengal’s agricultural regions, which, following the Indian Mutiny of 1857 and the 
assumption of power by the British Crown in 1858, morphed into centres of imperial 
administration. Together, these towns represented a network of nodes of British territorial 
and economic control over the vast and fertile Bengal hinterland.  
 



 

Figure 3. A provincial administrative town in colonial Bengal.  
Captain George Francklin Atkinson, Our Station, Plate 1, lithograph, from Atkinson, Curry and Rice (On Forty 
Plates) Or The Ingredients of Social Life at Our Station in India (London: Day & Son, 1859).  
Credits: British Library Board, 1264.e.16. 

 
The Permanent Settlement of 1793 instituted by Governor General of India Charles 
Cornwallis had fixed in perpetuity the agricultural land revenues to be paid by intermediary 
tax-collectors (or zamindars, who were earlier Mughal tax-contractors), conferring upon 
them de-facto property rights of land-holdings, which brought about profound changes in 
the economy and society of Bengal. Ensuring certainty of revenue and propping up 
zamindars as reliable intermediaries - frequently at the cost of immense peasant suffering - 
made revenue administration the backbone of the Company's enterprise early nineteenth 
century onwards. Headed by the European District (Revenue) Collector and the District 
Judge, the provincial cutcherry (colonial office) complex formed the nerve-centre of zilla 
sadar towns where people came to pay their taxes, where litigations were pursued in district 
courts, where Bengalis moving from their ancestral villages were increasingly employed in 
public offices, where professional and commercial networks developed, and where colonial 
‘paperworlds’ grew (Fig. 4). 

Through the site of the provincial cutcherry, this research explores the architecture, spaces, 
material culture and wider geographies associated with colonial paper-bureaucracy in 
Bengal. A key dimension is how colonial (revenue) knowledge was transformed into 
material forms and spaces. In particular, the work dwells on those spaces within cutcherries 



such as record rooms (where revenue knowledge was stored in material forms) and office 
spaces (where paper-procedure was mobilised) that were driven predominantly by the 
logic, or subversions, of this paper-based governance. Paper became a key agent of 
colonial governance, not merely in itself, but also through the expanding spheres of its 
logic, which impacted on and permeated in a profound manner the material and spatial 
culture and ‘lifeworld’ vi  of the cutcherry. It shaped a whole chain of materialties and 
spatialities – starting from paper records, furniture, particular types of rooms and so on. Its 
influence also seeped out into other urban sites such as the town bazaar and spaces of 
professional and quasi-professional service providers. Further, the ‘papered spaces’ inside 
the cutcherry were also bound up with regional and global geographies of production and 
circulation of paper. Not least, the cutcherry employees’ cultural milieu interacted with this 
paper-centred habitus of colonial work in multiple ways to create particular types of 
‘lifeworlds’ and lived experiences.  

 

Figure 4.  Cutcherry, Munger, 1860s. 
Unknown photographer. Credits: The British Library Board, Photo 798(94)  

 

 
Paper as a figure of colonial governance  
 
As Miles Ogborn has shown, already in the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, 
accounts and correspondence meant to be finally read by governing committees in London 
shaped the ordering of offices at the Company’s commercial factory in Madras and in fact 
set up procedures for Asian-European trade across global distances.vii Building on Bruno 
Latour’s analysis of the spatial geographies of production and circulation of inscriptions or 



‘paper forms’,viii Ogborn highlights the global geographies and genres of writing produced 
by European mercantile colonialism. These became not merely practical technologies for 
global trade and a new imperial geography, they assembled various elements in particular 
power-knowledge relationships. Through these ‘cultural’ elements, social and even moral 
orders were fashioned within the office and in fact larger political-economic relationships 
were made,ix and which in turn created blueprints for later, nineteenth-century colonial 
office practices in India.  

Viewed through this lineage, colonial cutcherries of provincial Bengal too become legible 
as sites where the instrumental and seemingly abstract workings of capital were invariably 
mediated through the particularities of place, people and practices. Most importantly, 
these spaces housed and set into play myriad social and cultural relationships through 
which provincial governance and office-work found their own particular forms. In 
Provincialising Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference, for example, Dipesh 
Chakrabarty has drawn our attention to the plural and contextual histories and geographies 
which ultimately shape the located and proximal experience of global capital. Capital’s 
action on ground is invariably inflected with multiple constitutive elements: particular social 
and cultural forms, mores, worldviews and institutions. It is as much through these – what 
Chakrabarty calls History 2 (the ‘effective narratives of human belonging’) x  – that the 
operations of colonial offices in India were effectively organised.   

