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When we discuss cultures and cultural expressions, we generally talk of a culture that 
is visual and performance centric. But there are some aspects of our culture that have 
traditional and social merits, but do not get discussed much. One such culture is the 
riverine culture. Across traditions in India, rivers are not only a geographical feature that 
give us  water, but inspire emotion, faith, and devotion.

In India, rivers are not merely addressed just by their names, but also as mothers, sisters, 
and daughters. The river Ganges, is  usually not addressed as Ganga but as Ganga ji, 
because the river Ganges invokes spiritual connection. However, along the way, we 
have forgotten our sacred relationship with our rivers- our understanding of rivers has 
been reduced to the definitions  described in Civics and Geography lessons in schools.

Unfortunately, even the young generations who live on the banks of rivers have 
forgotten their emotional, cultural, and social connection with the rivers. For instance, 
if residents of Delhi, including the youth, are asked what their relation to river Yamuna 
is, they will have no normative idea. Because, a lot of the city’s residents do not even 
know that the city is built on the banks of the river Yamuna, let alone the direction in 
which the river flows.

The irony is, if we  would not understand the relation to our rivers then how can we  
protect or develop them? When one cultivates no emotional connection with a river, 
how will one know the songs,  games, tales, dances, and visual arts that  have developed 
at the banks of our rivers?

To throw more light on our rivers and to create more awareness about its surroundings, 
Indira Gandhi National Centre for the Arts (IGNCA) has undertaken a project that would 
study the diverse cultures that have sprouted on the banks of several rivers of India; 
with the goal to inspire interest in India’s river cultures. With this objective, IGNCA 
has successfully organised three editions of Nadi Utsav in the last three years. Today 
marks the beginning of the 4th Nadi Utsav celebration, in Delhi, with an aim to spread 
awareness among the people of Delhi, that the city they call home is built on the banks of 
river Yamuna. Under Nadi Utsav, seminars, debates, film festival, painting competitions, 
and discussions on India’s riverine culture are organised.

One of the main objectives of organising Nadi Utsav is to invite school and college 
students so that they can imbibe this knowledge, take it forward, and rekindle the 
relationship with rivers. 

Foreword
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Another objective of  Nadi Utsav is to deliberate on how these stories,  poems,  songs, 
and  arts, influenced by the rivers can be preserved so that the  next generation  is inspired 
to revive their connections with the rivers, which would in turn lead to rejuvenation and 
restoration of the rivers. 

With these words, I invite all Nadi- Premis to be a part of the Nadi Utsav and enrich our 
endeavours with their presence, thoughts, and ideas. As we all keep working together 
for our rivers and riverine culture, I hope that we meet at Nadi Utsavs again and share 
more stories of the rivers with each other.

 
Dr. Sachchidanand Joshi

 Member Secretary
 Indira Gandhi National Centre for the Arts

New Delhi
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India’s cultural fabric is intricately woven with the threads of its rivers, which serve as 
the lifeline of the nation and profoundly impact its inhabitants. Beyond their physical 
presence, these rivers hold a revered status in Indian spiritual and cultural traditions 
and are immortalised in its literary works, symbolising deep spiritual and cultural 
significance. Acknowledging the sacred role of rivers, the Indian government has made 
the preservation and purification of these water bodies a top priority. Under the astute 
leadership of Prime Minister Shri Narendra Modi, India has embarked on a journey 
to safeguard its rich river heritage. The ambitious “Namami Gange” campaign has 
emerged as a milestone in spreading awareness about the sanctity of rivers among the 
masses. This initiative has galvanised efforts to rejuvenate the river Ganga and other 
revered rivers, aiming to restore them to their former glory. Beyond mere rhetoric, 
tangible steps have been taken to tackle the myriad challenges confronting India’s 
rivers. Prime Minister Modi’s personal commitment to river conservation has spurred 
action at every level of governance. His vision transcends political divides, emphasising 
the need for collective responsibility and concerned action to revive the nation’s water 
bodies. Moreover, individuals like Shri Shrivastava currently serving as the Chairman of 
the National Green Tribunal, have played a pivotal role in propelling forward initiatives 
for river conservation. Their tireless dedication and innovative strategies have injected 
renewed momentum into the cause.

As India charts its course towards sustainable progress, the preservation of its river 
heritage emerges as a testament to its dedication to environmental stewardship. The 
holistic approach adopted by the government, coupled with active citizen participation, 
offers hope for the rejuvenation and safeguarding of India’s rivers for future generations. 
In essence, the nurturing of India’s river heritage transcends mere environmental 
concerns; it embodies a commitment to honouring the nation’s rich legacy and 
collective identity. Through collaborative efforts and unwavering determination, India 
is poised to reclaim its role as the guardian of its sacred rivers, ensuring their vitality 
and purity. In our quest to preserve India’s rivers, two fundamental principles guide us: 
awareness and action. It is through heightened awareness that we embarked on our 
journey, seeking the blessings of Mother Ganga through the initiation of Ganga aarti. 
It was her benevolence that paved the way for such endeavours to become possible, 
igniting the inception of Ganga aarti. Our pilgrimage to Mansarovar, permitted by the 
Chinese government 28 years ago at an altitude of 17,800 feet, further reinforced our 
commitment to river worship. Subsequently, along the banks of the Bagmati River 
in Kathmandu, we conducted aarti. Witnessing the littered shores, we realised the 
necessity to cleanse the Bagmati before immersing ourselves, prompting a collective 
effort resulting in pristine shores within two hours, whereupon we conducted the aarti. 
The transformation of Varanasi’s riverfront owes much to the intervention of our Prime 
Minister. In 1999, a collective resolution united all to clean the ghats, culminating in the 
resumption of aarti ceremonies. Following this, aarti commenced at Dashashwamedh 
ghat, leading to subsequent ceremonies along the banks of the Ganga, Gomukh, and 
across the nation’s shores. Driven by this awakening, we continued our journey forward. 

Towards Clean Ghats and Clear Rivers



xx 4th Nadi Utsav
Thoughts on Rivers and Riverine Culture

Even amidst the Kumbha Mela, concepts such as Clean Kumbha and Green Kumbha 
have been introduced. Trees have been planted along the riverbanks, recognising that 
forests are the lifeline of rivers. In 2016, Kumbha celebrations at the Shipra’s banks saw 
74 hectares of forests planted.

It is a duty upon us to dedicate our time  to contribute to the cause of river conservation. 
By protecting our rivers, we safeguard ourselves because without rivers we cannot 
survive. It is imperative that our actions must cease any further pollution of our rivers  
Rivers are pure, and they shall remain so. Their essence cannot be tarnished by any 
force. To embark on the rejuvenation of our rivers, we must resolve to celebrate River 
Festivals. We must become vocal advocates for our rivers. While we cannot create 
water, we certainly can preserve it. The agony of rivers running dry should serve as our 
inspiration. We have shattered the heart of the Earth. Yet, our Prime Minister has drawn 
inspiration from the Ganga; therefore, the Ganga has never discriminated. It flows 
through  numerous fields and will continue to flow as rivers flow relentlessly, devoid of 
hope. The question remains: for how long can we keep its banks clean?

We must utilise all available technology for this cause. Organising River Festivals to 
awaken others, and ourselves, is crucial. These initiatives contribute significantly. The 
land along the riverbanks has become expensive and commercialised. The sustainable 
shores have now become saleable. Those shores that once taught us the art of restraint 
are now venues for commerce. Hence, from Upper Kashi onwards, Rudraksha trees 
have been planted to promote eco-tourism instead of hotel tourism. We must rename 
riverside drives as meditation drives, attracting people to these spaces. Alongside, 
promoting Rudraksha tourism and meditation tourism can revitalise the area. Rivers are 
our culture; if culture survives, nature survives, ensuring the survival of our progeny 
and securing our future. Our endeavour is for all to come together, travel, and create 
more and more ponds. For instance, in Rishikesh, many people died while descending 
the jungle path because elephants came down to drink water. Following a survey, 75 
ponds were built. In Haridwar, 40 million pilgrims were provided bags to dispose of off 
waste, seen on their journey downhill. The plan now is to build reservoirs after water 
rises. Trees should be planted on all birthdays, in schools, hospitals, and along roadsides, 
with continued care for three to five years. We should save water from pollution, keep 
single-use plastic at bay, and ensure organic farming instead of chemical farming along 
riverbanks. Purchasing grains from farmers to strengthen their resolve, will benefit both 
farmers and the poor. The Prime Minister has not only transformed Organic Thali into a 
Global Thali, but has also initiated the Anna Yojana. In the coming years, River Festivals 
must be organised on the banks of the Ganga  so that a revolution can be brought about 
in the years to come because where there is faith and reverence, there is a way.

Swami Chidanand Saraswati
Spiritual Head,  Parmarth Ashram

Rishikesh, Uttarakhand
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In environmental jurisprudence, the discourse on the indispensable role of rivers 
in shaping civilisations and sustaining life has become increasingly pertinent. As an 
ardent advocate for the conservation of natural resources and a keen observer of the 
intersection between law and ecological imperatives, it is imperative to expound upon 
the profound significance of rivers, drawing from a confluence of legal, cultural, and 
historical perspectives. During a reflective moment, I recollect a poignant dialogue with 
Shri Chidanand Swami, where we delved into the pressing need for the conservation 
of the revered river Shipra. This encounter catalysed an in-depth exploration of the 
multifaceted dimensions of river ecosystems and their profound impact on the collective 
consciousness of societies worldwide.

Rivers, beyond their geographical and hydrological attributes, possess a symbolic 
and spiritual resonance, serving as conduits for mental and spiritual purification. The 
cultural fabric of India, intricately woven with myths and folklore surrounding its rivers, 
imbues these water bodies with significance that extends beyond the physical to the 
metaphysical realm. 

In the agricultural landscape, rivers emerge as quintessential lifelines, sustaining the 
livelihoods of farmers and playing a pivotal role in the agrarian economy. Acknowledging 
the inherent connection between environmental elements and national pride, citizens 
bear the constitutional responsibility, as outlined in the Fundamental Duties, to preserve 
and protect these vital resources.

A jurisprudential analysis further underscores the judicial and legislative framework 
established to safeguard rivers. Citing a pertinent Supreme Court verdict, I posit that 
the legal machinery has articulated the imperative for environmental conservation, 
emphasising the duty of every citizen to contribute to the preservation of wildlife and 
natural habitats.

Evolving our gaze beyond the national borders, a comparative examination of global case 
studies, including the transformative journeys of Love Canal, Kyobo River, and Thames, 
offers valuable insights. These international experiences serve as both cautionary tales 
and sources of inspiration, precipitating the inception of national initiatives such as 
the Ganga Action Plan and the National Ganga Mission. The National Green Tribunal 
emerges as a formidable institutional response to environmental challenges, dedicated 
to adjudicating matters related to the protection and conservation of rivers. By 
adjudicating cases with environmental ramifications, the tribunal plays a pivotal role in 
shaping the legal landscape governing river ecosystems.

Justice Prakash Shrivastava
Chairperson, National Green Tribunal

New  Delhi

Rivers: Our Quintessential Lifelines
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Over 250 years ago, the Industrial Revolution fundamentally reshaped Europe’s 
development by ushering in a new economic era focused on industries, agriculture, 
infrastructure, and employment. However, as our understanding of Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP) evolved, a critical question emerged: What is the contribution of 
natural resources, particularly rivers, to our economic prosperity? Amid escalating 
environmental challenges, the health of waterways has become a pressing concern. 
Although, pollution and the degradation of river ecosystems do not directly factor into 
GDP calculations, their impacts on public health and the economy are profound. This 
article explores the intricate relationship between rivers and GDP, emphasising how our 
actions towards these waterways influence not only our economic metrics but also our 
broader environmental and societal well-being.

A question arises: What is the contribution of rivers to our GDP? And if a river gets polluted 
and we fall ill, does this come under GDP? Pollution of rivers or their death does not 
directly appear in GDP calculations, but when we fall sick and seek medical treatment, 
those costs are included in GDP. Similarly, the construction of hospitals, the growth of 
fisheries production since 1950, and other economic activities related to the aftermath 
of river pollution are all counted in GDP. This highlights a critical disconnect: while GDP 
measures economic output, it does not account for the environmental degradation that 
leads to these economic activities. Therefore, understanding the contribution of rivers 
to our economy requires a broader view that includes the indirect costs and benefits of 
maintaining healthy waterways.

Sustainability, a concept that gained prominence in 1972, redefined our approach to 
development by emphasising the balance between economic growth and environmental 
and social equity. This framework insists that economic activities must account for the 
health of four critical environmental pillars: air, water, forests, and soil. Each pillar is 
essential for sustaining life and ecological balance. Air quality influences health and 
climate; forests provide crucial services such as habitat, carbon storage, and water 
regulation; healthy soil supports agriculture and filters water; and watersheds, which 
have lost 40% efficiency in regions with degraded forests, are key to managing water 
resources and maintaining water flow. Any decline here disrupts rainfall patterns and 
reduces water availability, highlighting the interconnectedness of these elements. The 
well-being of rivers, which rely on clean air, robust forests, and stable soils, illustrates 
the need to incorporate environmental sustainability into economic decisions. Especially 
in areas where natural resources are vital for both economic and ecological stability, 
maintaining this balance is essential for a sustainable future.

There is a growing consensus that we should establish a dedicated collective focused on 

On Developing a Water-Centric Approach
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ecological issues. Despite GDP becoming a central measure of economic performance 
around 1940 and being widely adopted by governments—such as the U.S. Congress in 
1992 and China in 1994—this metric has traditionally prioritised economic growth while 
often overlooking ecological health. This narrow focus can result in economic activities 
that deplete natural resources and damage ecosystems, with long-term costs that 
GDP fails to capture. To address these shortcomings, it is crucial to integrate ecological 
considerations into our economic metrics. By doing so, we can more accurately assess 
the true costs and benefits of development, ensuring that economic policies foster 
not only financial prosperity but also environmental sustainability and resilience. This 
integrated approach would help balance economic activities with the need to protect 
and restore our natural ecosystems, leading to more informed and sustainable decision-
making.

Water is fundamental to life, vital not only within our bodies but also for the well-being of 
our planet. Rivers, which are crucial for supporting ecosystems and human civilisations, 
face growing threats from various human activities, such as pollution, dam construction, 
and unsustainable land use. Recent environmental crises, like the devastation caused by 
water mismanagement in Libya and the alterations in river courses in Himachal Pradesh, 
underscore the severe consequences of our actions on water systems. These crises 
reveal how interconnected trees, wildlife, and entire ecosystems are through water 
cycles. Healthy rivers support biodiversity, provide clean drinking water, and enable 
agriculture and industry, forming the backbone of ecological and economic stability. 
Adopting a water-centric approach—prioritising the conservation and sustainable 
management of water resources—is essential to preserve this critical element of our 
environment. Such an approach ensures that ecosystems remain resilient, biodiversity 
is protected, and the benefits that rivers provide to our economy and communities are 
maintained for future generations.

Water and air management should be integrated.  Rivers and rainfall are beyond our full 
control, as shown by unpredictable weather patterns and the increasing frequency of 
extreme events. The situation is more dire in mountainous regions where nature’s fury is 
more visible. We must recognise the interconnectedness of natural systems and manage 
them holistically. Managing water and air resources must be a unified effort, given their 
deep interconnection and the complex dynamics of natural systems. The challenges 
of controlling river flows and rainfall are compounded by the unpredictable nature of 
weather patterns and the rise in extreme weather events. This unpredictability, driven 
by climate change, emphasises the need for integrated management strategies. The 
situation is particularly critical in mountainous regions, where the impacts of nature’s 
volatility—such as floods, landslides, and altered water courses—are more destructive. 
Recognising the interplay between water and air systems is essential, for instance, 
deforestation affects rainfall patterns and water retention, while air pollution can 
influence climate and weather. A holistic approach that considers these interactions can 
improve resilience against environmental challenges, enhance resource management, 
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and protect both ecosystems and human communities from the escalating impacts of 
climate-related disruptions.

According to my experience in the Himalayan states, I have seen how the degradation 
of natural resources leads to socio-economic challenges. Communities here face 
poverty, limited access to healthcare and education, and migration, which exacerbate 
unsustainable practices such as deforestation and overexploitation of resources. 
I have witnessed how deforestation and forest degradation have devastated our 
forests, disrupting ecosystems and reducing essential services like water regulation 
and soil conservation. The land degradation and soil erosion caused by unsustainable 
agricultural practices have made hill communities more vulnerable to landslides and 
floods. Mismanagement of the Himalayan rivers through overexploitation and pollution 
has threatened aquatic biodiversity and disrupted the lives of downstream communities. 
Climate change and glacial retreat are accelerating, altering precipitation patterns and 
increasing the risk of flash floods and water shortages.

I pursued a doctorate in Botany, focusing on the flora of the Himalayas and in 1986, I 
founded the Himalayan Environmental Studies and Conservation Organisation (HESCO) 
with a vision to conserve the fragile Himalayan ecosystem while promoting sustainable 
livelihoods for local communities. Through HESCO, I have led initiatives that blended 
research with community engagement, addressing the interconnected environmental 
and socio-economic challenges of the region. We have conducted studies on sustainable 
land use practices, forest conservation, water resource management, climate 
adaptation, and renewable energy. These efforts have provided critical insights, guiding 
policymakers and communities towards environmental sustainability.

Recognising the crucial role of local communities in conservation, I have focused on 
empowering them through capacity-building programmes. By promoting sustainable 
agriculture, eco-tourism, and traditional crafts, we have worked to enhance livelihoods, 
reduce dependency on fragile ecosystems, and encourage community stewardship of 
their natural surroundings. My dedication to the Himalayan region has been recognised 
with numerous accolades, including the Rolex Award for Enterprise and the Padma 
Shri. This recognition isn’t not just about personal achievement, it is about inspiring a 
new generation of environmentalists, researchers, and community leaders to actively 
engage in conserving and sustainably developing the Himalayas. 

