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Vendors at India’s floral  

markets wear their colorful wares 

every day. In Kolkata the visual  

contrast blurs the lines between  

masculine and feminine. 

Flower  
Men
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S TO R Y  A N D  P H OTO G R A P H S  
B Y  K E N  H E R M A N N

On the banks of the Hugli River, Angad Ray—a vendor 
at Kolkata’s giant Mullick Ghat flower market—sports 

a crown of the false ashoka leaves he sells.
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 A few years ago I was on an as-
signment in India. I had a day off, so I went to the 
Mullick Ghat flower market in Kolkata. It’s one of 
the largest floral wholesalers in Asia—a huge war-
ren of stalls, more than a century old, with some 
2,000 vendors setting up every day. Seasonal 
flowers arrive on trucks early each morning.  

The crazy, hectic atmosphere fascinated me. 
But more than anything, I was drawn to the way 
the male sellers carried their flowers. They were 
macho men, but they held their petals in an al-
most ladylike way. One guy looked like he was 
wearing a floral dress. Intrigued by this masculine-feminine contrast, I 
went back two years later to shoot a series of portraits. 

Flowers are used for everything in India, from festivals and parties to 
religious rituals. The variety is enormous: brightly hued hibiscuses, vivid 
crimson roses, jasmine bouquets, fragrant lotus and magnolia flowers. But 
I decided to photograph only the species that I saw the vendors carrying.

I originally thought about including both sexes in this series, but the 
women I asked told me they were reluctant to have their pictures taken. So 
I focused exclusively on the male vendors. 

A lot of these guys speak only Bengali. Some are there illegally; gaining 
their trust was a challenge. But after a few days my assistant and I connect-
ed with one of them—a local guy who speaks Bengali and Hindi. His help 
made it easier for us to get permission and access. 

The market was too congested to frame the kind of clean pictures I like, 
so I photographed the men along the Hugli River, a tributary of the Ganges. 
I took my pictures from 12 to 3 p.m., to capture the moody mixture of sun-
light and smog. I also used a studio filter to soften the harsh midday light. 

Over the course of eight days I photographed about 55 vendors. Most of 
the portraits took 10 or 15 minutes. That doesn’t sound like much, but it was 
so hot it felt as if we were burning. At the end of each day’s shoot, I had to go 
back to my hotel to change all my clothes. I was literally covered with sweat. 

My work is an attempt to get beyond stereotypes. Some people think 
that everyone in India is poor and miserable. This project—a series of 
beautiful images made in a rough, unlikely environment—is my way of 
showing otherwise. j
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A vendor named 
Kulwinder models what 
looks like a dress made 
of orange marigolds.  
To get these guys  
to take a break from 
their work and pose 
under the midday sun,  
I wound up paying for 
many of the bunches  
I photographed.  

AS TOLD TO JEREMY BERLIN
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Meet the flower men: S. K. Baghat (above) wears a garland of Chinese hibiscuses; (opposite page, clockwise 
from upper left) Dev Kumar stands with a bouquet of lotuses; Dileep Hajra displays bunches of tuberoses; 
Ramdayal Yadav cradles bright red cockscombs; and Sikanto Pawani holds clusters of butterfly pea flowers. 
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Atul Dubey (above) shows off his yellow marigolds; Gorelal Dass holds up purple globe amaranths. These stoic, 
masculine men put on a macho face when they get their picture taken. But you can see that they carry their 
flowers—their livelihood—in a very gentle way. 
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