Historians such as Ranajit Guha have seen the Permanent Settlement of 1793 as a 
watershed moment marking the transformation of rural Bengal into a capitalist society 
based on western notions of private property.xi More recently, Jon Wilson has argued that 
while the Permanent Settlement indeed marked a rupture from pre-colonial governance 
practices,xii British colonial governance in the early nineteenth century was in fact the result 
of military and financial disasters and shaped also by contingent forces such as the struggle 
by the Company to understand the real, on-ground character of Indian rural society, and 
to forge new and stable administrative concepts and categories.xiii Either way, Company 
rule in early nineteenth century Bengal had both structural and contingent dimensions, and 
it involved desperate attempts to create abstract, paper bound rules and procedures to 
govern. 

Paper based textual culture grew massively within British administration in India during the 
nineteenth century, first as the Company’s role transformed from commercial trade to 
agricultural revenue collection and further during British imperial rule from 1858. The 
Company’s ‘military-fiscalism’ xiv  involved exploiting Indian agricultural and commercial 
revenues to finance Britain’s territorial wars within India as well as globally xv and also, for 
example, its opium trade with China, which too meant that revenue collection and 
management constituted its core functions. The district cutcherries of the provincial 
‘hinterlands’ were the very heart of this revenue economy and knowledge. And it was paper 
that bound this knowledge into material form and also acted as the cutcherry 
administration’s procedural instrument.  



The figural role of paper in the East India Company’s governance did not only draw on its 
own factory traditions or cultures of state bureaucracy in Europe. xvi  In the provincial 
cutcherry, two distinct paper-worlds coalesced: first, the company’s inheritance of writing 
and accounting as crucial technologies of global trade from seventeenth century onwards, 
and second, Mughal cultures of scribes and penmanship. Colonial revenue governance in 
India was fundamentally based, as analysed by the historian Christopher Bayly, on the 
extraction of Mughal administrative knowledge embodied within a Persianette Indian 
clerical class, its subsequent materialisation into official forms such as paper documents,xvii 
and further, as shown more recently by Bhavani Raman and Hayden Bellenoit in their work 
on early colonial governance in southern and northern India respectively, on a scribal 
clerical culture or ‘habitus’.xviii A paper-centred culture of written-down rules and codes, 
accounting, documentation, recording, surveys and various other bureaucratic practices 
was also the hallmark of the early to mid nineteenth century colonial government in Bengal 
that Wilson identifies as one of the earliest modern states in the world.xix It is worthwhile 
evoking here the anthropologist Jack Goody’s iconic work on the culture of writing as a 
type of political organisation of the state (the relationship between writing and polity)xx and 
his observation that ‘writing was not essential to the development of the state but of a 
certain type of state, the bureaucratic one’ [emphases added].xxi Writing and paper was 
therefore structural to colonial Indian provincial bureaucracy and in turn, to the nature of 
its spaces. 

The period between the late 1820s and 1850s de-facto provided a nebulous testing ground 
in India for the adaptation of English Utilitarian visions to Indian governance, as well as for 
the increasingly centralised governance that was to come in the later imperial era. As such, 
James Mill’s placement of India on a primitive location on a civilizational scalexxii paved the 
path for ‘improvement’ to emerge as the Company-state’s norm of utilitarian rule for India, 
although as Peter Robb points out, up to the early 1830s, revenue collection and dealing 
with corruption - not issues of justice or welfare - were the Company’s main priority. By the 
1830s, under the Governor General, William Bentinck, the colonial policy of civilizational 
improvement was virtually formalised into a governing ideal in Bengal, developing in two 
significant directions. The first was the management and systematisation of information and 
knowledge. The second were the developments of a new educational apparatus, a public 
instruction system and health and sanitary attitudes.  

Both of these permeated into the ordering of office procedures and spaces. Although even 
after the 1830s, under Governor General William Bentinck’s utilitarian governing ideal of 
civilizational improvement, administrative enhancement and a Benthamite efficiency were 
still seen as its central instruments. In any case ideology had to be tempered by the organic 
realities of Indian conditions.xxiii From the 1830s through the 1840s there was continuous 
overhaul of administration - e.g. generating and maintaining records for each and every 
aspect of governance, chain of reports and channels of reporting.xxiv  