Dr. Anil Prakash Joshi
Environmentalist, Author

Kotdwar, Uttarakhand
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Beyond Pollution and Purity: The Spiritual Resonance 
of the Ganges River in Varanasi

Dr. Sweta Tiwari
Department of Sociology, Mahatma Gandhi Central University, Bihar

“O Ganga, may my existence be in you. You are at the beginning. You are in
the end…you are in the middle, you are everything. You alone are the

primordial Prakriti” 
(Tagare 1982:19:5, 82-84).

Introduction

Water, a substance so fundamental to life, transcends its physical attributes to become a 
capital of immense political, social, and religious significance. Beyond its essential role as 
a sustainer of life, water holds a unique position as a purifier and ablution agent in various 
faiths. It is the focal point, culturally constructed and surrounded by multifaceted values 
and meanings. It is imperative to recognise that rivers and water bodies are not merely 
hydraulic systems, they are complex ecosystems that sustain life and support diverse 
communities. Human beings, as integral components of river ecosystems, possess the 
agency to shape the destiny of the water bodies. Their decisions, influenced by varying 
conditions such as abilities, resources, and willingness, contribute significantly to the 
overall health or degradation of river ecosystems. As a researcher immersed in the 
intricate dynamics of people-environment interaction along the ghats of the sacred 
river, Ganga, my exploration delves into the multifaceted characteristics of this revered 
water body. Symbolising life itself, rivers transform from mere geographical features to 
spiritual entities, with the Ganga, in particular, treated as an elixir of life in various literary 
works. As Strang (2004) aptly notes in her work The Meaning of Water, “Ganga is the 
metaphor of social, economic, and political relationships-a barometer of the extent to 
which several lives revolve around water”. Strang (2004) highlights the Ganga River’s 
pivotal role in shaping and reflecting the intricate social, economic, and political fabric 
of the region through which it flows. As one of India’s most venerated rivers, the Ganga 
transcends its physical existence as a waterway to become a living entity that profoundly 
impacts the lives of millions. It serves as a vital resource, providing water for drinking, 
agriculture, and industry, thereby sustaining the economic livelihoods of countless 
communities. Beyond its economic importance, the Ganga holds profound cultural and 
religious significance, particularly within Hinduism, where it is revered as a sacred river. 

1
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The waters of the Ganga are believed to possess purifying qualities, capable of absolving 
sins and facilitating spiritual liberation. This intricate interconnection between economic 
dependence, social structures, and spiritual beliefs positions the river as a powerful 
metaphor for the interconnectedness of human life and the environment. The state of 
the Ganga—whether clean and free-flowing or polluted and constrained—reflects the 
broader social and political priorities of the region, functioning as a barometer of how 
communities manage and value their natural resources. The condition of the Ganga thus 
mirrors the broader societal challenges and opportunities, including issues related to 
governance, environmental stewardship, and cultural preservation. The river’s health is 
inextricably linked to the well-being of the societies it supports, making its preservation 
a matter of both ecological and human significance.

The sacred city of Varanasi, also known as Kashi or Banaras, holds a profound spiritual 
significance in Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism. Nestled on the banks of the holy 
Ganges, it is believed to be one of the oldest inhabited cities in the world. The Ganga, as 
a unifying force, flows gracefully along the ghats (riverfronts) of Varanasi, yet each ghat 
serves as a microcosm of distinct social activities intertwined with the river’s presence. 
It becomes evident that devotional practices, steeped in tradition, often overlook 
ecological considerations, as the river assumes an authoritative Sanskritic voice in 
everyday rituals and ceremonies. The Ganga ghats emerge as vibrant arenas where 
theological metaphors intersect with the enforced identities of international tourists, 
environmental concerns, economic dynamics, and caste politics. This convergence 
results in a kaleidoscope of attitudes and perspectives, shaping the complex meanings 
associated with the river. Drawing from scriptures, scholarly writings and my own Ph.D. 
work, I juxtapose the physical characteristics of the Ganga’s waters with its overpowering 
cultural significance in the quotidian lives of people. Through an autoethnographic lens, 
I engage deeply with the lived experiences and narratives of individuals who inhabit and 
interact with the Ganga on a daily basis. 

To truly understand the spiritual resonance of the Ganges and its impact on the everyday 
lives on the ghats of Varanasi, it is crucial to delve deeper into the multifaceted layers 
of religious symbolism, cultural practices, and the interwoven narratives that shape the 
collective consciousness of this ancient city. The spiritual resonance of the Ganges is 
deeply ingrained in the  lives of the people who gather on the ghats, or the steps leading 
down to the river.

“I come to the ghat daily, I walk down the steps, keep my clothes with one of the 
pandas and gaze the river for some time. Before the sun rises, I make sure I am knee 
deep into the river. I bathe in the river and chant my prayers while bathing. I come 
out of the river and ask the pandas to put some vermillion on my head. With wet 

clothes in a plastic packet, I leave for home.” 

(Excerpts from fieldwork by Ramesh Gupta)
(Sweta, 2018)



34th Nadi Utsav
Thoughts on Rivers and Riverine Culture

The daily scene at the ghats is a familiar one, with individuals like the one in the preceding 
conversation making their way for an early morning ritual of bathing before continuing 
with their day. The routines, though integral, often become so ordinary that they seldom 
become topics of conversation. The pandas, responsible for the proceedings on the 
ghats, maintain a certain silence about the intricacies of their roles. Similarly, whether 
they be tourists, pilgrims, or casual visitors, their expressed motivations for being there 
often revolve around an affection for the place or the religious significance associated 
with the river. 

The day-to-day interactions with the Ganga may, on the surface, appear mundane, 
lacking any apparent uniqueness. Attempts to extract detailed accounts of individuals’ 
activities or how they organise themselves around the river reveal a tendency for 
respondents to either romanticise the river when their routines are unremarkable or 
struggle to elaborate beyond the fundamental trio of “nahana, riyaaz, and prarthana” 
(bathing, exercise, and prayer) (Sweta, 2018). Encouraging individuals to reflect deeply 
on their everyday engagements proves to be a challenging endeavour. Anthony 
Giddens articulates the essence of everyday life, portraying it as a realm where much 
of our actions lack explicit reasoning. Our choice of attire, our meandering walks, and 
countless other mundane activities constitute a fabric of day-to-day social engagement 
that defies easy explanation. These actions are woven into the tapestry of our existence, 
challenging us to elucidate their motives beyond their mere presence and occurrence 
(Tomlinson 1997:174). 

While life around the Ganga ghats may be characterised as banal, even the seemingly 
trivial aspects of existence contribute to the comprehension of social order (Simmel 1950). 
Understanding everyday life requires an anthropological exploration that surpasses 
individual perceptions, delving into the intricate social structures and organisations that 
shape our daily realities. Mead (1934) contends that the regular organisation of people 
is not instinctual but culturally determined. In a similar vein, Husserl (1970:380-381) 
conceptualises everyday life as the “life world,” a realm perpetually taken for granted, 
constantly pre-given, and universally acknowledged as the shared world of all. Bourdieu 
(1990:150-155) posits that the everyday understanding of individuals in the broader 
world is intricately linked to personal dispositions.

Deriving from this it can be assumed that the practices around the river Ganga are drawn 
from the in-depth meanings that people take from the river as a sacred and significant. 
The sacred essence permeates the inert quality of the landscape, providing it with a 
distinctive frame of vision. The sacred landscapes serve as orientations exclusively 
meaningful for religious individuals. Sacred space holds existential significance for the 
religious person, as every undertaking necessitates a prior orientation—an establishment 
of a fixed point. Hence, religious individuals have consistently sought to anchor their 
abode at “the center of the world,” exemplified by the positioning of Kashi or Banaras 
at the earth’s center (Eliade 1963:22). The sustenance of the Ganga’s sacredness lies 
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in the rituals embedded within it. Rituals, with their intricate theories, function as 
blueprints for numerous routinised and mundane activities. Defined as “thoughtless 
actions—routinized, habitual, obsessive, or mimetic- purely formal, secondary, and 
mere physical expressions of logically prior ideas” by Bell (1992:19), rituals contribute 
to the sacred landscape’s fabric. Durkheim views rituals as means to foster collective 
beliefs and as a switch point between external moral constraints and individual feelings 
(Munn 1973:583). Geertz equates rituals with ethos, asserting that in ritual, the lived 
world and the imagined world converge under a single set of symbolic forms (1973).

The Ganga, consequently, embodies both the lived and imagined worlds. Through 
everyday practices, the Ganga is experienced as sacred place- a tirtha or liberating 
ground. The dialectic relation between the lived and imagined worlds manifests on 
the riverfront, where Banaras is simultaneously the city of light (Kashi) and the city 
of joy (anandvan). Rituals materialise the sacred symbols ingrained in the landscape, 
transcending mere functionality to become potential arenas for social conflict. In this 
interplay of symbolism and practice, the river encapsulates the dual nature of Banaras, 
serving as a tangible canvas where the city’s textual imagination is vividly lived and 
experienced. Texts glorifying the Ganga have been universalised through ethnographic 
writings, transforming into modern Mahatamyas, turning the Ganga into the greatest 
symbol of purity. The nature of Ganga is humanly, but it has the cosmic powers. It is 
not a river. It is considered as goddess. The river Ganga undergoes a metamorphosis, 
transcending its physical existence to become an embodiment of divinity, referred to 
not as a mere water body but as mother ‘Maa’ (Sweta 2018). Pilgrims develop an intense 
sense of devotion, elevating the Ganga’s existence to a divine plane. In the everyday lives 
of pilgrims and Banarasis (residents of Banaras) alike, the river Ganga sustains multiple 
meanings, serving as a cosmic fluid that connects the people across globe (Eck 1982 & 
King and Brockington 2005). For many tourists, the river-ghat system offers a plethora 
of yogic India, orientalism in its original form. For Hindus, coming from different parts 
of the country, Ganga is moksha dayini (liberating) and for some Banarasis, Ganga is 
the breadwinner. For Muslims, Ganga is cosmos of Hindu-Muslim tahazeeb (culture). 
Tourists not only contribute to the footfall but also bring with them a piece of their 
culture. For many, Ganga flows in the clean minds i.e., to say Man changa to kathoti mein 
Ganga (For a pure mind, the Ganga can be anywhere). For some, encountering the river 
is inevitable, as it’s the only way to truly appreciate its merits and benefits. The ghats 
become the blurred spaces of religious reverence, cultural melting pot, pilgrimage, 
tourism, pleasure market, politics, environmental awareness, each smudging into the 
other, and overshadowing the other. However, the exalted religious status of the river is 
always supreme. The bhakti bhav (religious sentiments) for Ganga subsumes everything.

The puranic devotion to Ganga is mindfully fixed on emotions. The auspiciousness is 
attached with eternal purity. Ganga is eulogised as the river which can even purify the 
gods and the goddesses. King and Brockington (2005:158) say that “there is a missionary 
zeal in both the epics and puranas to promote devotion to the Ganga”. The pilgrims are 
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so excited about the merits of the river that even the chilling winds do not stop them 
from taking the holy dips. The dichotomy between the river as a cosmic being and the 
river as an ecological being is seen in the practices shaped around it.

“She (Ganga) is believed to be the elixir of life, the holiest, the purest form of life on 
earth. She sustains all the living beings, liberates them from all the sins.”

(Excerpts from Narada Purana, as narrated by Mahant Girishwar Pandey)

He further defines Ganga as a reliever from all the sorrows. Ganga is such a high form 
of cosmic energy that she is believed to be the existence of the human souls. She is the 
primordial nature and nothing can defy her. The pilgrims see in Ganga the reflections of 
cosmic energy that runs the world. She is the only goddess who is a part of their everyday 
life. The morning and evening prayers, every daybaths to meritorious snaan (bath), rites 
of passage (birth, marriage, childbirth, death) the river is the part of everything.

Ganga has plasmic roots in everyday life of Banaras. With the rise of the sun from 
behind the sands, the bathers take a holy dip in the river. The shops start selling the 
paraphernalia of devotion like sacred thread, sandalwood, white whisks, and lamps. 
People flock to perform religious activities. The clutter reduces by afternoon and again 
the ghats come to life with the bells and conches of Ganga aarti. All these activities 
are guided by the stories people have heard about the metaphysical river Ganga. The 
stories link the sacred with everyday life. It makes the sacredness comprehensible. 
The promotion of various traditions on the ghats of Banaras is the result of the rich 
stories and legends associated with the place and the river. “Ganga takes the impurity 
of everyone. She dose not discriminate on the basis of caste. Sab barabar hain maa ke 
liye. (Everyone is equal for the mother), says Hari ji, the barber on the ghats. The puranic 
scripts glorify the divinity of Ganga. They detail out a rhetoric which is interpreted into 
actions. “Ganga”, a local Ganga lover says “has been misunderstood by the devotees.” 
“Taking a dip in Ganga will not liberate anyone. Throwing away all your waste and dirt 
will not give merit. Shedding all the dirt into the river will only kill it.”

Everyday Glimpses of Ganga’s Sanctity: Perspectives from Banaras’ Boatmen and 
Pandas

One way of experiencing the river is darshan or gaze. Gazing involves a subject-object 
relationship, an experience that people derive from viewing, making sense of their 
surroundings. Darshan, defined as a respectful visual exchange, establishes a unique 
intimacy between deity and worshipper. Babb describes it as a “fluid current of sight” 
coursing between the devotee and the image (1981:5-7). The act of darshan, a pivotal 
aspect of daily life intertwined with the river, involves a nuanced form of visual practice. 
It extends beyond mere biological vision, often encompassing conscious and culturally 
shaped viewing practices. Darshan, bathing in the river, and taking a holy dip constitute 
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“an experience” in context of Ganga (Turner and Brunner, 1986:35). Capturing everyday 
experiences necessitates an exploration of the sensory dimensions that people 
encounter. The Ganga as sensory waterbody, is replete with visuals, sounds, smells and 
feelings. Sensory consumption becomes a crucial means to experience a landscape fully, 
engaging all senses along with an active and reflective mind (Yi-Fu-Tuan 1979). On the 
ghats, two distinctive visual sensory experiences emerge: the sacred gaze or darshan 
and the tourist gaze. Ganga, in this context, is not only observed but also consumed 
in diverse ways. The boatmen and pandas (priests), play a vital role as intermediaries 
between the river Ganga and the devout pilgrims seeking divine blessings through the 
ritualistic act of darshan.

Within this sacred landscape, the boatmen, affectionately known as the Gangaputras 
or sons of Ganga, emerge as pivotal figures, their lineage tracing back to the mythical 
era when they aided Lord Rama in traversing the revered river. Today, these boatmen 
assume the roles of both custodians and facilitators of religious rituals, embodying the 
spiritual and practical significance of the Ganges. Beyond their role as mere transporters 
across the sacred waters, the boatmen serve as pundits of the river, their livelihoods 
linked to the sanctity of the Ganges. Their boats become vessels not only for ferrying 
pilgrims and tourists but also for channelling spiritual experiences through darshan. With 
each passing ghat, a unique narrative unfolds- the boatmen, often overlooked as mere 
conveyors, metamorphose into conduits of history, elucidating the myths, practices, 
and contemporary significance associated with each site. It is through their engaging 
tales that the essence of the Ganges is communicated, transcending the superficiality 
of a tourist’s gaze.

The practice of storytelling, often perceived as a routine activity, assumes a significant 
and transformative role when boatmen narrate tales to pilgrims and tourists as they 
navigate the sacred waters of the Ganga. This narrative tradition is deeply intertwined 
with the cultural and spiritual experiences of those who journey along the river. The 
storytelling along the Ganga not only serves as a means of conveying historical and 
religious narratives but also reinforces the river’s status as a living symbol of spiritual 
and cultural heritage. The stories told by boatmen are thus not merely recitations of 
myths but are active engagements that shape the pilgrims’ and tourists’ perceptions 
of the Ganga, imbuing their journey with a sense of reverence and connection to the 
divine. In this unfolding tableau, storytelling becomes a vessel for cultural transmission, a 
means of enriching historical knowledge, and a testament to the intertwined spirituality 
of the river and the city. The boatmen’s narratives encapsulate not only the historical 
significance of Banaras but also contemporary practices, famous culinary landmarks, 
and various facets of daily life. As they navigate the labyrinth of ghats, the boatmen 
breathe life into the river, stones and structures, infusing the landscape with a living 
history. Through their narratives, the boatmen carve a space for Banaras within the 
collective memory of those who traverse the sacred waters, ensuring that the Ganges 
remains a river not solely of water but of stories, myths, and enduring spirituality.
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In the spiritual realm, the pandas assume the role of intermediaries, connecting the 
river Ganga with the pilgrims who flock to its banks seeking divine blessings. For some 
pilgrims, a pre-established association exists with specific pandas, guiding them directly 
to the chauki (wooden bed). Others, unbound by prior commitments, approach the 
pandas of their choosing. Upon reaching the designated chauki, pilgrims deposit their 
belongings and assume their positions. The chauki transforms into a sacred enclave 
where the ensuing puja unfolds. The wooden chaukis, each with its unique identity, serve 
as both the physical and metaphorical interface between the spiritual and economic 
realms of the Ganges. The chaukis, with their tangible value, represent the economic 
underpinnings that sustain the pandaʼs livelihood. The ritual begins with a customary 
act- the panda sprinkling the sacred waters of the Ganga upon the pilgrim, a symbolic 
initiation into the spiritual proceedings.

The panda guides the devotee through the ritual, commencing with the sankalp, a 
solemn vow expressing the intent of the worshipper. The subsequent steps involve 
the performance of specific puja paths or religious activities dictated by the pilgrim’s 
devotion or desires. The chaukis, in this context, emerge as spiritual stations, facilitating 
a connection with the divine. Pilgrims partake in rituals with unwavering faith, accepting 
the pandasʼ methodologies without questioning. The magnetic pull of the Ganges 
beckons pilgrims from far-flung corners of the globe, each fervently yearning to partake 
in the hallowed ritual of darshan, an intimate communion with the sacred river. 

Eck elucidates Darshan as the “auspicious sight”, involving standing in the presence 
of a deity, beholding the divine image with one’s own eyes, and reciprocating the 
gaze with the deity (Eck 1986:1). This sacred gaze encapsulates the consumption of 
spirituality, transforming the landscape into a wellspring of profound experiences. For 
pilgrims, it unfolds as a sacred darshan, while tourists indulge in a leisurely gaze. The 
construction of the gaze, in any historical epoch, hinges upon its relationship with its 
antithesis- non-tourist forms of social experience and consciousness. The nature of 
a tourist gaze is contingent on its contrast with non-tourist experiences, particularly 
those rooted in domestic and occupational spheres (Urry 2002 [1990]: 1-2). Unlike the 
sacred gaze, the tourist gaze is a recreational pursuit, with the river and ghats providing 
sensory encounters for travellers and non-Hindus alike. However, both entail a quest 
for authenticity, as the visual experiences in darshan and tourist gaze demand direct 
encounter or mediated representation. The river, deemed sacred, and the ghats, 
symbolic of sacred tirthas, serve as conduits for pilgrims to accrue merit through their 
embodied gaze.

Entranced in a state of profound reverence, these pilgrims singularly perceive the 
Ganga as the agent for absolving sins, an ethereal entity holding the key to spiritual 
liberation. Sins emanate from bad karma. The undercurrent of their journey is woven 
with the anxiety of absolving the sins and yearning for celestial rewards. Rooted in the 
tenets of Hinduism, the emphasis on karma permeates their consciousness. However, 
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the contemporary globalised landscape introduces nuances, blurring the dichotomy of 
good and bad karma. Actions deemed virtuous for some may bear adverse connotations 
for others, and vice versa. Ganga is the great bathing site to absolve sins and gain merit, 
especially on important calendrical days like Ganga Dussehra, eclipses, Dev Deepawali, 
Pitripaksha, New moon, Ekadashi, and so on. The sacred act of bathing, inherently 
meritorious, acquires a nuanced complexity in its execution. Rituals pertaining to the 
sacred cannot exist in a realm of simplicity; rather, they demand meticulous detailing and 
elaborate procedures. The pandas, assuming the mantle of spiritual guides, meticulously 
devise these procedures, offering a structured mechanism for human interaction with 
the divine goddess Ganga. Through rituals and hymns, they orchestrate the sacred bath, 
infusing it with profound meaning and cosmic significance. The purity and beneficence 
of Ganga are such that a little water is also carried back home (Sweta, 2018).

The pilgrims, enveloped in shraddha or absolute devotion, trust implicitly in the sanctity 
of the river. The infectious presence and proximity of the river create an aura of sanctity, 
purifying both body and soul. The pandas skilfully leverage this proximity, intertwining 
the spiritual and the practical, thus, making a livelihood by assisting pilgrims in their 
sacred endeavours. Motivated by an innate spiritual pull, people gravitate towards the 
river, driven by a collective belief that the mere act of performing rituals with the Ganga 
as a witness, using her sacred waters, ensures the success of their puja. In this sacred 
dance between pilgrim, panda, and the Ganga, the river becomes a dynamic nexus of 
holiness, weaving together rituals, faith, and the ceaseless flow of devotion along its 
timeless ghats. The holiness of the Ganga is embraced as a common understanding, a 
fundamental truth that underpins the entire ritualistic process.

In this intricate choreography, the Ganga transcends its physical form, metamorphosing 
into a metaphorical metalanguage. As a potent religious symbol, it accommodates 
multiple interpretations, echoing the sentiments articulated by Brockington (1996:196). 
The river becomes a celestial nectar, an amalgamation of cosmological forces embodied 
by planets and stars. The Ganges, under the adept guidance of the pandas, assumes 
a multifaceted identity, symbolising not merely a geographical entity but a spiritual 
continuum with layers of significance awaiting exploration by the devout pilgrims.

The Paradoxical Dichotomy of Ganga: Sacred Devotion and Environmental Realities

In the routine rituals by the river, influenced by puranic expressions of devotion, vows, 
merits, and ascetic practices, the ecological integrity of the river comes into scrutiny, 
raising concerns about the physical health of the Ganga. In navigating the chaotic and 
uneven spaces of the Banaras ghats, one is compelled to confront the dualism inherent 
in perceptions of the Ganga’s health. The dichotomy between dushit (impure) and 
pradushit (dirty) frames offers contrasting lenses through which the river is viewed, 
reflecting the tension between its religious sanctity and environmental degradation. In 
an ongoing endeavour spanning several decades, the Indian government has tirelessly 
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pursued the task of cleaning the sacred Ganges river. From the initiation of the Ganga 
Action Plan in 1985 to the National Ganga River Basin Project in 2008, and most recently, 
the Namami Gange Programme launched in 2014, substantial financial resources have 
been allocated to restore the ecological health of the revered river (Das and Tamminga 
2012; Jamal and Sen 2022; Sharma et al. 2021).

A report published by Monika Mandal on Scroll.in illustrates the data from the Central 
Pollution Control Board of India revealing a significant financial commitment to Ganga 
cleanup efforts, with approximately Rs 20,000 crore invested between 1986 and 2014. 
Since 2014, an additional Rs 13,000 crore has been allocated, with these funds being fully 
utilised by October 2022. This financial outlay reflects a shift towards a more technical 
and strategic approach to addressing river pollution, aligning with evolving government 
policies aimed at improving the river’s condition. Despite substantial financial 
investments in cleanup efforts, pollution remains a significant issue. Reports from NGOs 
and government agencies reveal ongoing environmental challenges, underscoring 
the tension between the river’s sacred status and its physical health. An independent 
evaluation by the Sankat Mochan Foundation, a prominent NGO established in 1982, 
underscores the ongoing challenges. The assessment, conducted on May 5 and June 24, 
involved sampling water from multiple points along the Ganges in Varanasi. The results 
were alarming: faecal coliform bacteria levels were found to exceed permissible limits 
by a staggering factor of one million, far surpassing the acceptable standard of 500 
per 100 millilitres. Additionally, the dissolved oxygen levels, essential for aquatic life, 
were found to be close to the minimum threshold of 7 mg/l at most sampling points. 
More concerning was the Biochemical Oxygen Demand (BOD), which measures the 
amount of oxygen required by decomposers in the river. The BOD levels at most sites 
exceeded 3 mg/l, indicating a higher demand for oxygen and suggesting significant 
pollution that hampers the river’s ability to sustain aquatic life. This disparity between 
financial investment and actual water quality highlights the complexity of addressing 
river pollution and the need for continued and enhanced efforts in river conservation 
and management (Mandal, 2023). 

The confluence of ecological pollution and religious significance forms a complex 
interplay along the sacred Ganges River. Mary Douglas, in her seminal work, characterises 
“dirt as a matter out of place” (1966:53), a concept that resonates with the polluted 
segment of the Ganga, referred to as pradushit. Here, ‘pra’ signifies outside or outer, 
emphasising the contextual nature of defining dirt or purity, intricately tied to the 
notion of place. The cultural construction of purity and pollution finds its anchor in the 
specific locations along the river. The significance of these concepts is inseparable from 
the reference point provided by the sacred places. Without such a frame of reference, 
the classification of anything as pure or impure becomes elusive. Consequently, the 
pollution and degradation, occurring in areas deemed “outside”, are perceived as not 
directly affecting the inherent purity of the river.
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The paradoxical dichotomy between the spiritual essence of the Ganga and its physical 
manifestation unfolds in this narrative. Offerings such as food, hair, flowers, lamps, and 
ashes made to the river bring joy and peace to the devotees. However, this external 
expression of devotion takes a toll on the river’s tangible form. Despite the belief 
that the Ganga originates from the feet of the supreme lord, the influx of sewage and 
solid waste impedes its pristine flow, diminishing the divinity inherent in its physical 
embodiment. A poignant perspective emerges from the words of a frequent bather 
who asserts, “Ganga kisi bhi roop mein ho, nadi, nala, nahar, ganga hi rahegi. Yeh behti 
gandagi se ganga ka swabhaw nahi badal jayega” (Ganga will remain Ganga in all its 
forms. Its nature won’t be altered by the flowing impurities). This encapsulates the 
enduring spiritual identity of the Ganges, resilient in the face of external challenges, 
maintaining its sanctity across diverse manifestations. A pilgrim, hailing from the vibrant 
state of Gujarat, echoed sentiments akin to those shared by many who embark on a 
sacred journey to the revered Ganga River. Inquiring about her willingness to immerse 
in its waters, I, astonished by the apparent pollution, questioned, “Will you take a dip in 
this river?” Her response, delivered with unwavering affirmation, conveyed a profound 
faith: “Yes, I have come from Gujarat to bathe in the Ganga. This dirt is superficial; Ganga 
kabhi gandi nahi ho sakti (Ganga can never become dirty).”

Her conviction revealed a deeply ingrained belief system where the act of bathing in 
the Ganga transcends the physical state of its waters. Despite the visible pollution, the 
devotee perceived the river as an entity capable of spiritual purification. The ritualistic 
act of bathing, practiced on numerous ghats year-round, introduces detergents, soaps, 
and discarded clothes into the river. However, in the pilgrim’s perspective, this act 
symbolises a reciprocal relationship between the devotee and the sacred river. The 
devotees offer everything to the Ganga through the act of bathing, trusting in the river’s 
transformative power to turn impurities into merits. This sentiment finds its roots in 
sacred texts, which, though cherished for their spiritual significance, pose ecological 
challenges to the sustainability of the river. He claims that Ganga can cleanse itself of 
sins, for Lord Vishnu, the embodiment of sin-absolution, resides within the river’s heart.

The dichotomy between the Ganga’s metaphor of merit and its tangible pollution creates 
a perplexing scenario. The Sankat Mochan Foundation, led by the late Veer Bhadra 
Mishra, has valiantly worked to combat Ganga’s pollution. Their advocacy emphasises 
that the physical purity of the river should coexist with its spiritual sanctity, challenging 
the prevalent notion that spiritual devotion might overshadow environmental well-
being. Amidst the aartis, rhythmic drumming, and joyous dancing, the rituals of Ganga 
pujan unfold. The fragrance of burning ghee in lamps mingles with the aroma of rose 
petals and marigold gardens, creating an intoxicating symphony of devotion. The echoes 
of “Har Har Mahadev, Har Har Gange” reverberate, sanctifying the Ganga a thousand 
times over. The Ganga emerges not merely as a physical entity but as a transcendent, 
divine force that absorbs the sins of its devotees and transforms them into spiritual 
merit.
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Conclusion

Water, as a symbol, is universally revered in various religious traditions, endowing it 
with an inherent sanctity. Banaras, as a city, derives its rational foundation from the 
profound sanctity attributed to the Ganga. This sacredness is not merely an abstract 
concept; rather, it is meticulously preserved in ancient texts, such as Mahatamyas, 
Puranas, and folklore, forming the bedrock of the city’s spiritual identity. Ganga, in this 
sacred milieu, transforms from a mere geographical entity to a lived experience. The 
narratives of belonging to the river are diverse and plentiful, each contributing to the 
cosmic essence that defines the Ganga. While not all stories culminate in a cosmic finale, 
they collectively underpin the river’s cosmic significance. 

The designation of Ganga as a mother is an acknowledgment of its nurturing nature, 
emphasising the river’s role in sustaining life. Pilgrims, recognising the majestic presence 
of the river, bow down in reverence, establishing a profound connection with the sacred 
waters. This act of bowing transcends a mere ritual; it symbolises an acknowledgment 
of Ganga’s immense cosmic strength, derived from the inherent fertility of its waters. 
In the world religions, water consistently occupies a sacred position, and Ganga attains 
the status of a sacred being due to the potent powers it embodies. The fertility inherent 
in Ganga’s waters contributes to its cosmic significance, symbolising not just a physical 
entity but a living force with transformative capabilities. The cultural construction of 
purity and pollution finds its anchor in specific locations along the river, intricately tied to 
the sacred places. The influx of offerings, while symbolising devotion and peace for the 
devotees, poses challenges to the river’s tangible form. The Ganga’s enduring spiritual 
identity, resilient in the face of external challenges, is encapsulated in the unwavering 
faith of pilgrims who perceive the river as capable of spiritual purification despite visible 
pollution. The river Ganga is not just a physical entity flowing through the ghats of 
Varanasi; it is a sacred landscape where spirituality, culture, environmental concerns, and 
daily life converge. Its essence is felt in the narratives of boatmen, the rituals conducted 
on the chaukis, the sensory experiences of darshan, and the complex interplay between 
the sacred and the polluted. The Ganga embodies a complex interplay of spirituality 
and environmental reality. While it is revered as a sacred river capable of granting 
spiritual liberation, it also faces significant ecological challenges. Understanding this 
duality requires acknowledging both the profound spiritual meanings and the pressing 
environmental issues surrounding the river. As Varanasi continues to evolve, the Ganges 
remains an ever-flowing source of inspiration, spiritual solace, and cultural heritage, 
embodying the timeless essence of this ancient city. Ganga, the cosmic mother, beneath 
her grace, my head humbly bows in reverence. 
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Bhatiali, also Bhatiyali, is a genre of river-songs sung by boatmen and fishermen across 
the region of Bengal and Bangladesh. Bhatiali is sung during the boat’s downstream 
movement and resembles the movement of the tide. According to the prominent 
Bhatiali singer, Abbasuddin Ahmed, the melody of Bhatiali “ascends from the earth to 
the vast expanse of nature around and descends to earth again. The long drawn-out 
tune expresses the emotional mind of the singer in a straight and simple way” (1957, 
47). The genre incorporates aspects of materiality and spirituality that are embedded in 
the lived experiences of the fishing communities of West Bengal and Bangladesh. 

Bhatiali are folk-songs that are crucial to the occupation of boating and fishing in the 
rivers. Bengal and Bangladesh are riverine countries where the rivers, Ganga, Padma, 
Meghna and Brahmaputra (Jamuna in Bangladesh), shape the culture and identity of 
the place. The communities who sing the songs mostly belong to the lowest rungs of 
the society and are discriminated on the basis of their caste and occupation. As a result, 
these songs not only highlight their integral relationship to their occupation, but also 
create an alternative way of expressing their associations with the divine.

The songs incorporate aspects of dehatatva philosophy that looks at the corporeal 
body as the medium to reach the divine, along with metaphors associated with the 
boat. As an essential part of the “occupational folklore” of the boatmen, fishermen, 
and shepherds of Bengal and Bangladesh, these songs are bereft of any sectarian 
and religious bias (Majumdar 2009, 133). The boat, the boatman, and the river take on 
symbolic interpretations in the songs that dissolve the binaries between the abstract 
and the corporeal. 

The boat represents the human body, the boatman represents the soul as well as 
the divine, the two banks of the river represent the material and the spiritual worlds, 
while the river with its ebb and flood tides represents life. The whole act of boating 
is transformed into a spiritual act of passage from the material to the transcendental 
realm, a motif very similar to the mainstream Hindu belief of the river as a “hierophanic 
space” that connects the mortal world with the divine (Eliade 116-117).
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Bhatiali, as it exists today, is an amalgamation of the oral and written forms. With the 
decline in traditional boating and fishing methods, the songs are undergoing changes 
that indicate the ways in which folk traditions adapt to co-exist with the changes in 
a society. Abbasuddin Ahmed classified various forms of river-songs which were 
prominent across Bengal and Bangladesh: Bhatiali, Bhaoaia, Murshidi, Sari, Jari among 
others. Today In the contemporary times, all these forms have coalesced into the form 
of Bhatiali, especially in the region of Malda in West Bengal as traditional boating and 
fishing methods have become redundant in the area. The genre, which earlier comprised 
of a lone singer singing in an undulating voice while sailing downstream the river has 
transformed into “polligeeti” or songs of the village, where the singers sing with the 
accompaniments like ektara, dotara, tabla, flute, and the harmonium. Additionally, the 
whole village participates as audience. The shift of the songs from the river to the land 
also indicates the gradual distancing of the community from the river. In the following 
sections,  this shift with reference to few Bhatiali songs has been highlighted. These 
Bhatiali songs were collected from the folk-singers from the area of Panchanandapur in 
Malda, West Bengal. 

Songs of Devotion

In the songs of eminent Bhatiali singers like Abbasuddin and Jasimuddin, the images 
of the lives of the people are entwined with a deep sense of spirituality. The influence 
of Baul and Murshidi songs on the genre is also prominent across several anonymous 
songs, which the local singers also classified as bhaktigeeti or songs of devotion. In the 
song, Maya Nodi Kamne Jabi Baeya, O Rongila Desher Naiya? (Hey boat, from the colourful 
country! How are you going to sail through this river of illusion?), the singer warns the 
boatman to sail carefully in the river, which is life itself: 

Hey, boat! On this river’s slippery bank
Six women huddle together.

Don’t forget your way upon seeing  their beauty.
Because the moment you forget,

You will drown and die gasping for breath.1

The song is influenced by Lalon Geeti, songs associated with Lalon Fokir, and talks about 
the spiritual corruption of man through imageries of the river and boat. The river is 
represented as an unsafe way of passage, and the boatman is advised to row his boat very 
carefully. The river is epitomised as life itself and is full of dangers. The boat is one’s own 
body, crafted meticulously, but one small mistake can bring devastating consequences. 
The tone used in this song is that of caution and not accusation- the singer asks a passing 
boatman to be cautious of the vices and illusions covering the river’s stretch and protect 
one’s body from spiritual corruption. The six beautiful women are the six vices- kaam 
(sexual urge/desire), krodh (anger), lobh (greed), moh (attachment/illusion/delusion), 
mod (arrogance), and mathsourjyo (envy). 