Early cutcherry designs  
 



In the last quarter of the eighteenth century, it was usual for the Company to rent premises 
from local zamindars or men of influence for the purposes of a cutcherry in Bengal. For 
example, the Collector of Burdwan district rented a building for his cutcherry from the 
zamindar Raja Tej Chand in 1799, which he described to the Governor General at Fort 
William as eminently suitable, with ‘three enclosed rooms and an enclosed verandah all 
around’. xxv  Clearly rooted in local spatial patterns, this generic format seems to have 
provided a DNA of sorts for later British cutcherry architecture, albeit being wrapped up 
often with neo-Palladian facades. The description of a similar building in Chandkhali in 
Jessore district built as his own cutcherry by the collector Tilman Henckel, most probably 
using native masons, for instance, shows a continuity of this pattern into the Company’s 
own buildings. It was however, only in the early years of the nineteenth century that we find 
the first set of institutionally designed cutcherries in Bengal in the zilla sadar town of 
Bankura, starting 1808.xxvi  Interestingly, most of these followed the generic typology of the 
residential bungalow, with a central core composed of a room/s and enveloped fully or in 
part by a verandah. Most often these were in fact combined cutcherry cum residences, and 
boundaries between the domains of work and home in the provincial context were fuzzy 
(Fig. 5, top).xxvii 
 
By the 1820s a new type of designed cutcherry appeared, built by the Military Board, the 
Company’s chief building agency in the period up to the mid nineteenth century. These 
were what I have called ‘the barrack type cutcherries’. At its most basic form, these 
consisted essentially of an elongated, linear chain of rooms, enveloped with a verandah on 
two or all four sides, with the corners enclosed into subsidiary spaces. As I have suggested 
in my other work, these drew upon an already existing landscape of designed military 
barracks (1768 onwards) and their building technologies xxviii. The role of the Military Board, 
which designed both civil and military buildings, enabled a malleable transfer of designs 
and building practices across these domains. Devised to accommodate the Company’s 
rapidly expanding needs of court rooms, record areas and office spaces, the barrack type 
also allowed a more malleable format, being linear and hence incremental in nature.xxix Up 
until the 1880s, they typically contained record rooms in the centre, buffeted on either side 
by office spaces, further leading to courtrooms at either end, accessed sideways. In some 
cases the courtrooms were also ringed by the District Collector’s or the District Judge’s 
office (fig.5, bottom).  



 
 
Figure 5.  Bungalow (top) and barrack (bottom two) type cutcherries.  
Credits: author (surveyed and drawn).  
 
Demands of revenue administration needed new spatial calibrations. Compared with the 
Company’s (and in fact European mercantile capitalism’s) commercial enterprise in the 
eighteenth century which operated from introverted, fortified ‘Factories’, a distinctive 
aspect of the nineteenth century revenue cutcherry was the mandatory porosity it 
necessarily had to have – stemming from the new demand placed on it for public access. 
While the barrack type appeared in the 1820s and many were built then onwards especially 
till the early 1830s, the period between the 1820s and 1860s in fact witnessed the 
construction of very few new cutcherry buildings. Instead, it saw the continuous addition-
alteration of existing buildings, driven by the changing nature and emerging priorities of 
governance and a perennial struggle to calibrate the cutcherry’s spatial provisions to them 
(Fig. 5). 

 
 



Record rooms and materialization of revenue knowledge 
 
The question of colonial knowledge and the construction of a ‘colonial archive’ as modes 
of control have been read by different historians of India in different ways.xxx  Hayden 
Bellenoit, however, makes the strongest case for fiscal consolidation - its administration 
and knowledge - as the most significant bases for the early colonial state’s accumulative 
archive.xxxi In any case the complex logistics of revenue administration was itself shaped 
increasingly by the instincts of taxonomy, quantification and systematisation, especially 
from the time of the Governor General William Bentinck (1828-35), and also fuelled by the 
civilising zeal stemming from the ideology of colonial Utilitarianism espoused by James and 
later John Stuart Mill and Jeremy Bentham from the 1820s through to the 1860s.  
 
Spaces within district cutcherries were actively harnessed towards paper-records for the 
larger projects of colonial knowledge: the Company’s statistical surveys (e.g. by Francis 
Buchanan Hamilton in 1807-1814 and Robert Montgomery Martin in the 1830s) xxxii of the 
‘land and its people’ used districts as their spatial bases and encompassed natural 
landscapes, resources, historic buildings, flora, fauna, manufacturing, arts, prevalent law, 
customs, social and economic conditions of particular regions. xxxiii  Typically, district 
cutcherries would retain copies of these survey documents in the Collectoratexxxiv libraries 
for ready reference. The spatial counterpart of the statistical surveys were the ambitious 
pan-Indian cartographic projects such as Major James Rennell’s surveys of the 1770s and 
the Great Trigonometric Survey of India from 1802-1871.xxxv,xxxvi,xxxvii. At the local level of the 
district, extensive revenue (cadastral) maps showing taxation units such as parganas (sub-
districts), mahals (tax-paying lands) and mouzas (villages; many district-towns themselves 
comprising pre-existing villages) were prepared by the Company 1820 onwards in order to 
render certain the spatial bases for revenue collection.xxxviii The  ‘territorial illegibility’ of 
Mughal taxation units (e.g. subahs, sarkars, parganas) to the Company in fact led to fresh 
delineations of property holdings so as to create the geographical template of a modern 
state.xxxix Spatial calibrations going on in the Bengal countryside thus had direct imprints on 
those inside the provincial offices. 
 