1 Sung by Lakkhan Chandra Sutradhar, Malda 2022.
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In an another song, composed by Abdul Alim “O Sarbonasha Padma Nodi” (O destructive 
Padma River!), the devastation caused by the river’s floods and erosion is connected to 
the moral and spiritual corruption of humanity. The singer is lost in the vastness of the 
ever-expanding Padma River and fears the impending storms:

O destructive Padma River!
O Padma, looking at your violent storms,

My heart trembles with fear.
Lest you kill me, dragging me into your destructive waves.2

The river’s storm is literal and metaphorical- the traveller is lost because the storm has 
changed the landscape by eroding the familiar landscape, and the storm also represents 
the hardships in a person’s life. The six boatmen are the same six maidens addressed in 
the previous song, and are the reasons behind the destruction of the body and mind. 
Goaded by six sins, the body becomes weak, and the mind loses control. As a result, the 
individual can no longer find his or her way in the vastness of life, and when struck by 
hardships in the form of despair, the individual struggles helplessly with a corrupt mind 
and body. The river Padma is a destructive force which leads men astray and destroys 
them.

In the songs mentioned above, the difficulties of living on the shifting riverbed are 
enmeshed with a deep sense of spiritual guidance. The songs are not only songs of 
boatmen, but also depict the state of the human soul, which one finds in the Hindu 
religious traditions. These songs highlight how the aspect of spirituality is not separate 
from materiality and the ways in which discriminated sections of the society weave their 
own spiritual narratives from their deep associations with nature.

Bhatiali incorporates environmental changes and the landscape into a spiritual crisis. 
The river in these songs acts as an agent of awakening and corruption, highlighting its 
ambiguous nature. Like life, the river is impersonal, and man must find his way through 
it. The influence of dehatattva is prominently etched in all the songs. According to the 
dehatattva philosophy, which is endorsed by the Lalon panthis (disciples of Lalon Fokir), 
Bauls, and other Vaishnava religions in the area, the human body rather than the mind is 
considered sacred and the ultimate medium to reach the divine.

Songs of Erosion: Bhangon-geet
 
The songs are composed by the local singers who combine the aspects of their changing 
realities surrounding the river and their hopes and crises. The spiritual connotations that 
are found  in the compositions of the 1980s are changing into cries of despair pertaining 
to the increase in the erosion of the rivers, Ganga and the Padma. These songs are 
distinct from the other songs due to heir increased references to the erosive nature of 

2 Sung by Ranjana Sarkar, Malda 2022.
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the river and the resulting despair of the people. The spiritual degradation mentioned in 
the earlier songs is also replaced by a tone of hopelessness and despair where the river 
is accused of being a malevolent and destructive agent rather than a sublime entity.

The transition of the river from a spiritual to a completely material realm indicates a 
gradual distancing of humanity and the rivers. The integral bond shared by the people 
with the rivers is severed due to the mechanisation of boats and commercialisation 
of fishing methods. With increased dependence on technology, both in terms of the 
boating and fishing occupation along with the building of dams across the rivers, the 
dynamics of man-nature relationships are becoming increasingly fragile with every 
passing day. 

In these songs the river’s spiritual associations is replaced with constant references to 
erosion and the grief and sorrow of the bereaved villagers who have lost their kith and 
kin in the waters of the river. In a song titled “Meghnar Kule Ghar Bandhilam Boro Asha 
Kore” (On the shores of Meghna, I built my home), the destruction caused by the river 
is the highlight of the song. The earlier references to the six eternal sins and man’s own 
delusion and spiritual corruption are replaced with a sense of despair and hopelessness. 
The singer proclaims that despite losing his home and children, he built a home again, 
only to see it being washed away: 

I saw my young son and daughter drift away in the river in this home.
Till today, I have been searching for them on the river’s chars.3

The song indicates that nature is a much stronger force than a man’s attempts to 
domesticate her. Man’s arrogance lies in the fact that he presumes that his attachments 
will remain safe, while the river constantly breaks that illusion. In the earlier song “Hey 
boat from the colourful country”, the singer cautions the boatmen to protect their 
bodies from the temptations of the world, but in this song the voice is that of despair. 
This further indicates that in the earlier songs, where the singer and the river were 
inseparable, in this song there is a clear division between the singer and the river.

It is interesting to note that the occupational aspect behind the composition of the 
songs has changed along with changes in its mode of reception. Initially sung by 
travelling boatmen without any audience, these songs are now sung only in front of an 
audience, especially during Gambhira festival or during protests. The songs depicting 
the pain and loneliness of solitary boatmen travelling around the rivers have turned 
into songs of grief and loss pertinent to a community devastated by the rivers. At the 
Gajan festival held at Malda, an eminent local Baul singer, Bibhuti Sanyasi, sang a very 
poignant Bhatiali song on a similar theme of grief and loss of the community. Before 
starting his song, he briefly introduced the song’s background to the audience, which 
revolved around the lives of those communities who have lost everything to Ganga’s 

3 Sung by Dulal Das, Malda 2022.
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erosions. He informed the audience that his song was based on the lived experiences 
of people from Manickchak, Domhat, and Panchanandapur areas. He said “some have 
lost their children, some women have lost their husbands, some men have lost their 
wives, and many have lost their land and home to Ganga’s womb and are living under 
the trees.”  (Bibhuti Sanyasi, personal interview, Malda, 2022) The song represents the 
painful reality of the ecological refugee, whose pleas for help go unattended by the gods 
and the government. The song addresses the river by her names- Ganga and Padma, to 
incorporate communities of Bengal and Bangladesh:

O Ganga! O Padma!
Hundreds of homes she has wrecked,

Like the kalbaishakhi storm.
Oh! Do not build your homes there
Like me on the chars of the Padma,

Do not build your homes.4

The song uses allegorical representations for the communities- the Mynah, the Jacobin 
Cuckoo, the jackal representing the margins, and the Brahmini Kite depicting the position 
of power, i.e., the upper caste/class. Across Bengali folklore, the Mynah, also known as 
Shalikh, is considered to epitomise love and bonding. Hence, the erosion that snatched 
away peoples’ loved ones has buried the expressions of love and endearment. The 
Jacobin Cuckoo, locally known as the Chatak, is the harbinger of rains, as it is believed 
to feed on moonbeams and aid in the creation of clouds. It is also believed that the 
bird cannot bend its head to drink water and cries for water while looking up to the 
skies. Humanity is in a similar predicament to the Chatak, which has lost its home and is 
trapped after being surrounded by water it cannot drink.

The jackal, locally called Khek Shiyal, is often represented as a cunning creature across 
stories. However, its cries are also associated with incessant rain. A common superstitious 
belief is that the cries of a jackal bring ill omen. Shankar, another name for Shiva, who 
is believed to be present during the Gambhira festival to listen to the people’s pleas, 
also feels helpless when he hears the pitiful cries of the people devastated by Ganga’s 
erosion. The singer, therefore, equates the cries of the people with the cries of the jackal, 
designating an ill omen and the God who is equally helpless as themselves. Interestingly, 
the Ganga/Padma is addressed as a kulbadhu- the daughter-in-law. She is expected to be 
an incarnation of the Goddess Lakshmi and bring wealth and prosperity to her husband’s 
home. But the river turns into a demonic force by destroying everything and killing the 
householder in the process.

It is noticeable that the location of the song has shifted from the river to land. The 
frequent references to the chars (sandbars) indicates the predicament of the settlers 
who are pushed to the fringes of the society by the growing demands of development. 

4 Sung by Bibhuti Sanyasi, Malda 2022.
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Earlier, the dilemma of the boatman was to reach ashore and not get lost in the river of 
illusion, that is life itself. However, in this song, the boatman-singer is directly accusing 
the river of causing him grief. Death and homelessness have replaced the quest for 
spiritual transcendence. In the process, this has also severed the bond between man 
and the river.

Furthermore, the earlier mystical songs had a cyclical pattern of despair and hope, but 
the later songs, which I have classified as bhangan-geet (songs of erosion), are steeped 
in distress without any ray of hope. These songs belong to the Bhatiali tradition, but the 
tone shifts from mysticism surrounding life and death to a helpless resignation in the 
face of the river’s cruelty. The trauma of displacement and homelessness is prominently 
evoked across the bhangan-geet, where the river has been completely manifested as 
a malevolent entity. Unlike the spirituality that was identifiable in the earlier Bhatiali 
songs, the compositions of the bhangan-geet are more material. Furthermore, unlike the 
earlier songs, where the boundaries between man and river were difficult to interpret, 
the recent bhangan-geets clearly demarcate the river as an “other” to humanity.

Conclusion

Folklore is an integral part of every community. In addition to providing an inside view 
of a community, it also enables one to analyse how changes in the folk traditions reflect 
the changes in the lived experiences of marginalised communities. Bhati ali, as a genre, 
can provide substantial insights in the changes in the perception of the rivers Ganga 
and Padma in West Bengal and Bangladesh. This in turn can engage in a scholarship that 
looks at the river through the lived experiences of people whose lives are shaped by 
the river/s. Anjali Capila (2022) in her extensive work traced how the folk songs of the 
Ganga from Gangotri to Haridwar highlights the ways in which the local communities 
addressed crucial environmental discourses surrounding industrialisation and pollution 
of the Ganga through their songs. 

Folk songs, such as the Bhatiali, can be seen as an important medium of analysing the 
intricate ways in which rivers and humanity are connected. This will in turn enable 
us to curate a holistic approach towards conservation of water bodies. These songs 
also indicate the adverse effects of development and commercialisation of traditional 
occupations. Hence, these can provide an important counter-narrative to the 
celebratory narratives surrounding technological advancements that often jeopardise 
the riverine ecosystems by changing the behaviour of the river. As such, the folk-songs 
and traditions, are crucial in understanding the ecological problems arising from the 
demands of development and the price paid by a certain section of humanity whose 
voices often remain silenced and marginalised.
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Introduction

The idea of development around rivers has always been a controversial subject of 
discussion. In fact, development has varying definitions from various lenses. State 
pursues development with the prospects of profit. Be it dams, tourism or the riverfronts, 
the state is visionary but short-sighted ideas of creating a space or water body which can 
be a source of profit for itself, the state, and amusement for the spectators. However, 
the ecological aspects of “rivers” are unfortunately not taken into consideration while 
making decisions. Forgetting the river while dealing with the river is the new trend of 
urbanisation. 

Comparative Development Models: European Rivers vs Indian Rivers

Kimberley Kinder in her book “The Politics of the Urban Water: Changing Waterscapes in 
Amsterdam”, showcases certain models of development around the rivers in Amsterdam, 
especially around River Amstel. Her book 
provides an account of how the West 
pursues and plans the development of 
a river in cities. The European rivers in 
urban settings were developed without 
floodplains. The book demonstrates 
the absence of an understanding of 
floodplains for the river in the European 
planner’s imagination. One can clearly 
see in the pictures provided, how the 
river is structured in a manner where the 
infrastructures such as roads, riverfronts, 
apartments, etc. are constructed right next 
to the river. 

In the postcolonial era, India has been stuck with the idea of imitating the West for the 
development of its rivers and cities. Thus, one can see various infrastructures that are 

Figure 1: Apartments right next to the edge of the river in Amster-
dam. Source: Kinder, K. (2015) The Politics of Urban Water: Changing 
Waterscapes in Amsterdam.
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quite non-supportive of the ecology of the rivers. One can argue that such structures 
help in keeping the river region clean or may boost tourism and revenue of the state. 
However, to understand the infrastructures, we need to know the basic ecology of the 
Indian rivers.

Most Indian rivers originate from Himalayan 
ranges and gush down with a certain flow. The 
rivers here are prone to flooding, thus, they do 
demand a healthy floodplain to expand and seep 
into the ground. Indian rivers within India are 
also different, and demand different treatment 
based on the size of the river and the weather 
conditions. The image explains the nature of 
Indian Rivers which keep changing their course 
during both pre and post monsoon. Thus, 
according to the basic flow and pattern of Indian 
rivers it is important to consider that floodplains 
are an integral part of rivers and should not be 
seen as a barren region for capitalistic gains 
(Lahiri-Dutt & Samanta, 2013).

Bela Estate through the Lens of History: Colonial Legacies and Contemporary Challenges

Yamuna river in Delhi has a long history of floodplain irrigation. Anecdotal accounts 
tell the story of around 2000-3000 farmers who gradually brought agriculture to the 
floodplains in the 1930s. Early maps demonstrate the relevance of Yamuna River to the 
Mughal rulers (Dasgupta, 2018).  Many of the historic buildings were constructed near 
to the water body for aesthetic, strategic, and economic purposes. Thus, one can clearly 
observe how various forts and monuments were built near Yamuna in Delhi. In addition 
to offering them strategic advantage and control of trade routes, Mughals had a deep 
aesthetic connection with rivers and water bodies. Based on various writings on rivers 
and its portrayal during the Mughal era, one learns that rivers for the Mughals were a 
sight of luxury, serenity, and escape. It also symbolises the sense of appreciation for 
beauty of nature that the royalty had in the region (Dasgupta, 2018). However, this 
perception of the river drastically changed with the colonial era. 

During the colonial times, a redefinition of river as a resource was spread amongst the 
riverine communities. Earlier the floodplains were seen as part of the river and now 
with colonial rulers there was a clear demarcation of the land and the water.  The land 
surrounding the river was seen as an economic resource by the colonial state. Thus, 
floodplains suddenly grabbed a lot of attention and so did the floodplains of Yamuna in 
Delhi also become relevant for the British (Lahiri-Dutt & Samanta, 2013).

Figure 2: River and floodplain (which river and floodplain) 
during pre monsoon, monsoon and post monsoon
Source: Google
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Therefore, Yamuna floodplain located near the present day Rajghat region was decided 
to be used as a grazing land for the horses of the British troops. It was informed by the 
present-day dwellers on the floodplain that to cultivate the land as a grazing land, it was 
handed over to a man named “Moolchand” about whom less is known; thus, the area 
came to be known as Moolchand Basti. Moolchand had invited many other farmers from 
his village in Rajasthan to cultivate the floodplain into a grazing land. Post Independence, 
this Moolchand Basti was taken over by the Delhi Peasant Cooperative Society which 
mainly acted as a governing body over the land and its revenue in Moolchand Basti. 
This Cooperative Society was a non-constitutional organisation and Moolchand being a 
part of the society, could acquire the land on lease for a certain period. However, post-
independence the floodplain was now used for the purpose of agriculture of the cash 
crops by the ones who settled themselves in Moolchand Basti. 

Bela Estate as we know it today is a part of larger Moolchand basti. In an interview, 
Rekha from Bela Estate revealed that it is their third generation living in Bela Estate 
since the time of Moolchand and farming on these floodplains have been their livelihood 
since the colonial times. They have all documents which include the Lagaan receipts 
during the British era of 1933, Aadhaar, electricity bill, voter ID etc. on the address of 
Bela estate. So, these people claim themselves to be farmers and have contributed to 
the sustenance of the city for quite a long time. They live in non-permanent structures 
to combat flood and river’s nature. 
The cycle of waste management is 
well maintained in the case of Bela 
estate. The animal waste was used 
as manure and the fodder was used 
as food for the cattle. These people 
basically had a dependency on 
Yamuna in terms of livelihood and 
day to day survival. Their practice 
was contributing towards food 
security of the city and reduction in 
carbon footprints. 

Today, the community is facing a massive eviction drive by DDA (DDA press clips, 2023). 
These residents are tagged as squatters, encroachers, and illegal slum dwellers. The 
community has been on protest since April 2023 under the Geeta Colony flyover. They 
claim that for them their livelihood of agriculture is precious, and evictions are an unjust 
process.

Yamuna Today: An In-Depth Examination of a Troubled River 

To understand the current situation of Yamuna, one can refer to the figures from 
Yamuna Monitoring Committee (YMC) Report 2019-20. The report clearly shows how 

Figure 3: Lagaan receipt of a Bela Estate farmer, 1933.
Source: Author
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Yamuna starts its journey in its clean and pure form, but by the time it leaves Delhi, it 
completely transforms itself into a mere “drain”.

Pollutants and their concentration levels in Yamuna significantly impact the productivity 
of its floodplain. Thus, Yamuna, starting from Paonta Sahib in Himachal Pradesh, has 
cleanest water at the origin. However, the water quality deteriorates extremely after 

Palla, where Yamuna enters 
Delhi leaving Uttar Pradesh 
border. The main reason stated 
by most of the ground activists 
and environmental reports, such 
as the Centre of Science and 
Environment (CSE), is that the 
flow of the water is drastically 
reduced after Wazirabad due to 
the water treatment plants. This 
plant provides drinking water to 
the entire city of Delhi. 

A lot of drains connect with 
Yamuna after Wazirabad as 
shown in the figure.  Due to less 
flow in the river, the installed 
Sewage Treatment Plants (STP) 
for most of the drain water fail to 
complete the cleaning process. 
This is due to the reason that STP 
doesn’t have enough water to 
dilute and mix the slurry properly 
for a treatment. As a result 
the untreated sewage meets 
the river at various openings 
from Wazirabad till Kalindi Kunj 
(Okhla).

Bela Estate, the region, which 
was solely dependent on 
agriculture, now has a water 
body next to it with Biochemical 
Oxygen Demand (BOD) 25 mg/l, 
instead of 2 mg/l, Dissolved 
Oxygen (DO) 1 mg/l, whereas it 
should be above 8 mg/l. From 

Figure 4: Pollutants in Yamuna from Paonta Sahib till Wazirabad Barrage.
Source: YMC Report 2019-20

Figure 5: Pollutants in Yamuna from Wazirabad Barrage to Okhla Barrage
Source: YMC Report 2019-20
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Wazirabad barrage till Okhla barrage, the flow reduces from 747 cumec to 38.7 cumec 
(Chandra & Sajwan, 2020). Also, there is a high concentration of Nitrogen and Phosphate 
content in water. This data forced the National Green Tribunal (NGT) to declare Yamuna 
floodplains unfit for farming or any kind of consumable agricultural practices. Over 
the period the water quality has deteriorated instead of improving. Though the Delhi 
government has undertaken multiple drives for treatment and cleaning of Yamuna, 
unfortunately, the river related policy makers are way behind in understanding the 
ecology and preservation methods. Such gaps between the policy makers and the 
grassroot communities are the reason for the drastic failure of river-related policies.