One of the key drivers of provincial administrative spaces was the information collection 
and record keeping system of governance, the physical material that it generated and the 
human networks it involved. Christopher Bayly has emphasised that ‘the expansion of 
knowledge was not so much a by-product of empire as a condition for it’.xl The grant of the 
diwani had made collection of revenue information vital for the Company’s survival and 
especially after 1772, also gave the Company access to revenue records and procedure 
manuals housed within the Bengal Nawab’s court. However, by the early- nineteenth 
century the Company was very active in forming its own information base. xli 
 
Record rooms in provincial cutcherries became the central pegs of this new information 
system and in the spatial conception of provincial office architecture. Expanding the 
information base was also actively demanded by the Company’s Headquarters at Calcutta 



and the Court of Directors in London. For example, much local evidence was produced for 
the Parliamentary enquiries of 1813 and in response to the Circular Orders of 1824 that 
identified prompt revenue collection as top priority.xlii A look at a range of cutcherries from 
Jessore, Krishnanagar and Burdwan from the 1820s reveals interesting patterns. So 
obviously critical was their perceived role, that the record rooms were invariably placed at 
the very centre of provincial cutcherries, and other spaces like courts, higher officials’ 
chambers or general office areas were arranged with respect to them (Fig 5, middle). 
Typically, the rooms were 18’-20’ x 40’-50’ (the short span was determined by the typical 
lengths of local sal wood in Bengal) and vaulted over with a three-layered brick vault. The 
recurrent use of the same vaults for other high-security functions such as magazine sheds 
or jail wards seems to locate the record room as part of a broader semantic category of 
spaces that were expected to physically and psychologically secure colonial operations.  

With the possible exception of the treasury, the record area was also, by far, the most 
guarded entity in the spatial scheme. It was hemmed in between other functions and 
protected by various devices such as glass and wooden louvred shutters to allow light but 
cut out dust and moisture; grille and wire mesh to guard against human and insect intrusion. 
The range of interventions in fenestration design in fact tellingly reveal the contours colonial 
perception of threats arising from the human and non-human dimensions of ‘tropical’ 
landscapes. Such layers also seem to have been built up over a period of time as the 
understanding of possible threats evolved.xliii In short, the record room was gradually fitted 
out as a space with a very high degree of control over its environmental and security 
parameters.  

The nature of revenue and judicial knowledge itself was transforming. As articulated by 
Bayly, under the East India Company ‘revenue knowledge assumed the status of a 
specialised corpus of economic information, much more divorced from political, judicial 
and military knowledge’.xliv Each branch of colonial governance in turn developed its own 
specialised information base. The oligarchic form of district administration fed further into 
this process of informational and spatial segregation. While early record rooms like the one 
in Bankura were combined ones for Judge, Magistrate and Collector, after 1820, most of 
the Judge’s and Collector’s record rooms became separate entities, acting as the vital 
cores, respectively, of each of their cutcherries (Fig. 6, bottom). 
 
 



 
 
Figure 6.  Addition of office and record areas (top) and emerging separations and specialisations of 
record rooms (bottom) 
Credits: author (surveyed and drawn).  
 
 
 
Clerical cultures and their spatial practices  
 
Emerging contours of revenue and judicial information and procedures created its own 
spatial cultures – shadowing a shift in the dominant functions of district administration. 
During the first quarter of the nineteenth century, with ‘accountancy’ viewed as the highest 
administrative skill, the amla, or administrative clerks - a heterogeneous group which 
included writers, accountants and translators - became a pivotal constituency of district 
cutcherries.xlv The chain of interconnected open offices (roughly 18-20’x 40’-50’) was where 
the whole panoply of clerical work flourished but, interestingly, also formed porous social 
environments that were far beyond strictly administrative spaces (Fig. 6). The cutcherry’s 
plethora of doors and windows – arising originally from climatic considerations by the 
British – also meant an incidental fluidity and porosity of spaces, whereby confining 
employees to particular spaces or controlling the access of people to these spaces, was 
virtually impossible.   
 
Between late eighteenth and mid-nineteenth centuries, under the heads of Revenue, 



Judicial, Military, Public, Financial, Commercial and so on, the Company’s Court of 
Directors in London increasingly demanded different types of reporting –- such as 
‘consultations’ collating local proceedings, orders and resolutions, council minutes, letters 
received and sent; their ‘broken sets’ at intervals, and ‘annual sets’ - which district 
cutcherries had to furnish.xlvi  This in turn gave rise to elaborate procedural elements such 
as record keeping, accounting, writing/ copying, note-taking/ making, map making, filing, 
file sequencing and arrangements, down to micro activities such as tagging, docketing or 
labeling. Handbooks for clerical work by both British (e.g. by E.S. Keymer in 1922) and 
Indian writers (e.g. by Sitaram Gandhi in 1888) mid nineteenth century onwards also 
described the qualities of a ‘good’ clerk, presenting clerical discipline and integrity as a 
‘moral’ order.xlvii  

The office amla had a key constituent: the munshis - a Persianette Indo-Muslim group well 
versed in accounts and politics, with attributes of a middle class above and beyond 
allegiance to any particular authority – lending them a modularity whereby they could 
attach themselves to different administrative set-ups.xlviii The British initially used munshis 
as private language instructors, especially for young new officers arriving in Calcutta, their 
contact being primarily within transitory residential spaces of hostels or boarding-houses. 
Every zilla sadar town invariably had munshis giving private lessons to European officers in 
their bungalows. Michael Fisher and Bayly have also shown that between 1820-50, semi-
independent munshis and clients of individual officers were gradually moulded into a 
bureaucracy closely related to British patronage. They were increasingly inducted into 
district cutcherries - initially to interpret Persian texts within land records, for official letter 
writing in Persian and later on, as a more generic group of administrative clerks.xlix Bhavani 
Raman observes how this new bureaucratic order of British rule involved ‘new practices 
such as signature, discretion, pedagogy conducive to clerical employment, and the 
expanded power of expertise.’ Central to this was, according to her, the ‘”Government of 
writing” to check the abuse of power, modify conduct, and facilitate the spread of the 
market under colonial rule’ – and which generated what she calls a ‘textual habitus’.l I am 
suggesting that along with this, it also created a material and spatial habitus.  

The slowly evolving critical mass of the munshis within the office organisation saw the 
emergence of the munshikhana – the munshis’ workspace – expanding it beyond the 
residential premises of European district officers right into the core of governmental office 
premises (Fig. 7). The munshikhana was usually just an open office, enjoying a high level of 
connectivity with other parts of the cutcherry, but placed right next to the chambers of the 
District Collector, Magistrate or Judge, signalling the immediacy of contact associated with 
the munshis’ service, and often connecting them and courtrooms to record areas – i.e. 
brokering these relationships (Fig. 8, top). 



 

Figure 7.  A cutcherry with European officer, office amlas and munshis 
Charles D’Oyly (drawing), J.H. Clark and C. Dubourg (engravings), Plate 3 from The European in India, Plate 3, 1813. 
Credits: British Library Board, V 10573. 

 
The munshikhana was a writing-intensive space. It was also, by corollary, a paper-intensive 
domain. This is where the embodied knowledge of the munshis was being transformed and 
translated into material form. It thus became increasingly reliant on having a large amount 
of space for the safe-keeping of paper documents – it was not just a work space, but more 
and more a storage space too. The peripheral wall areas of the open-office spaces were 
becoming increasingly layered with this storage and the personnel in them were pushed 
further into the centre. This was possibly one of the significant reasons why many open-
office spaces in cutcherries were increasingly fitted with skylights over the central portion 
of the room, providing more daylight to that area -- a trend that is most noticeable 
especially after the 1850s.li 
 
After 1837, Bentinck’s new instructional system aimed to train up Indians for day-to-day 
clerical work and the Company decided to expand the use of the English and Hindustani 
languages in official communication – clearly an attempt to free themselves from their 
dependence on the Persian-speaking munshi.lii The ‘English office’ -- a specially designated 
space dealing with the processing of English records and information (then more amenable 
for use by European administrators) -- thus largely replaced the munshikhana in importance. 
This slippage in the role of the munshikhana is seen clearly in the spatial proximity 
relationships of the cutcherry designs after late 1850s, where the key location (next to the 
highest official’s court and private chamber) is taken over by the English office, displacing 



the munshikhana to the next level of proximity (Fig. 8, bottom).  

 

Figure 8.  Shift in the location of munshikhana and insertion of the English Office.  
Credits: top - author (surveyed and drawn); bottom – base image British Library Board, Bengal PWD Proceedings, May 
1860.  
 