Re-imagining Urban Floodplains

Today as per the modern approach of development, the attempt is to make rivers 
accessible to the urban dwellers. Thus, major projects of riverfronts are approved and 
implemented. Rivers as a source for recreation and a source for revenue generation 
through tourism is a trend with all water bodies in urban cities. However, despite many 
critiques, Agriculture has been a tried and tested practice on floodplains which brings no 
harm to the river or to the land. Also, land being fertile acts in favour of the practice. The 
practice of agriculture in Bela Estate contributed to the sustenance of the city for quite a 
long time. However, the river’s pollution is a major reason for polluted floodplains, and 
thus, one can state that the intense urbanisation is clearly responsible for abandoning 
an entire community which was solely dependent on floodplain agriculture.

In Peril: The Imperative of Safeguarding Our Rivers

While discussing the safeguard measures taken towards protecting and preserving a 
river, the major steps taken by the government become quite an important aspect. The 
Government of Delhi has been initiating multiple plans and projects in order to make the 
river fit enough to be termed as a river and not as a drain. Few initiatives that have been 
undertaken are Sewage Treatment Plant (STP) system, Interceptor Drain Treatment 
Plant (IDTP) methods, and machinery for clearing silt from the river and drains.  All these 
initiatives have a nominal budget of more than hundreds of crores; however, these 
terribly fail due to low flow or faulty machineries. Centre for Science and Environment 
(CSE) came out with a report in 2009 which clearly stated that effective flow in Najafgarh 
drain is claimed to be 1500 ml/d in 2007 and based on the pollutants it might remain the 
same in 2045, despite using IDTP. Also, the IDTP can only clean less than 60% of the 
Najafgarh drain (River Pollution Unit Centre for Science and Environment, 2009). These 
facts raise questions on the expensive methods and machinery used to improve the 
quality of the river. It is not just the machinery, but also a lack of coordination within 
various government agencies, be it Central Government, State Government, Delhi 
Development Authority (DDA), or NGT. All this leads to a faulty system of bringing a 
change to the present scenario (Echeverri-Gent, 2018). 
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However, with awareness amongst 
the city dwellers and basic ideas of 
decentralised sewage treatment systems 
can help to a certain extent in controlling 
sewage dumping into the river. With the 
present scenario of rivers, it is obvious to 
question if there can be a solution to the 
concerns of rivers. According to the YMC 
Report 2019-20, it was reported that 
during COVID, an anaerobic reaction due 

to a particular bacterium in the river helped in self-cleaning Yamuna to a certain extent, 
and it was quite noticeable. Thus, it is an evident proof that with a certain regulation on 
industrial effluent probably the original nature of the river can be revived.

It is a hard reality that Delhi has abandoned the river, more than the British did. The 
intimacy and dependency have been brought down to a nullified extent. Probably, that 
is the reason why city dwellers see infrastructures on floodplains as perfect form of 
development, while considering the traditional knowledge as barbaric and unfit for the 
city (Dasgupta, 2018). This idea of being unfit for the city is not just for the practice, but 
also for the practitioners of it. Therefore, the dwellers of the Bela Estate are just one 
example of displacement due to polluted rivers, certainly there must be a longer list to 
consider the injustice caused due to urbanisation.

Figure 6: A farmer from Bela Estate, Source: Author
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Introduction

Rivers are a primary source of water for many communities around the world. People 
use river water for drinking, cooking, bathing, and washing clothes. Rivers provide water 
for irrigation, which is essential for growing crops. Rivers are home to a wide variety of 
fish species, which provide an important source of protein for many people. Fishing is 
also an important economic activity in many regions, providing jobs and income for local 
communities. Rivers have long been used as a means of transportation, allowing people 
to travel great distances and transport goods from one place to another. Considering 
these viewpoints, the present paper throws light on the art of living of the people of 
Laika village which is situated about 12 km north of the district headquarter of Tinsukia of 
Assam. It is situated at the heart of Dibru-Saikhowa National Park and is surrounded by 
the mighty river Brahmaputra in the North and river Dibru in the West. There are various 
studies on livelihood along the river (such as Food and Agriculture Org., 2018, Pandit, A., 
A. Ekka, B. K. Das, S. Samanta, L. Chakraborty and R. K. Raman., 2019, S Manasi, Latha N 
and K V Raju., 2009 and so on). Standard anthropological methods have been used to 
collect the relevant data. 

Laika comprises of three villages namely Laika Rigbi, Laika Pomua, and Laika Pasidiya. 
People living there are mainly dependent on Brahmaputra, as it is the only means of 
their transportation. The river also helps them in the trading of milk, wood, etc., and 
provides suitable paddy field.

The village is inhabited by Mishing community (the second largest plain tribe of Assam) 
with a population of about 2500, and they live in pile dwelling houses. The total 
household number is 572 as per the census report 2019 by the Govt. of Assam. Laika 
Rigbi has 92 households, Laika Pomua with 308 households, and Laika Pasidiya has 172 
households. As per the history of the village, people came from Mokok Cheleng area of 
Dhemaji District to this present habitat during the time of 1950’s earthquake. 

The Mishing: The Mishing or Mising, also called as Miri are ethnic tribal group inhabited 
in the upper Assam namely Dhemaji, Lakhimpur, Sonitpur, Tinsukia, Dibrugarh, Sivsagar, 
Jorhat, Golaghat and also found in three district of Arunachal Pradesh that is in East 
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Siang district, Lower Diban Valley and in Lohit district (Satola,2017). 

The Mising community is Indo-Mongoloid tribe by origin, live between the segments 
of river Brahmaputra. Originally, they were in hill areas and lived along with the Adis in 
Arunachal Pradesh. After coming to the plain areas of Assam, they are now inhabitants 
in the districts of Assam. Misings migrated from Eastern Himalayan region of Tibet, but 
still a few Misings live in Arunachal Pradesh also. The meaning of the word is Mi (Men), 
Yashing (Bright or Good), which means “We are bright or Good people”. Mishing people 
are river based; they followed mainly the course of Brahmaputra gradually spreading on 
the banks of its tributaries like Dihing, Dikhow, Disang and Subansiri (Kumari and Dutta, 
2012). As per 2011 Census of India, the population of Mising in Assam is 6,80,424 of which 
3,45,786 are male and 3,34,638 are female, with sex ratio of 967 per thousand (Morang, 
2020).

Livelihood Pattern of the People: The people have their indigenous customs and 
traditions. Since, the villages are surrounded by rivers; every year flood submerges 
the villages and washes away their lifeline. Being forest dwellers, they are mainly 
cultivators, and cattle and buffalo rearing and fishing are their only occupations. They 
are compelled to live like a gypsy without basic needs of the modern life like electricity, 
education, health facilities, transportation, and communication. The frequent flood and 
soil erosion affect the people for which they are forced to struggle without sufficient 
food and clothes. Flood erosion turned their agrarian economy, which was dependent 
on farming and fishing, into living as forest dwellers. Humans and pigs share the same 
shelter when the area is flooded.

Initially, many government development schemes were implemented in the village. In 
the year 1956, the Govt. of Assam established Laika Pomua L.P. School for educating 
the children. Health centres were set up, PWD roads were constructed. Overall 
development was carried out by the Govt. of Assam. But unfortunately, since 1986, the 
Forest Department of Assam has been gradually reproving the basic rights of the Laika 
forest village. In the same year, 640 sq. km area was declared as Dibru-Saikhowa Wildlife 
sanctuary without the consent of the forest villagers. 

Again, in the year 1997, a total area of 765 sq. km was declared as a Biosphere Reserve. 
Finally, the whole wildlife sanctuary was declared as a National Park in the year 1999 
without the consent of the forest villagers. According to Wildlife Protection Act 1972, no 
human activities or habitation could be situated inside the National Park. The declaration 
of National Park without shifting the aboriginal tribal people totally violated the tribal 
rights and human rights as well.

The Govt. notification of 20th October 1999, in connection of Dibru-Saikhowa National 
Park declaration, clearly assured the forest villagers that they would be enjoying every 
right like before until they were rehabilitated. But later, 800 families of Laika forest 
village were being deprived of every right and obliged to lead a primitive life. They were 
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forced by the government to vacant their age-old habitat and implemented many rules 
and regulations (such as vehicles were not allowed inside the National Park) that the 
village people had to follow.

Since the year 2006, an uninterrupted movement for rehabilitation has been carried out 
by the villagers and All Mising Students Organisation, and as a result the newly formed 
BJP central government lead the state government to adopt Rs10 crore in its first budget 
session for initial processing of people rehabilitation, but it did not get manifested in the 
later days.

In the year 2017, the villagers faced heavy flood in the month of June and July by the 
river Brahmaputra which led to heavy soil erosion, and the villagers had to move to the 
reserve forest. They have been demanding for their rehabilitation since then.
 
Simultaneously, under the pressure of the villagers and All Mising Students Organisation 
movement, on 21st July 2017, a written assurance was given by the Forest Department 
of Assam to rehabilitate them within eight months, which expired on 21st March 2018. 
The written assurance was never fulfilled and remained assured on the paper. In 2018, 
due to devastating flood, several cows and pigs died.

In the year 2020, Tinsukia district administration identified 320 hectares of land at Ouguri 
in Lakhipathar area for settling the Mising people, but it was later withdrawn after the 
local Moran community, led by the All-Moran Students’ Union (AMSU), opposed the 
proposed movement.

In the year 2021, the villagers protested for 29 days continuously by camping in front of 
D.C. Office of Tinsukia District. Finally, by February, the District Administrator declared 
that the Laika people will be rehabilitated to Namphai, which is situated under Jagun 
division of Tinsukia district. It was declared that in the first phase 160 households from 
Rikbi and Pasidia were to be settled in Namphai, and later on in the second phase, 
412 households were to be settled in Paharpur. The distance between Paharpur and 
Namphai is 32 km.
 
In Namphai, the government announced to provide 72 hectares of land, and in Paharpur 
166 hectares of land. In the year 2021, 109 households were taken from Rikbi and Pasidia 
and were made to settle in Namphai. The 109 households have already passed one and 
half year in their new habitat. They depend on agriculture besides cultivating vegetables. 
There is a small canal called Namsik Nala, where they catch fish and sometimes sell in 
the nearby areas.
 
On 5th September 2023, again the remaining 51 households were rehabilitated in 
Namphai, but till now they have not been permanently settled, instead they are 
sheltering in temporary camps. However, government provides them free rations, in 
charge of the village head.
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It, was observed that the Tangsa people of Arunachal Pradesh occupied the boundary 
lands of Paharpur and they provided that areas to Mr. Jewel Ali in lease for 20 years 
for tea cultivation without any permission of Assam Government. Now these Tangsa 
people oppose Assam Government that they will not allow the rehabilitation process 
in Paharpur (i.e., people will not be allowed to rehabilitate in Paharpur) as they are 
engaged as workers in the tea garden for 20 years.

On 6th September 2023, a meeting was held with the CM of Assam at Bypass Road in 
Gelapukhuri of Tinsukia where the Mising Students Union raised this problem. Finally, 
the CM asked the DC and the MLA of Jagun to call up the leaders of Tangsa to Guwahati 
to solve this problem.

Despite this year's long continuous process of rehabilitation of Laika village people 
from Dibru-Saikhowa National Park to Namphai and Paharpur in Jagun, people are still 
continuing their traditional occupation of fishing and cattle and buffalo rearing at the 
banks of Dibru-Saikhowa river.

Case Study: Sarat Pegu of Laika has been engaged in fish trading for 20 years. Under him 
25 employees work whose duty is to catch fish from the river. They get monetary benefit 
of Rupees 80-400 depending on the variety of fishes. The best season for fishing starts 
from December and continues till May. He gets 300-400 kg of fish every day. There are few 
persons who are engaged in syndicate of fish. Every day he earns a profit of up to 5000 
Rupees with this business. 

Every villager also deals in trading of milk and earns up to Rupees 20000 per month, and 
with these earnings they educate their children and take out their monthly expenditures. 

But they have been exploited by syndicate members. They are compelled to sell local fish at 
Rupees 50 or 60 per kg to the syndicate members at Guijan ghat or at Tinsukia town while 
the price is Rupees 200 outside. They are forced to sell fishes or other products at the price 
fixed by the syndicate members. They also sell milk.

Conclusion: Rivers are very useful to the villagers. They collect water from rivers in 
pots for their day to day uses. They also catch some fish from the rivers for food and 
sell some of them in the market to earn money. Besides, rivers are the only means 
of their transportation. The villagers feel very sad as they have to come out from the 
National Park and have to change their age-old occupations. They requested the Assam 
Government, through DC and DFO of Tinsukia, for rehabilitation and compensation 
in other places namely Jagun or Nampai. But the never-ending government process 
wrapped in red tape has sealed the trouble of these innocent people who are still living 
in primitive style. But they still hope that the government will complete the process of 
rehabilitation and compensation so that they could start a new life like other people.
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Nashik as a city of Indic–origin and a town that has modelled through numerous 
“urbanisations”, history shall not be perceived in linear fashion of mere chronology but 
a built all-round experience of migrations, geographical contour, climate and people 
centric affair providing different vantage points towards a continual of regional history. 
The political narration of Nashik’s place making, would be outlined by the power-play and 
mass migration, against that of social narration, through regional texts both portraying 
“Godavari” as a sustaining source. While architectural monumentality of the historical 
places around the river deliver physical eventful evidence of “her” being a pivotal force 
is weaving fabric of Nashik. Often the contexts are blurred, as one of three narrations 
get hooked to the bandwagon called “cultural-lineage” or colloquially Varsa 1, building 
narratives of the past, over physical manifestation of the present, people centric history, 
everyday battles they face, the current context of concretisation, degeneration of the 

1 Varsa: Refers to hereditary succession to a title or an office or property, or any attribute or immaterial possession that is inherited from 
ancestors, or that which is inherited, Prabhat Singh, ‘6 charts that explains India’s water crisis’, Livemint, April 28, 2015,
<http://www.livemint.com/Opinion/97fuaF2aQkO9IjPiPAjMyL/Six-charts-that-explain-Indias-water- crisis.html>

Figure 1: Evolution of Nashik from tiny settlement to City guided by Municipal laws: along the southern dip of Dakshin-Ganga

5

The Water-Culture of ‘Dakshin-Ganga’, the Nashik Saga
Ar. Dhanashree Nigudkar

Architect, Archaeologist, Department of Archaeology, University of Mumbai



38 4th Nadi Utsav
Thoughts on Rivers and Riverine Culture

riparian zones and their urge to protect their age-old habitat, still both connects and 
disconnects them with the river.

As a city that supports Kumbha and many more live traditions, the impacts of global 
economy, changing nature of pilgrimage, commoditising pilgrim, flooding tourism, 
industrial trespassing, heavy construction alongside the riparian zones, changing 
landesque patterns of both north and south banks of the river, have managed to breach 
the cultural and religious piousness of the Goda ghat as a precinct, elaborating the 
emotional, spiritual and physical ties that the citizens carry, for Goda ghat, as a genetic 
memory etched down through generations, the contribution of the entire society in 
utilisation and cherishing the source of water, establishing “her” as a cultural-entity, 
and the shrinking cultural spaces in today’s context around her. Predominantly, 
understanding settlement patterns to understand water as a “culture” against the 
forced construct that has been showcased in the later phases of urbanisation, as the 
post-Independence, advent of the mechanised world shifted the “water-drama” and 
made it eccentric. It has compelled us to deviate from the traditional means and methods 
of commoditising water, procuring a breach in-between the “water” as a culture and 
“human” a subject. For instance, the yearly swell patterns of the infant; Godavari-ganga 
and the kind of repertories it projects in the “cultural” weave of Nashik as a settlement. 

Nashik’s development thrived and flourished on both sides of Godavari as she, is an 
infant river cutting through the basaltic terrain of the Sahyadri, making it impossible 
to expand beyond the natural terrains and achieve her full potential. This natural- 
geographic alignment at Nashik plays an extensive role in determining the character of 
the settlement. Hence, categoriing Godavari and her behavioural traits at Nashik and 
understanding multiple stages of her life cycle as well as her journey from origin–Delta 
becomes extremely crucial.

Regardless of its water source, a stream follows the downwards slope, and is joined to 
other tributaries. These small 1st order and 2nd order streams join hands to form rivers. 
They create a dendritic drainage network at length. Based upon their basin widths 
rivers get classified as - Infant, Mature and Old, and that “Nashik” as a settlement 
had evolved and nourished along the length of a peculiar southern-dip of the river. In 
today’s context,  Nashik’s extent and embodiment as a religious town,would sum up to 
1/10th of the current smart city fabric. As a city of Indic–origin, narrating people’s history 
and version of the river, her traditional wisdom, and performing lineage is much of an 
ambitious affair. 

The town had modelled through numerous urbanisations, and hence history should not 
be perceived in a linear fashion of mere chronology but a built all-round experience of 
migrations, geographical contour, and people centric affairs.

The River Skeleton: Godavari, is a rain fed river, and is non-perennial unlike Yamuna or 
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Ganga. The river is likely to swell during monsoons and dry up in the summers. One of 
the initiatives to regulate water flow of Godavari begins during the tail end of the British 
rule in India. The structural work was commissioned during early 1946, and completed 
in 1956. The “Gangapur-dam” was commissioned and built at Nashik in 1965, under this 
scheme disturbingly, the frequency of cyclic swelling of Godavari during monsoons 
increased greatly thereafter. In both the cases empty river beds post January till the time 
of rains is a natural character and the city of course has responded. It accommodates 
the swell as well as enjoys the empty bed. The river flow cuts land into 2 sides called 
tat and pad. That is settlement where the river cuts the land, and the pad are the 
floodplains. The empty plains of the river known as patangan house activities based on 
cyclic swelling patterns. Later the river changes its course and moves southwards. She 
continues to run south for a span of 2 - 5 kms, and later shifts northwards again for her 
eastward travel.

The settlements around this southward stretch of the river are atoned as Nashik. As a 
contemporary Indian city, Nashik portrays advanced expressions of the age-old past, 
growing exponentially to meet the never-ending requirements of its urban population. 
In this tussle of upgrading themselves, settlements have time and again accommodated 
housing, industries, commercial establishments, and civic infrastructure. While the urban 
outlook sometimes accords some symbolic importance to tangible monumental in cities, 
there is a gap in integrating age old fabric with that of the current planning. This implies 

that ecological, historical, aesthetic, 
socio cultural, religious and traditional 
economic qualities of the cities need to 
be recognised, safeguarded, and utilised 
equally and effectively as part of growth. 
The value system that the epicentre of 
any urban age-old settlement portrays 
is our heritage. Apart from the exquisite 

historical play that safeguards Nashik’s place as a religious pilgrim center, there are a 
few arcanas behind place-making of “Nashik”.

Figure 2: Scope of a “river-bed” and its impact over spanning out of settlements, Source: Author
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The Factors Pivotal in Determining the Place-Making of Nashik: It is both a process 
and a philosophy, and Nashik falls in the family of Asian shade loving cultures, where 
the crux of our homes have always been densely packed community spaces. The city 
is an interesting intersection of measured organic responses, shared throughout 
historic timeline since inception. Although, the settlement turned city adopted different 
names through different ages, there are many colloquial non-verifiable, theories afloat 
regarding etymology of the word “Nashik”. The Gazetteer of Bombay (1883): History, 
p.535, quotes it being renamed Nashik in the year 1818, after it was annexed by Peshwas 
from Mughal clutches, who called it Gulshanabad briefly. 

Geographically, Nashik lies in North-western part of Maharashtra, guarded by the 
horizontal offshoot “Satmal range” of Sahyadris. These hills form a protective covering 
around as though a cocoon, and Godavari, meanders cutting the city into two parts, right 
from its origin till the time it dips southward and begins its journey into the hinterlands 
towards Indian ocean.  

The river stretches for 13 km through the city, and the religious precinct is limited to 
about 1/10th of it, commonly addressed as Goda ghat or Ganga ghat. Many literary texts 
such as Gautami Mahatmya and Sri Godavari Mahatmya, both include stories associated 
and woven around the banks of river Godavari. It is but a common trait in the Puranas 
to replicate the sacred geography. Both of the texts plot around deities, revisiting, 
migrating, replicating from original place to other. As a source of prosperity, divinity, 
and supporting life, “Godavari” and her “water-basin”, has accorded with the status 
of being a “mother”. The analogy runs beyond the formations of ‘Brahmapurana’, 
‘Nadisukta’, and Valmikiramayana, chapter 40 Verse 12. 

अन्वीक्ष्य दण्डकारण्यं सपर्वतनदीगुहम् ।
नदीं गोदावरीं चैव सर्वमेवानुपश्यत ॥ १२ ॥ (okYehfdjkek;.k)

anvīkṣya daṇḍakāraṇyaṃ saparvatanadīguham |
nadīṃ godāvarīṃ caiva sarvamevānupaśyata || 12 ||

Figure 3 and 4 from left to Right: Scope of a ‘river-bed’ and its impact over spanning out of settlements. 
Figure 4: The different swell patterns of ‘Ganga-Godavari’ and flood markers along the river basin and: ‘Dutondyamaruti’ as an iconic 
flood marker.
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Thus, the river fulfils the material needs and requirements of man and tends to them as 
a mother. It is so considered that the high-mountains from which the river originates is 
a fatherly body while the river and her tributaries the daughters of the mountain. Yet, 
often, the river is looked upon as a “woman” without a husband, she is just widely a 
mother and a daughter, but never a wife.

The River Footprints along the City: 2Godavari originates from Brahmagiri, a lofty, wall-
like sentinel in the Sahyadri mountain ranges of Nashik, Maharashtra at an elevation 
of about 1295 meters. Town of Trimbakeshwar at the foot of Brahmagiri practically 
owes its existence to Godavari’s glory. It is a  Jyotrilinga  (enlightened/lighted shiva) 
and the stone linga (symbolic phallus) is made of three indentations in a smooth rock 
each for Brahma, Vishnu, and Mahesh, the holy trinity of the Hindu Pantheon. Constant 
water trickles from Mahesh’s indentation. Hence the name Trimbakeshwar: Lord 
with three eyes. The town as well as the mountain itself is dotted by Teerthas (sacred 
springs), Kundas (sacred spring tanks) and Sangams (sacred confluences). 

She travels through the extents of Nashik city, she is joined by subsidiary rivers at 
various intervals such as Aruna, Varuna, Godavari (Triveni Sangam) at 3Ramkunda, 
Saraswati-Godavari Sangam at Balaji Mandir, Kapila-Godavari Sangam at Tapovan, 
Nasardi-Godavari Sangam at Takli Road, Darna-Godavari Sangam at Darnasangvi, and 
lastly Kadwa-Godavari Sangam at Nandur-Madhmeshwar. At present, the riparian 
zones alongside north and south banks of the entire Godavari are to quite some extent 
reclaimed by landfill for creating civic amenities and infrastructure. The anthropogenic 
interventions alongside the river banks including embankments, channels, canal roads, 
creation of artificial levees, concretised channel beds, riffles, culvers, guilles have 
undoubtedly changed the morphological character of the river.

Currently, the fluvial features around the city are highly altered. These major changes are 
observed around high-density footfall zones. The major changes are along Panchavati 
and Ramkund zones and between Holkar and Kannamwar Bridge, driven by extensive 
tourism.

The Present is the Past: There are different vantage points towards continual of regional 
history, and any work of  “history” would be narrated differently whenever the contexts 
change or differ. The political narration of the place is generally outlined by the power-
play and mass migrations. A social narration, through regional poems, and literary 
evidence would be people centric, while the architectural edifices and monumentality 
of the historical places would deliver hard-bound physical eventful evidence. Often the 
pictures are blurred, as only one of three narrations get hooked on the bandwagon of 
“cultural-lineage” or colloquially known as Varsa. Hence, the people centric history, the 
everyday battles that they face, the current context of concretisation, degeneration of 

2: उगम: Story of Godavari and Vaitarna’s Origin, SANDRP
3:  Valmikiramayana, Gita Press, Gorakhpur. 
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the riparian zones, and their urge to protect their “age-old” habitat, still connects and 
disconnects them both with the river. One can move towards the future present, only 
by building narratives of the past.

Global economy, changing nature of pilgrimage, commoditising pilgrims, flooding 
tourism, industrial trespassing, heavy construction alongside the riparian zones, 
changing landesque patters of both north and south banks of the river have managed 
to breach the cultural and religious piousness of the Goda ghat precinct. The river, too, 
awaits construction of many forms, it is not likely that she stresses on being as it is, yet 
the urbanisation around her through many decades and eras have cumulatively narrated 
the growth patterns vividly visible today. 

Furthermore, I have elaborated on a historical perspective of various eras, classifying 
the widening of the river, identifying different power centres that have emerged 
along the river course in the Upper Godavari Basin, and the effects it must have on 
settlement patterns of today. This would generate a schematic of how different aspects 
of urbanisations along the river edges have modelled the current fabric of Godavari at 
Nashik, and their relativity with the historical narratives of the known literary textual 
documentation.

Figure 5: River enters the city, River in the city, and River exits the city

•	 Geologically the potholes and the nature of Basaltic Terrain--Upper Godavari basin, provides traces of Cretaceous Eocene 
age. 

•	 Both left and right bank canals of the river have numerous dykes and potholes, those are suggestive of a shift from a 
turbulent to relatively stable flow conditions.

•	 The north and the south banks of the river before it enters the old core: Riparian ecosystems generally have a linear form as 
consequence of their proximity to rivers and streams;

•	 Energy and material from the surrounding landscape pass through riparian ecosystems in much greater amounts than 
those of any other wetland ecosystem; They are functionally connected to upstream and downstream ecosystems and are 
laterally connected to upslope (upland) and down slope (aquatic) ecosystems.



434th Nadi Utsav
Thoughts on Rivers and Riverine Culture

4The river statistics is but one aspect of how river is put up in the public forum, 
there is another identity, of her ‘a flowing body’. The crowd and the residents 
carry forward a memory of hers, collecting it every monsoon. The swell of the 
river and the patterns she etches has gracefully, modelled the architectural 
manifestations on the left and the right banks of the river.

The Geographical and Climatic Reality: The interactions between geography, 
conditioning, and purpose have together crafted regional architecture around us. A 
city house and a rural dwelling are both poles apart and yet tailor-made for a “human” 
as an end user. The difference between them can be the journey from simpler 
behavioural patterns towards complex orchestrated intentions. Studying human 
interactions with the built form essentially helps us understand the wider scope of 
urbanisation. Individuals acquired smaller tasks in a larger societal fabric, reducing 
the risk capacities and encouraging cultural threads to weave into complex fabric. 
These urban-centres were producing, consuming, distributing, employing, arranging 
the economic complexities. Such is how urbanisation took over the basic human 
factorials. We find traces of such primordial centres in the hinterlands of the Western-
ghats, commonly  known as padas. The northwestern domains of Western Ghats is a 
home to numerous such small organic age-old settlements. The traditional architecture 
displays striking similarities with the regional vernacular architecture, whereas the 
monumentality is an outcome of conditioning of place and culture. I would here argue, 
that the geographical arrangement and conditioning of the Western Ghats plays an 
important role in determining the footprint of foothill settlements. These vernacular 
demure houses are densely knit on triangular foothills facing the leeward side to 
safeguard the settlement from natural forces, and do not possess competitiveness or 
ambitions infused with the building heights. Particularly the hamlets of Western Ghats 
possess a holistic approach of understanding the earthen building and different styles of 
constructions validating them for accuracy. They have put to use the most abundantly 
available materials in the region such as earth, clay, hay, gravel, wattle, and weeds to 
construct abodes  that  exhibit responsive and  accommodative spaces. Arguably, the 
comprehensive understanding of earthen structures and a hands-on approach that 
each one learns while  building, enabled the tribal communities to develop individual 
responses.

5The Literal History of Settlements around Godavari during Late Mauryan Periods 
– Satavahana Period: 1st Urbanisation:  Settlements at Nashik can be traced back to 
times of Mauryan King Asoka, built edifices of the time are not found. Most likely Nashik 
rose to power during the Satavahana dynasty and Gautamiputra Satakarni’s reign. The 
family derived its name and power after the death of Asoka. The capital of the family 
was Pratisthan, i.e., modern day Paithan in the Aurangabad district. The rulers derived a 

4. R. Umamaheshwari, When Godavari comes, People’s history of a river. Aakar Books, 2014, p.143.
5. Yashoda Devi, 'The History of Andhra Country 1000 A.D. -1500 A.D', Gyan Publishing Home, 1993.
Dr. V.V. Mirashi, 'The History and inscriptions of the Satvahanas and The Western Kshatrapas', Maharashtra State Board for Literature and 
Culture, Bombay, Appendix IV, The Queen's Cave Nashik, pp.114-118.
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major chunk of support from its matrimonial alliances called the Maharathis. 

There are mentions in the Matsya Purana about a family and is addressed as Andhra, 
dynasty that ruled for 450 years originally hailed from western Maharashtra through 
inscriptions at Naneghat near Junnar and Trirashmi caves at Nashik.

The first king of the Andhra (i.e., Satavahana) 
dynasty in Puranas is Simukha (Shrimukha), 
who is also known for a relief statue of his 
at the Naneghat cave. We do not know 
the extent of this kingdom, but it must 
have comprised at least  Poona,  Nashik, 
Ahmednagar, and  Aurangabad districts. 
As his son Satakarni was minor, his 
brother  Krishna ascended the throne. 
He commissioned an inscription in 
the cave which he got excavated for 
the Buddhist monks near  Nashik. 
His  Mahamatra  (governor), who is 
described as a Shramana of Nashik, is said 
to have caused it to be excavated. Krishna 
is described in this record as belonging to 
the Satavahana family. Marking the earliest 
urbanisation around Nashik as a settlement.

All evidences from Naneghat and its neighbouring areas suggest that the pass was one 
of the gateways of an early historic Deccan 
trade route connecting the ancient ports 
of Kalyan, Sopara, Chaul with the localities, 
hinterlands, trade centers and market towns 
like Junnar, Nashik, Nevasa, and Paithan.

The site Naneghat has a large manmade 
cave constructed under Satavahana or 
the local Maharathi patronage, along with 
some cisterns and other unfinished caves at 
the head of the pass. The main cave bear a 
large inscription  of Naganika, the queen of 
Satavahana King Sri Satakarni I written in two 
parts. On deciphering the Inscription, NG-7 
incised in early Brahmi letters, according to 
Bühler.

Figure 6: The trading patterns along with river basins and 
mountainous terrains of the Western Ghats.

Figure 7: The trading patterns along with river basins and 
mountainous terrains of the Western Ghats.
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6Out of the two sons of Satakarni, Vedishri and Shaktishri, Vedishri is 
bestowed upon with the title of the Lord of Dakshin Patha (Deccan) and 
one of the greatest warriors on earth. This followed by the conquests in the 
reign of Hala and the tussle that grew in-between the Shaka Kshatrapas and 
the Satavahanas. Nahapana, a Shaka Kshatrapa probably appointed by the 
contemporary Kushana Emperor, was ruling over Konkan, Poona, Nasik and 
some other districts of Maharashtra as well as some portions of Central India 
as far north as Ajmer.

The Process called Urbanisation: We find evidence for the Neolithic (ca. 2300-1800 
BCE), Chalcolithic (ca. 1800-1050 BCE) and Megalithic (ca. 1050-500 BCE) settlements 
throughout the Deccan, also we can confirm pre- Satavahana period of the early phase 
(ca. 500 BCE – 400 CE) with an increase in pottery shards and iron implements from 
excavations at early historic sites. The late 3rd century BCE, witnesses localised production 
of pottery, iron equipments, clothing in the southern Deccan and long-distance trade at 
the western ports (Sopara, Kalyanak, Bharukachchha) got accentuated. The two major 
forces in play: The 7Uttarpatha and Dakshinpatha were always occupied and developed. 
There were some major westward migrations from central plateaus (eastern/ north-
eastern) on account of this trade triangle.

In the entire tussle of finding appropriate locations to settle and ways to travel, many 
of the river basins were explored. 1. Thal Route (Vigatapuri-Kasara Pass), 2. Bor Route 
(Khandala Pass), and 3. Tamhini Route (Pune-Paud Mulashi Pass), each of the routes 
flowing into the ports of Kalyanak, Sopara, and Murud-Janjira (Chaul), respectively were 
discovered at first during this period. This drew the interest of the Northern empires as 
well as neighbouring kingdoms. Owing to such extensive production centres and trade, 
a series of elaborated towns evolved around the westward zone of the Sahyadri. Nashik 
happens to be one of them. At the time, Nashik was probably a smaller settlement of 
maximum 70–80 houses scattered around the southern dip of River Godavari. 

I would, thus conjecture, though urbanisation is a recently coined terminology, the 
concept of an urban precinct is an age-old phenomenon, and that Nashik, as an area 
portrays a history of proliferating timely.

8The first expansion that the city witnessed was at the time of  W. Kshatrapas, 
followed by Satavahanas – Yadavas – during Nizamshahi – The Peshwas – 
Colonial Period. Nashik regional boundaries prospered as it lay on the highway 
from Tagara and Pratishthan to Bharukachchha . It acted as an exchange ware 
house for the exchange of goods that was carried out from both Pratishthan 
and Tagara. Nashik played a warehouse, tended to overseas export at 

6:Vasudev Vishnu Mirashi, Studies in Indology, vol. 1 (Nagpur: The Vidharbha Samshodhana Mandal, 1960), 118–127.
7: Citations from A History of South India from the Prehistoric times to fall of Vijaynagara, authored by K.A. Nilakanta Sastri 
8: R.S. Morwanchikar, 'Pratishthan Te Paithan', Sahyadri books. Paithan Chi Dharmik Vatchal, Pt. 1, (1-61) 2008, p.7.
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Bharukachchha and Kalyanak. A great quantity of onyx stone from Pratisthan, 
a plentiful supply of fine linen cloth from Tagara, and all kinds of muslins and 
maIIow-coloured stuffs and several other kinds of merchandise were carried 
by wagons to these western coast from Nashik.  The settlement must have 
greatly prospered and benefited by this trade. And present day ‘Main road’ 
marks the earliest trading route that connected with the Uttarpatha, back in 
the time.

Dynamics of a Medieval City: Medieval cities were mostly trade centres and served 
the interests of trading communities, various guilds, patrons, merchants and business 
class. Their populations were always well-defined and included a healthy proportion of 
tradesmen, dependents, and ancillaries. These towns thrived over the agricultural inputs 
from the hinterlands. The political structure of these towns was autocratic in nature. 
Such towns were intermediary in aspects of land extends, hierarchy, demography, 
agricultural produce, and trade with respect to urban trading centres - ports and 
villages. Apart from the above, they shouldered the responsibilities to act as military 
headquarters, and to regulate law and order in surrounding areas.