Clerical lifeworlds 
 
So what did such ‘paperworlds’ mean to the people who mobilised them? Historians such 
as Sumit Sarkar have analysed how, to Bengalis, colonial clerical employment as ‘pen-
pushers’ implied a domain of slavery of foreign rulers (chakri, derived from chakar, meaning 
‘servant’), submission to alien temporal rhythms of secular modern capitalist time and 
production.liii The colonial clerk’s ‘lifeworld’ was cognitively split into the domain of the de-
aestheticised office signifying monotonous, soul-less paper-work; and its compensatory 
domain: the aestheticized home or griha, nurtured by the housewife, symbolic of the 
grihalakshmi (the goddess of domesticity). Around such an image of the home in fact also 



formed an early anti-colonial nationalist imaginary. Images of the cutcherry on the other 
hand either reveal a skeletal space with spare, rudimentary furniture and mechanical, 
‘staged’ rituals of colonial work (Fig. 7) or mid-nineteenth century onwards they increasingly 
present it as a spoof-space – chaotic, strewn with piles of paperwork, populated with comic 
figures of the distraught or incompetent European officer and the diligent or shirking Indian 
clerk, and where all order has broken loose or at least lapsed into dysfunction (Fig. 9).   

 

 
Figure 9.  Scene at a cutcherry 
P. Ghose, from The Inspecting Officer in Full Cry, Plate 1, from Nainu, Round the Kacheri, 1915.  
Credits: British Library Board, T 39347.  

 
According to Dipesh Chakrabarty, Bengali clerks negotiated such contradictions through 
the idea of three sovereign domains of action – pitrikarma (ancestral rituals), daivakarma 
(spiritual rituals), being the spheres of purity and vishaykarma (or material pursuits, the 
world of colonial work, contaminated by foreign language, clothing and altered eating 
rhythms).liv They would typically bathe and pray (purification rituals) after returning home 
from office and before resuming domestic activities.  
 
Interestingly, however, there was also a ‘domestication’ of the office environments 
themselves. For example most cutcherry premises had temples, employees would often 
remove their shoes (signifying contamination) before entering cutcherry buildings, as they 
would at home or at a sacred shrine. A government Circular Order of 1840s in fact advised 
employees to not do this,lv alluding to the cutcherry’s modern provenance of secularised 
time. The very rigours of paper-procedures also encouraged channels of subversion 



through mobile information bearers inscribing other forms of ‘making home of’ of 
cutucherries, which I will discuss later on.       
 

 
Record rooms as cartographies 
 
As mentioned earlier, demands on record rooms and storage areas increased particularly 
after 1830, with William Bentinck’s statistical movement involving organised survey and 
census operations in Bengal by men like Robert Montogomery Martin set afoot. Being the 
crucibles of this new institutionalised knowledge, record and office areas had to be 
modified and expanded in many provincial cutcherries between 1830 and 1855, in fact, 
accounting for the main changes in cutcherry designs for the next thirty years. For example, 
in 1852-53, the Judge’s cutcherry in Burdwan added two more record rooms, office areas 
and had eight more record racks made (Fig. 6, top).lvi In Midnapur, the native record room 
was re-arranged in 1851-52. The sheer amount of correspondence moving between the 
Board of Revenue in Calcutta, the Commissioner of the Burdwan Division and the Collector 
of the local district on the design of revenue record rooms, underscores its centrality to the 
colonial enterprise.lvii  
 
Describing the design modifications of the record rooms, the Midnapur Collector noted:  

Great care has been personally given to the native record room, …in which work the Record-Keeper had 
aided most effectively. Parties requiring copies go to a particular door to receive them, which door has a 
label with that direction affixed to it, and the Record-Keeper sits close to that door, which is in the open 
verandah and therefore within earshot of every passer by.  

….The other arrangements of the record room are based on…first, the records are arranged by 
pergunnahs [revenue units] on large racks; the names of the pergunnahs being conspicuously labelled on 
the racks and on the walls, second, the bundles are all numbered consecutively, and outside the bundles 
on the cloth the number of papers, according to the list, is also marked thus, PH Cossijorah, Bundle 1, 
paper 1 to 100 of list. Third, there is a book for each pergunnah, stating what papers are in each bundle; 
fourth, there is one separate long verandah for those Omlahs [amlas] to sit in, who are employed in 
arranging the records for record-room purposes, and another for those Omlahs to sit in, who are engaged 
in collecting information from records for the purposes of the general office, both being separate from 
each other and from the main suite of record rooms in the centre, to which there is only one entrance, the 
doors and windows on each side being iron wire netted, which provides light and the fullest ventilation 
and security from noise or illegitimate intrusion.lviii 

The Midnapur Collector’s account reveals key aspects in the development of record areas 
in cutcherries. As was usual up until the mid-nineteenth century, the spatial design drew 
heavily on the native Record-Keeper’s extensive experience and input.lix But perhaps the 
most striking is the desperate attempt by provincial officers to reproduce the revenue 
geography of entire districts within the rather limited physical parameters of record rooms. 
This was carried out by classifying revenue information into parcels, systematising the 
spatial organisation of the revenue room and working out a ‘fit’ of one onto the other. The 
nomenclature system started with real references to real places (e.g. PH. Cossijorah) but 



sequentially disintegrated into completely abstract systems (e.g. bundle no.1, paper 56). In 
a sense, the colonial record room came to represent an abstracted mini-map of a huge 
territorial region. Once plotted onto the racks and shelves of the record room, it was also 
a map that possibly only the record room amla - and not even the superior officials - fully 
understood.  

In addition, by the mid-nineteenth century, record areas could not continue to remain as 
insular an entity as they had earlier been. Transformed now to a specialised form amenable 
to colonial administration, revenue information (e.g. mouza maps, lx plot demarcations, 
ownership tables) necessitated ordinary public to access it in that very form. This in turn 
demanded public contact zones like verandahs. The visibility of the Record-Keeper, 
signage systems and auditory range all played crucial roles and equally, by manipulating 
these, the nature of physical, visual and auditory access to record rooms could be 
controlled. Furthermore, the processing of ‘raw’ revenue information into forms suitable for 
record rooms, and then from that into forms useful for office purposes, increasingly meant 
demand for ‘assembly line’ like specialized work zones.  

 



Figure 10.  Addition of office areas and enclosure of verandahs into office spaces (shaded) in the 
Bankura record rooms (originally built 1808) between 1860s and 1880s.  
Credits: author (surveyed and drawn).  
 

The verandah as a spatial type came to be the ideal addition to record rooms since by its 
very nature it allowed for flexibility of use. It could be open or enclosed for different 
functions and be upgraded gradually from a temporary to a more permanent form. 
Compared to record rooms of the earlier period, which almost acted as autonomous 
modules, the record rooms after the 1830s gradually became enveloped by a layer of 
subsidiary spaces like public waiting areas and offices, which formed a ring around the more 
tightly controlled records-space in the centre (Fig. 10).  

 

 

 

Paper Geographies 

In the first half of the 19th century most governmental paper was imported from England. 
Even the European run Serampore Baptist Mission (founded 1812) produced paper was not 
given much governmental patronage. Indian handmade paper, deemed inferior by the 
Company, saw a decline without state patronage. lxi With different types of paper and 
stationery acquiring specific meanings and power within the state establishments, anxiety 
about their supply permeated administrative operations. Paper and stationery were 



 

Figure 11.  Paper production or market towns (including earlier Mughal paper-centres) and sea-links of 
paper transport in late-nineteenth century India.  
(Map based on multiple textual sources). Credits: author 

 

issued to the Bengal district cutcherries by the central Stationery Office at Calcutta. 
Correspondence between London and Calcutta from the period reveal the constant 
struggle to meet demands, which involved global and regional movement of paper 
consignments and lent it great precarity. Indian Presidencies too routinely complained 
about English paper, which initiated a new system of acquisition in England around 1830s. 
For example, the stationery office in Calcutta reported deficiency of watermarked paper in 
1809, in response to which 4000 sheets of Bill of Exchange paper were dispatched in 1810, 
with another 2000 to follow. In 1805 the Madras Presidency headquarters at Fort St. George 
dispatched 100 reams of consultation paper to Calcutta for the Bengal Presidency’s use.lxii 
Between 1808 and 1810, there were a series of complaints from Indian Presidencies about 
the inferior quality of paper, which in turn triggered demands by London for actual musters 



as ‘proof’ and sending timely indent-requests, but equally, also initiated a new system of 
acquisition in England;lxiii Distance between Britain and India and the ‘invisibilities’ of the 
‘interior’ district cutcherries rendered checks on the ‘materiality’ of paper (e.g. defects, 
water-resistance, thickness, absorption) even more indispensible.  

Hayden Bellenoit highlights how the Company inherited a ‘paper-foundation’ from the 
‘kaghazi raj’ (paper-rule) of Mughal governance where scribal traditions included literary 
finesse, aesthetics and calipgraphy as loyalty to the sovereign.lxiv The Company had to, by 
necessity, also tap into the residues of the Mughal paper and ink economy stretching from 
Kashmir to Bengal (Fig.10). lxv  The uncertainties in English supplies meant the district 
cutcherries were often dependent on indigenous paper economies and bazar supplies. The 
Kerani Bazar in Bankura and Chowk Bazar in Barisal were, for example, all adjacent to 
cutcherry precincts and further connected to key regional paper towns such as Arwal, Patna 
and Rangpur.lxvi The dominance and logic of paper-forms thus seeped out of the formal 
spaces of the cutcherry and into sites like the bazar, which provided office stationary, cheap 
eateries for cutcherry stafflxvii and by mid to late nineteenth century, functions like printing 
presses (e.g. Kamala Press and Kali Press in Keranibazar) producing handbooks, penal 
codes, revenue laws manuals, visiting cards, case briefs and even spoof literature on 
cutcherries themselves (Fig.12).  