The Yadavas started ruling the “Maharatta” areas by the end of 10th century and ruled 
over parts of Maharashtra and Karnataka for almost 200 years. From previous records at 
, Chandwad (Chandradityapura) and Sinnar (Sindinagari) were Yadava capitals prior to 
their migration to Devagiri. They were the last clan of Hindu rulers to have ruled over a 
major part of Maharashtra and has witnessed many socio- cultural changes and second 
phase of urbanisation can be traced around Govardhan, while the old- gaothan produces 
traces upto12-13th CE. This can be associated with the second urbanisation initiated 
during the Yadava rule, whilst they rose to power as a feudatory of the Chalukyas of 
Kalyani. 

9  The founder of the family was Dridhaprahara (son of Subahu). His capital 
was Shrinagara as stated in the  Vrata-khanda. An early inscription at 
Chandradityapura, which is identified with modern ‘Chandor/ Chandwad’ 
in the  Nasik district. His son and successor, Seunachandra, from whom the 
country ruled over by him came to be known as Seunadesha corresponds 
to modern day Khandesh. It comprised the country extending from Nasik to 
Devagiri. Thereafter the Yadavas founded the city of Devagiri and established 
it as their Capital. From a stone inscription found at Anjaneri a minor branch of 
Yadava kula, was stationed as Anjaneri. Seunadeva of this branch made some 
grants to a Jain temple. Seunadeva calls himself Maha-samanta and evidently 
was dependent on the main branch.

9: Rawal Ramnath R. Maharashtra. 'Identification of the place mentioned in Inscription of Vasai Copper Plate', Proceedings of Indian History 
Congress, Vol.78, 2017, pp. 1010-1012.
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10. Sanjay Subrahmanyam (ed.), Money and Market in India, 1000-1700, Oxford University Press, New Delhi, 1994, p4.
11. Vaidehi Vasanta Pujari, 'Some Aspects of Bazaar in early Medieval Deccan: Glimpses from Contemporary Marathi Literature', Proceedings 
of Indian History Congress,  Vol.62, 2001, pp.218-226.

Nashik has a history of largely depending on mass-migrations for expansions. The 
lineage of his successors of Kings Satakarni I, as Pur Gotra Ega or Paur Gamasa and 
Skandhastambhi with two immediate successors of Satakarni II as Lamodara and 
Apilaka. The name Apilaka is variously mentioned in Matsya Purana, and Brahmanda. 
Vishnu and Bhagavata Puranas mention Apilava, Apolava and Divilaka respectively. 

10 The affluent class, displeased and ill-treated by the Imperial Yadav King 
Ramachandra migrated from Paithan to Nashik, marking the first large scale 
migration that built the town. Introducing a new school of building (temple 
architecture), introduced by the Chnadelas in central India was adopted 
by Hemadpant, the prime minister of the last two ‘Yadav’ Kings. Many 
settlements have thus evolved as temple towns and provided ample scope 
for pilgrimage and tourism activities hitherto, and Nashik is one of those few 
towns. Construction of temples in the river basin, as flood marks, marking 
the ghat- precinct, stepped wells and tanks in and around the temples was 
tremendously rampant as a ‘patraonage’ module. There are different vantage 
points towards continual regional history. Any work of ‘history’ would be 
narrated differently whenever the contexts change or differ. The political 
narration of the place, generally outlined by the power-play and mass 
migrations. 

11 Although the social transitions along the river are blurred, the references 
of a The Maharathi consciousness was prevalent in Deccan, from the pre-
Dnyaneshvar period. Dnyaneshvar’s work – Bhavarthadipika (A.D.1290) 
mentions conception of a typical Marathi house, bazaar peth and commercial 
aspects of a settlement.

Hence, although as a part of a vast region of the Deccan that included Karnataka and 
Telangana-Andhra, the Marathi house – ‘Wada’ must have existed and begun to model 
in the late 13th century. In today’s context, what we refer to as the Marathi house, 
assumed a tangible form with the rise of the Peshwas. It was during their stay at the 
helm of the Maratha kingdom from the late 17th century to 1818, when the city of Pune 
was surrendered to the British, that the wada architecture came to full prominence. It 
was an architectural expression that could be suitably interpreted for the poor and the 
rich alike based on their own demands, without losing its core characteristics.

‘Godavari’ is a sense of emotion at Nashik. She is addressed as Ganga, with immense 
respect and affection. The geographical weave of the city and the geographical 
alignment of the “nava-shikha” (nine summits) divides the embankments and flood 
plains on either side of the river. Colloquially, known as the ‘तट/ cliffward’ bank with a 
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retaining wall, while pat derived from the word “patangan”, the foreground or the 
flood plains. The intent and organic interactions of the religious footprint with physical 
geography mostly determines the sacred geography of the region. As the spatial 
arrangement is not dictated to any fixed form. It organically evolves and redefines 
itself through the narratives of “time” of “era”. The residents, devotees, travellers, 
traders, and communities visiting the precinct, often impart meaningful interventions 
to physical topography, they have territorialised the Triveni-Sangam (Aruna, Varuna and 
Godavari) transforming its built environment through the mediums of human activities 
and necessities. 

12Nashik as a settlement, finds its balance over the fulcrum of socio-cultural, 
revenue-trade, and religious activities, out or which the first two very 
prominently had gripped the left/south bank of the river. As the Marathas 
took over the North-western critical location on the fall of the Nizams, they 
were keen on developing a cultural epicentre in the early 17th century CE. The 
Peshwas could foresee the virtuous nature of the town and aligned in as the 
Dakshin-Kashi and the Dakshin-Ganga. 13 As the Nashik Keshetra was blessed 
with pious mentions throughout Padmanagar during Satyuga, Trikantaka 

12:  Krishnamurthy Mahadeo Kulkarni, 'Urban structure and Interaction, A study of Nashik City Region'. Concept Publishing Company, 
Historical Evolution and Current Status, 1981, pp.10-21.
13: Gazetteer of Bombay, Vol XVI, 1883, Nashik, pp. 462-535.

Figure 8: Owing to the Landform observations from, conducted during my thesis revolving around structural study of Main-road and 
Bhandi-Kapad-Saraf Bazaar of the core settlement, I could state that, “The fabric of the ‘Godavari-ghat precinct’, is suggestive of an 
architectural response, that has evolved out of the conditioning of the place and majorly governed by the climatic expressions of the area.
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during Tretayuga, Janasthana during Dvaparyuga and Navashikha, Nashikya, 
during the Kaliyuga.

The tangible forms of sacred presence are easily narrated through physical attributes, 
such as florists, prasadalays, presence of cattle, eateries, vending of puja-samagri and 
many others, with physical geography, one can measure distances, areas, and use 
them to distinguish between the scales of territories or at times even ideas of time to 
document the changes in physical spaces and places. 

Although, the tangible defines the physical character of the place, the intangible is the 
soul-essence of such places on behalf of its virtues, spiritual and literary evidences are 
known as ‘tirtha’. Whereas the peripheral outreach of it, governed by geological and 
climatological similarities and defined boundaries, correspond to kshetra, together they 
are known as tirtha-kshetra, while Ganga is the soul or the essence of this tirtha-kshetra. 
I would argue here, that the relationship in-between man and water originated in the 
dawn of sedentary lifestyle and ancient civilisations, we know this through various 
archaeological evidences of thoughtful built-forms, and deep relations entangled with 
it. Nashik, has adopted different names throughout ages. The glory of  Godavari tirtha-
kshetra remained unearthed during long invasive periods for more than 300 years. 
When the administrative reigns were reinstated with Marathas, the economic stability 
and growth started to reflect in their attempts to glorify built form of the Temple 
Architecture and their will to glorify Nashik as Dakshin-Kashi. As the Maratha political 
powers grew and so did their aspirations.

The Maratha Patron of Peshwa were keen on reviving the lost temples and this phase 
was known as the Middle Phase of Building, resulting in remodelling of ‘ghat’ precinct 
inclusive of steps leading towards riverfront to access waters governed by temples 
along the banks and minor deity-shrines in the river.

There are about 30 temples and shrines scattered throughout the river basin, belonging 
to the Shaiva, Vaishnava, and the Shakta cults. Apart from Kashi, Nashik would be one 
of the few places of the Indic civilisations that has all the three cults intersecting in a 
radius of about 1.5 kms. From the literary textual mentions, out of the 17 Kunds feeding 
the river basin, today only three remain.

The festivity annual cycles have a major role in defining the chronology. It offers a multi-
dimensional method of structuring time, combining information about lunar days, solar 
days, lunar months, solar months, the movements of the sun and the moon in relation 
to stellar constellations, and other astronomically defined time spans. This makes the 
Hindu calendar vastly more complex than the western calendar, that is built around only 
two basic units of time. The age-old core pre-dominantly remains active accommodating 
various rituals throughout the year apart from the remarkable patterns.
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There is a tandem in between the annual festive cycles of lunar calendar and association 
of theirs with the spiritual/ritualistic behavioural codex of the ancient core.

Preservation and conservation of traditional systems of social and impersonal 
relationships that develop a meaningful connection with the past is a task we have in 
our hands as a millennial generation today. 

Although the term “cultural heritage” and “living traditions” have evolved to quite an 
extent over the recent decades, and efforts are taken to increase awareness regarding 
the traditions of the past, those still prevail. We as a community have to understand 
that cultural heritage is not just the architectural produce, monuments, or collection of 
antiquities.  

The Hindu is actually a lunar calendar that takes into consideration the movement of 
moon, and the sun as observed from earth. All of the 12 lunar months are the time that 
the earth takes to orbit around the sun. 

The geographical arrangement and conditioning of Western Ghats mostly play an 
important role in determining the footprint of such leeward mountain settlements. The 

Figure 9: The temple town/ old core of Nashik, and the entire land bank schemes of Godavari ghat. With mapped temples and minor 
shrines
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houses are densely knit, on triangular foothills facing the leeward side to safeguard the 
settlement from natural forces. 

Architectural manifestation is, but celebration of life, and encodes emotional content 
and emotes feelings. Whether in form of architectural tools of intervention with the 
sequence, with vision and auditory senses being used as a primary tool to modulate 
housing or (common) architecture. Particularly the hamlets of Western Ghats possess 
a holistic approach of understanding the earthen building and different styles of 
constructions validating them for accuracy. Over a period of time, the crude responses 
transformed into architectural grammar, and later, community derivatives and now are 

followed as legacy or varsa.

This might appear as a one-way colonising source; it 
is a sincere dialogue that we have engaged in since 
long-lost ages. Any lifestyle that has emerged from 
the conditioning of the past, that we carry along as 
“heritage”, is never a blank surface etched over a 
day. These are narratives inscribed and shaped by 
the indigenous based on cartographic gazes, local 
produce, natural resources, and climatic probabilities. 

The heritage “speaks back” to geography; in ways 
those blend in through various aspects of sacred, 
secular, transcendent, mundane, and allow different 
forms of experience, modes of practices and senses 
of the world. Thus, the yearly routine or the schedule 
we have aligned for ourselves of the rituals and 
festivities is an interface, earlier simply known as 
traditions. Although the terms “cultural heritage” and 
“living traditions” have evolved to quite an extent 
over the recent decades, and efforts are taken to 
increase awareness regarding the traditions of the 
past, those still prevail. Cultural heritage is not just the 
architectural produce, monuments, or collection of 
antiquities.  

The river banks start being interactive, at various 
visual planes as Bhadrapada Magha sets in.  Pola, 
Hartalika,  Rishi Panchami, Ganesh Chaturthi, 
Ghatasthapana, and Vijayadashami, during Ashwin, 
Sharad Rutu, Tripuri  Purnima, Balipratipada,  Chhath 
Puja, Dhanatrayodashi, Narak Chaturthi, Laxmi 
Pujan,    on the onset of Kartik. These festivities Table 1: Listing of temples and minor shrines at 

the Old Core: Nashik and Panchavati.
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spanning out throughout the basin embed the concepts of performing a ritual, hybridity 
of the past and the present, identity that the place is engaged with from such kinetic 
temperaments to the physical changes that the river ghat precinct reinforces time and 
again, integrating Godavari with every ounce of living traditions, celebrated along the 
banks of the river, such as Rahaadi, Ram-Rath Yatra, Hari-Hara Bhet, Ganeshchaturthi, 
Veer Dajiba (nachawane), Kartiki Pournima, and many more celebrations at all micro, 
meso, levels scale upto the millons of devotes visiting Godavari waters for a holy dip at 
Simhasta Kumbha.

The Houses as a Response to Stimuli: Building a house is a cultural phenomenon, 
hence, the form and organisation of a house is largely dependent on its cultural and 
geographical setting. In contemporary times, the purpose of the house is much more 
than a utilitarian idea, and serves a greater objective, rather than only providing shelter. 
It is a shelter that is suggestive of the occupant’s lifestyle and requirements. A house, 
thus, is also social unit of space. The social dimension, applied to an individual house, 
into multiples of all six dimensions.

Today, in current contemporary context, the planner, architect community attempts to 
weave all six dimensions of ekistics into building a community, and a humble wada, is an 
embodiment of the above. 
 
What exactly is a wada? These humble abodes have evolved from the Yadava period 
to that of Peshwai, yet their soul remains untouched. Throughout the second half 
of the 17th century, Peshwas pondered over improving civic amenities and building 

Figure 10: The koth/ or the first interface between the river and the settlements during the Maratha period. 
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activities. Majorly administrative 
and residential Wadas were built 
during this period.

Although they are inward designs, 
a Marathi wada was far from being 
just another introvert block. On the 
contrary, it gave a sense of depth, 
dissimilar to the inward reality of 
a human being, which is different 
from his physical appearance. 

The spacial–utility of these abodes 
are governed by internal zoning, 

and are divided into public, private, and semi-private. The external walls and central 
core of were mostly dressed in stone masonry varying from 6’ to 8’, to harbour internal 
staircases and locking systems. 

The type is a cumulative of indigenous materials of the land, climate response specific 
to hot – dry, measured rainfall depending on which of the five parts of Maharashtra the 
wada belongs to the plan of such dwellings revolve around a number of chowks and 
quadrangles called - Courtyards. Constructing enclosures around these thus, securing 
a perfect balance of: 1. Open-semi open spaces, 2. No. of chowks determining the 
nature, and the functionality of them, 3. The composite systems (terraces + sloping) 
accommodating night cooling and outdoor sleeping activity, and 4. mutual shading 
and heating. Particularly a wada, is an example of local authenticity. It depicts the 
uniqueness of this region, through use of building materials, passive design techniques, 
accommodation of social structure, and building type. Rejecting the standardisation 
trend it refuses to follow the westernised single-family-house type, the house is able to 
well represent the time in which it was created, while, also, being able to fit in with the 
present. Even today some of the wadas are surviving relics of the past. The design of the 
house respects history, by following the time-tested architectural type of a courtyard 
house.

14The Typological Level involves the adaptation of bioregional building 
traditions and historically situated building types in the design of contemporary 
buildings that are capable of evoking a sense of connection with history, 
community, nature and place. Rather than merely replicating historical forms, 
buildings functioning at this level enter critically into a conversation with 
the past in order to create something that is both familiar and yet somehow 
always fresh and new. At this level of design, culturally based meanings are 
continuously created and deeply rooted building traditions are continually 

14: Gary J. Coates, Towards Phenemology of Place and Place Making: Interpretting Landscape, Lifeworld aesthetics, Kansas State University, 
1984, pp. 6-8.

Figure 11
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given new life. Buildings at this level also embody the principles of biophilic 
design, connecting building users to elemental nature and to the patterns, 
rhythms and forms of the natural world, thereby fulfilling our intrinsic need to 
be connected to the regenerative processes of life.

The first concern of the Marathas was safety and defence of any settlement and town 
that was under their governance. Hence, it was important for the towns and settlements 

to be under the protective observation of a fortress or protective layer of defence. In 
case of an attack the subjects were to move to safety and hence its connectivity with 
trace routes were equally important. As the settlements had required water source as 
a primary requirement, for smooth functioning of the civic requirements of the people, 
towns are built, expanded and nurtured around prominent basins of the Rivers of the 
Western Ghats.

A certain typology of building dwellings that is extensively used in the Maharashtrian 
belt of – Konkan, Ghat, Khandesh, Marathwada and Vidarbha is typically known as 

Figure 12: Facades and their treatments as a response to the stimuli offered by the city
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wada-architecture.  The type is a cumulative of indigenous materials of the land, climate 
response specific to hot-dry measured rainfall depending on which of the five parts of 
Maharashtra the wada  belongs to the plan of such dwellings revolve around a number 
of chowks and quadrangles called courtyards. Constructing enclosures around these 
thus securing a perfect balance of:

- Open-semi open spaces and number of these chowks determine the nature and 
the functionality of them.

- The composite roofs (terraces and sloping) accommodate night cooling and 
outdoor sleeping activity. The urban form density  facilitates mutual shading 
keeping the vertical surfaces in shade throughout the long, hot days of summer 
except for the time when the sun is at the zenith. 

- The courtyards help the settlement to cool down in the night by releasing the 
heat. The same courtyard also allows the heat to penetrate during the winter.

- The east-west oriented structures, narrow streets, common wall structures form 
a dense urban fabric that breathes through the  smaller indoor open spaces like 
courtyards.

- Raised plinth and submerged courtyard, that remains in shade on account of the 
proportions of built mass used around it, carrying the loads of upper floors, also 
as a protective element to safeguard the house from external threats, if any. They 
served both domestic as well as political purposes and are basically two to three 
storey oldest structures in the city. 

Conclusion

Traditional communities have worked with water systems, have perpetuated growth 
and allowed critical insights for building economic systems. These systems often are a 
collective of traditions, practises, lifestyle, and hitherto many much grassroots practices 
those are carried forward in the form of cultural legacy.  It is crucial for the social health, 
to enable the transition to a re-growth or post-growth political economy either in India 
or at the global level. 