Fixities, mobilities and immaterial knowledge 

As much as the provincial cutcherries in Bengal tried consolidating their information base 
into ‘paper-forms’ in record rooms and offices, there was still an immense gap with the 
actual intricacies of revenue knowledge. European officers were forced to employ more 
mobile Indian intermediaries – typically, lower-level cutcherry staff such as orderlys and 
chuprasees - who collected information, apprehended offenders, summoned town or 
village residents and acted as general channels of communication.lxviii In fact, particularly 
within provincial governance as against metropolitan ones, immaterial forms of knowledge 
and informal transactions with the local population were, by sheer necessity, naturalised 
and almost legitimised into it. Provinciality thus had a direct relation with the nature of 
governance and its administrative spatiality.  



 

Figure 12.  Cutcherry literature: Revelations of an Orderly by Paunchkouree Khan, 1866 and bazaar 
produced handbook Law Courts by Deep Narayan Prasad, 1931.  
Credits: British Library Board; Asia, Pacific & Africa T5188  
 
Lower level employees not only enjoyed a high degree of physical mobility within the 
cutcherry, they in effect connected it to the life of the sadar town. The account of 
Pauchkouree Khan, an orderly in a cutcherry in Benares in the 1840s, is particularly revealing 
here (Fig. 12, left). lxix  lxx  Paunchkouree describes how native staff would fool senior 
European officers, take bribes in return for favours to external parties and also how he 
himself moved around sites like the bazaar in the town and nearby villages to summon 
people, apprehend parties, or conduct negotiations. In essence, the spaces that 
Paunchkouree moved around and the practices of informality and often marginal morality 
that he indulged in, accounted for the myriad forms of amorphous spatialties, immaterial 
knowledge and social exchange that in fact infused - and often subverted - the finite, paper-
bound structures of British Bengal’s modern governance housed within the cutcherry.  
 
Paunchkouree’s account seems to suggest that due to its very spatial character, the 
cutcherry allowed a certain informality whereby the integrity of paper-processes could be 
cleverly compromised and even corruption could thrive. Many of its spaces, like the 
verandah, entrance hall to the officers’ chamber, interstitial spaces between buildings and 
the generally porous architecture were nebulous and as such fostered anonymity. Part of 
this anonymity arose from its populous character and the sheer density of people milling 
around, waiting, talking and conducting business. In this case, it was not being shielded 
from view, but instead the very blatant exposure of open, thickly-populated spaces, where 



individual transactions virtually merged with the rest and ceased to matter, that brought in 
such anonymity.  

The other interesting aspect in Pauchkouree’s account is the range and distribution of 
people and spaces within the cutcherry: spaces deeply embedded within the scheme 
occupied by higher level officers with circuitous access, to the interconnected open offices 
for clerical staff with assigned locations but with a fluidity of movement between the spaces, 
on to the virtual spatial non-provision for a whole range of sundry lower-level staff, who 
were the most mobile of all and whose ambit extended far beyond the cutcherry, out into 
key sites of the town and the rural areas beyond. The cutcherry thus operated as much from 
the informal, fluid edges of formal provision as it did as a strictly rules-and-paper bound 
governmental space, and in fact provided the vital locus for a complex administrative 
geography spread over the town and region. 

 

Conclusion 

To conclude, by looking at knowledges, spaces, material culture and lived experience of 
everyday colonial provincial governance, I am trying to contest a reification of the colonial 
state with architectural monumentality and stylistic representation that characterises 
traditional ‘received histories’ as well as most postcolonial architectural history up until the 
late 1990s. Following paper as a material agent and a thread that had profound implications 
on the spaces and operations of the cutcherry - both within and outside - I explore on the 
one hand the colonial state’s organised pursuit of the rule of its subjects though systematic 
knowledge and processes, but equally, the idea of the banality, everydayness and lived 
experiences of the people who milled in and about the cutcherry, and ultimately the 
fragmentary nature of the colonial enterprise.  

This opens up the possibility of a history interested in how colonial forms, practice and 
experiences – both material and immaterial – were produced within and through a range 
of scalar contexts. It is also interested in how these material and immaterial forms and 
processes intersected. I have briefly tried to map the materialisation of Mughal 
administrative and the Company’s own factory based (proto-Corporate) forms of 
knowledge into paper, furniture, storage, provincial record rooms and office spaces; how 
these and other intangible forms of information circulated within, formed and drew from 
the office buildings, the cutcherry site, the town bazar, and a regional and global 
geography of paper supplies, services and communications. The idea was to have a 
textured description that rises beyond seeing proximal contexts merely as ‘localised’ forms 
of a global logic. And at a more intimate level, this history is curious about particular 
‘lifeworlds’ and experiential environments and sites of urban life that clerks or cutcherry 
employees and other people in its orbit inhabited and produced. 
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