- Water and water-culture is the essence of steady-state approach towards enabling 
an informed and thankful society. The accelerating water crisis illustrates why 
redefining growth is no longer a choice, it is an imperative. 

- It is clearly showcasing the growing distance and schism between river as a 
source and humans as beneficiaries. As the dynamics of the contemporary world 
and effects of rigorous urbanisations along with damification, water and water 
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resources are now looked upon as a “commodity”.

- Godavari, has been rigorously and regularly given setbacks in systematic manner 
that has caused a significant reduction in the sedimentation loads of the river, 
owing to two major factors, creation of dams and sand mining activities. (Dr.Shilpa 
Dahake, Godavari: Worshipped, Destroyed & Forgotten river of Nashik, SANDRP. 
2017)

- The current deterioration of riparian zones around Godavari are mostly due 
to exorbitant changes in the land-use patterns, construction of around 650 
dams including smaller-check dams, increased forceful agricultural belts and 
extensive nick-point mining, forming futuristic systems of water commons, taking 
inspiration from but not being limited to traditional practices, is a complex, but not 
insurmountable challenge. (Water Resources Department, Govt. of Maharashtra, 
Integrated State Water Plan for Maharashtra, Vol II- Godavari and Mahanadi Basins)

- The concepts have been passed down over generations through “legacy” what 
we have known as sanskar. This legacy is not just restricted to “human/social –
behaviour”, but runs down deep into architectural forms, designs, geometrical 
alignment, iconology, material-culture, and much more.
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The Narmada River holds a unique place in Hindu mythology and is often considered 
one of the holiest rivers in the country. It is believed to have divine origins, with its 
waters considered sacred and purifying. This reverence for the river has shaped the 
surrounding landscape and given rise to a wealth of ritual architecture and religious 
practices along its banks. 

The Narmada has transformed its surroundings into a sacred landscape, with towns and 
cities along its course becoming centres of pilgrimage and worship. Devotees from all 
over the world visit these places to perform rituals, bathe in its pure waters, and seek 
spiritual solace. The river’s banks are adorned with temples, ghats, forts, and other 
religious structures, creating a unique architectural tapestry that reflects the profound 
spiritual connection between the river and the people. 

Ritual architecture along the Narmada River is characterised by its blend of architectural 
styles, with influences from North and South India coming together in harmony. Temples 
dedicated to various deities, especially Lord Shiva, are prominent features of this 
landscape. The ghats along the river provide the perfect setting for religious ceremonies, 
cultural events, and the observance of important festivals. The architectural elements 
serve not only as places of worship but also as cultural landmarks that preserve the 
region’s rich heritage. 

The Narmada, is not just a physical water body; it is a symbol of spirituality, purity, and 
devotion deeply ingrained in the hearts of the people. The rituals and architectural 
marvels along its banks stand as a testament to the enduring religious traditions and 
cultural vibrancy of the region. This sacred river, with its revered terrain and architectural 
rituals, continues to be a source of inspiration and a spiritual lifeline for millions of 
believers in India.

The Narmada River, often referred to as the lifeline of central India, is not just a 
geographical feature but a sacred entity deeply embedded in the spiritual fabric of the 
nation. This paper further explains the study by elaborating three cities of Amarkantak, 
Jabalpur, and Maheshwar with three different terrains in detail.

6

Sacred River Narmada: 
Revered Terrain and Architectural Rituals

Ar. Medha Dube
Principal Conservation Architect & Founder, MEDHIRA DESIGNS, Jabalpur

Ar. Apoorva Dube
Founder, MEDHIRA DESIGNS, Jabalpur, Madhya Pradesh



60 4th Nadi Utsav
Thoughts on Rivers and Riverine Culture

The Narmada Valley: The term Narmada Valley has been used to denote the cultural 
landscape in the study. Typically, cultural landscapes do not strictly adhere to geographic 
boundaries, but in the case of the Narmada Valley, they align quite closely. We are 
focusing on a region that stands out due to its distinctive geological composition. 
The Narmada Valley encompasses a vast river basin with an extensive catchment area 
of approximately 98,800 square kilometers. The defining feature of this valley is its 
significant rock formations, which effectively separate it from the surrounding landscape 
in terms of its physical geography.

What is Ritual Architecture?
Ritual architecture refers to the design and construction of buildings and spaces 
specifically intended for religious, spiritual, or ceremonial activities. These structures are 
created to accommodate and facilitate various rituals, worship practices, and communal 
gatherings associated with a particular faith or belief system. Ritual architecture can be 
found virtually in every culture and religion worldwide, and it often reflects the values, 
traditions, and symbolism of the people who use it.

Key features of ritual architecture may include:
1.  Symbolism: Many ritual buildings are rich in symbolic elements. For example, 
the layout, orientation, and design of the structure may have deep spiritual 
significance. Certain architectural features, such as arches, domes, spires, or 
specific colours, may hold symbolic meaning.
2. Sacred Spaces: Ritual architecture creates designated sacred spaces where 
people can engage in worship, meditation, prayer, and other religious activities.
These spaces are often designed to inspire a sense of awe and reverence.
3. Altars and Sanctuaries: Most ritual architecture includes a focal point, such 
as an altar, shrine, or sanctuary, where religious rituals and ceremonies take 
place. These areas are typically adorned with religious symbols and artefacts.
4.  Aesthetics: The aesthetics of ritual architecture can vary widely depending 
on the culture and religion. Some may feature intricate and ornate details, 
while others may prioritise simplicity and minimalism.
5. Materials: The choice of materials can also be significant. Some ritual 

Figure 1: Depicts the different types of spiritual and religious activities that are related to the river. 
a) Poojas being conducted on stone sculptures b) Narmada aarti c) Ghats and boats d) Semantics related to the  religious symbols like 
trishuls depicting God Shiva
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buildings are constructed from stone, while others use wood, brick, or other 
materials. These materials can hold cultural or symbolic importance.
6. Spatial Layout: The layout of the building often reflects the religious 
practices associated with it. For example, a cathedral in the Christian tradition 
typically has a cruciform shape, symbolising the cross, while Hindu temples 
often have a central shrine surrounded by open courtyards.
7.  Accessibility and Ritual Flow: Ritual architecture is designed to facilitate 
the flow of people during religious ceremonies. It ensures that participants 
can move through the space in an organised manner and participate in rituals 
according to established traditions. 

What is “Revered Terrain”?
“Revered terrain” refers to a geographical area or landscape that is highly respected, 
esteemed, and honoured due to its cultural, historical, religious, or natural significance. 
It is a place that is held in great reverence or deep respect by a community, society, or 
culture, often because it is considered sacred, hallowed, or spiritually important. This 
term emphasises the special and elevated status of the land or terrain in the eyes of 
those who regard it with profound admiration and veneration.

In the context of the Narmada River, “revered terrain” refers to the special and highly 
esteemed significance of the Narmada River and its surrounding landscape in Indian 
culture and spirituality. The Narmada is often regarded as a goddess (Narmada Devi) 
and considered one of the seven sacred rivers in Hinduism, and it holds deep religious 
and cultural importance for millions of people in India. It is associated with spiritual 
purification and devotion. Pilgrims undertake journeys along the banks of the Narmada, 
visiting sacred sites, temples, and ghats (steps leading to the river), performing rituals, 
and seeking blessings.

The term “revered terrain” in the context of the Narmada River signifies that this river 
and the landscape through which it flows are held in high reverence by the people of the 
region and are considered a spiritually significant and sacred place. It reflects the deep 
cultural and religious connections that exist between the Narmada River and the people 
who inhabit its banks.

Architectural Responses to the Varied River Terrain of the Narmada: The Narmada 
River flows through a wide range of geological terrains, including hills, plateaus, valleys, 
alluvial plains, and deltaic regions. These diverse landscapes have not only shaped the 
natural environment but have also played a significant role in the architectural heritage 
of the areas along its banks. This research paper “Sacred River Narmada: Revered 
Terrain and Architectural Rituals” delves into the architectural responses to the varied 
river terrain of the Narmada and seeks to understand how local architectural styles have 
evolved to adapt to these distinct landscapes. 
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Figure shows the main rock formations that make up the Indian shield. On close 
observation, one will find that mostly the rivers have either one or two types of rock 
formations only, but due to its geological setting, the Narmada valley is having all these 
different types of rock formations at different places.

Significance: Understanding the relationship between river terrain and architecture 
along the Narmada River will not only shed light on the cultural and historical context of 
the region but also has practical implications for contemporary architectural practices. 
It can inform sustainable and contextually relevant architectural designs that respect 
the natural environment and heritage of the area. Additionally, this research paper 
contributes to the broader field of architectural and cultural studies, offering insights 
into how geography influences human-built environments.

Architecture Rituals along River Narmada:

Ghats and Bathing: Ghats along the Narmada River are prime locations for various 
rituals. Pilgrims and devotees often gather at these ghats for ritualistic bathing, which is 
believed to cleanse the soul of impurities. The architecture of these ghats is designed to 
accommodate large gatherings and provide easy access to the river.

Aarti (Worship with lamps): Aarti is a traditional Hindu ritual involving the waving of 
lamps in a circular motion to the deity. Along the Narmada River, especially in towns like 
Maheshwar and Omkareshwar, elaborate aarti ceremonies are performed at designated 
ghats. The architectural design of these ghats often incorporates platforms and spaces 
for priests to conduct the aarti.

Pilgrimage Routes and Temples: Along the banks of the Narmada, there are pilgrimage 
routes that connect various temples and sacred sites. These routes often have 

Figure 2: Depicts the geographical diversity along the river basin. 
a) Highlights the path of river on the map of India b) Shows the terrain on the map of Madhya Pradesh (MP) (Source: Google Images)
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architectural features like pavilions, resting places, and markers to guide pilgrims. The 
temples themselves are architectural marvels, adorned with intricate carvings and often 
situated in picturesque locations.

Ritual Circumambulation (parikrama): Devotees perform a circumambulation or 
parikrama of sacred sites along the Narmada River. The architecture of these sites may 
include pathways, steps, and markers for pilgrims to follow during the ritualistic walk 
around the sacred spot.

Ritual Offerings and Donations: Temples along the Narmada River receive various 
offerings from devotees. Architectural elements like donation counters, hundi 
(donation boxes), and spaces for priests to receive offerings are integral parts of temple 
architecture.

Ghats for Immersion of Ashes: The Narmada River is considered sacred for performing 
the last rites and immersing the ashes of deceased loved ones. Special ghats and facilities 
are designed to facilitate this ritual, providing privacy and convenience to the grieving 
families.

Festivals and Celebrations: Various festivals, such as Maha Shivaratri and Narmada 
Jayanti, are celebrated along the Narmada River with grand processions, decorations, 
and cultural performances. Temporary architectural structures like pandals (canopies) 
and stages are set up for these events.

Conservation and Restoration of Sacred Architecture: Efforts are made to conserve 
and restore the architectural heritage associated with the Narmada River. This includes 
maintaining historic temples, ghats, and other sacred structures.

Environmental Awareness and Eco-Friendly Practices: In recent years, there has been a 
growing awareness of the need to protect the Narmada’s ecosystem. Its high time, that 
we must opt for the eco- friendly architectural interventions/ infrastructure and waste 
disposal systems to preserve the river’s purity.

Along the Narmada River, architecture often includes community spaces where people 
can gather for discussions, religious discourse, and cultural events. These spaces 
contribute to the cultural life of the region.

This leads to the question to understand how the diverse terrain of the Narmada River 
has influenced architectural styles and practices. It can be understood by looking into 
these sub topics:

1. Building Materials: The Narmada River has had a considerable influence on 
architectural designs. Its spiritual significance inspires temple designs, and its diversified 
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terrain promotes sustainable practices. This influence is seen in stone sculptures, timber 
components, and vernacular materials. Modern infrastructure coexists alongside 
ancient temples, resulting in a distinct architectural combination along the Narmada’s 
banks.

Example: In the hilly regions near Amarkantak, where the Narmada River originates, 
one can find temples and structures constructed primarily from locally quarried 
stone. For instance, the Narmada Udgam Temple is built using the abundant Basalt 
from the surrounding hills. The availability of stone in this terrain has led to the 
extensive use of this material in temple architecture. These on top are known as 
the “GROUP OF MONUMENTS” as these are the temples without any sculptures 
or deities, and the bottom ones are called “NARMADA UDGAM TEMPLES” which 
are a group of 22 temples constructed around the kund or reservoir from which the 
river Narmada originates.

2.  Architectural Styles: Many different building styles, each representing specific cultural 
and historical influences, may be seen along the Narmada River. The architectural 
diversity along the banks of the river is remarkable, ranging from massive temples 
embellished with Dravidian and Nagara motifs to detailed wood carvings and complex 
stone facades. Series of hillside temples, riverside palaces and plain- based houses exist 
in the area.

Example: The  Mandhata Island region can be taken to elaborate more on the topic, 
where Omkareshwar is located. The architectural style of the Omkareshwar Temple 
reflects the island’s unique geological features. The temple’s design integrates the 
island’s rocky terrain into its structure, and the temple is known for its distinctive 
shikhar (spire), which resembles the shape of a hill.

Figure 3: Narmada Udgam Temples at Amarkantak, Madhya Pradesh (Source: Authors)
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3. Cultural and Religious Influences: Along its course, the Narmada River’s varied 
terrain-which is greatly influenced by cultural and religious factors-has shaped building 
styles and practices in a significant way. Architects have altered designs to mix with the 
natural surroundings, demonstrating a concern for the environment, whether they are 
on steep cliffs or fertile plains. Along the riverbanks are temples and sacred places that 
serve as both cultural and religious landmarks. They are distinguished by their elaborate 
carvings and symbolic architectural aspects, which tell stories from mythology and 
represent spiritual beliefs. These elements help in attaching a particular semantics to 
the design elements of the structures. This skillful weaving together of architecture and 
the varied terrain highlights the strong cultural and religious impact along the Narmada 
River, resulting in a distinctive architectural fabric that is in tune with the local past.

Example: The town of Omkareshwar, named after Lord Shiva (Omkareshwar), 
features temples with architectural elements that reflect the religious significance 
of the area. The Omkareshwar Temple itself is a Jyotirlinga temple, and its 
architecture embodies the spiritual and cultural identity of the region. 

4. Construction Techniques: The Narmada River’s varied geography has influenced 
architectural styles and practices, resulting in a variety of building methods along 
its banks. In rocky areas, where the terrain is rough, creative techniques are used to 
integrate buildings into the surrounding nature. Mud- brick construction is a common 

Figure 4: Omkareshwar Temple, Madhya Pradesh  a) Satellite made image showing the geographical context of ground and the river that 
flows between hills and forms the island (Source: Google Images)

Figure 5: Omkareshwar Temple, Madhya Pradesh a) Omkareshwar Temple, b) Siddhanath Temple (Source: Google Images)



66 4th Nadi Utsav
Thoughts on Rivers and Riverine Culture

architectural style on flat plains that makes use of locally accessible resources. Terraced 
buildings are necessary in hilly areas in order to maintain stability and demonstrate 
flexibility in a variety of settings and climates. These methods contribute to the rich 
architectural legacy of the area by blending in with the land’s natural contours.

Example: In the flood-prone areas along the Narmada River’s plains, traditional 
houses often have raised platforms or stilts to protect against seasonal flooding. 
These raised constructions are a response to the terrain and are designed to keep 
homes above the water level during the monsoon season.

5. Climate and Architecture: The Narmada River’s diverse geography has had a 
considerable impact on architectural styles and techniques, especially in response to 
the changing climates along its banks. The region’s tropical environment has influenced 
design, with features such as verandas, courtyards, and roof patterns incorporated 
to give shade and maximise natural ventilation. Buildings in places with heavy rainfall 
may have sloping roofs and gutters to efficiently channel water away. These concerns 
indicate a thorough awareness of environmental conditions and show how climate-
responsive architecture is integrated into the Narmada River region’s cultural fabric.

Example: In regions with hot and arid climates, like parts of Gujarat along 
the lower Narmada, architectural designs prioritise features that provide 
shade and natural ventilation. Courtyards with trees and open verandas are 
common architectural elements in this terrain to help cool the interiors of 
buildings. 

Figure 6: The ghats protected the fort against seasonal flooding.
 a) Maheshwar Fort, Maheshwar (MP) (Source: Google Image) b) Rai Bhagat Kothi, Mandala (MP) (Source: Authors)

Figure 7: a) Plan of a haveli (Gujarat) b) Inner courtyard of a haveli (Gujarat) c) Front facade of a haveli (Gujarat) (Source: Google Images)
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6.  Architectural Elements: The Narmada River’s varied terrain has had a significant 
impact on architectural styles and practices, moulding the incorporation of many 
architectural features along its banks. Buildings follow the natural curves of the ground, 
with verandas, courtyards, and terraces serving both utilitarian and aesthetic reasons. 
Ornate carvings, elaborate facades, and symbolic motifs decorate structures, reflecting 
cultural and religious influences. These architectural aspects not only enhance the 
landscape’s beauty, but they also represent the region’s rich legacy and traditions.

Example: Along the banks of the Narmada River in Maheshwar there are numerous 
ghats with ornate architecture. These ghats often incorporate steps leading into the 
river, allowing easy access for bathing rituals. The design of these ghats is tailored 
to the riverine environment and serves both functional and spiritual purposes.

7. Historical Evolution: The diversified topography of the river Narmada has played an 
important role in determining the historical evolution of architectural styles and activities, 
particularly in terms of rulership and trade. As many monarchs consolidated their 
dominions along the river, building styles frequently mirrored their cultural and political 
influence, resulting in a confluence of multiple architectural traditions. Furthermore, 
the river’s strategic placement allowed commerce routes, allowing for the movement 
of architectural ideas and materials between regions. This historical interplay between 
rulership and trade helped to shape the dynamic growth of architectural styles along 
the Narmada River, enriching the region’s constructed history.

Example: In Maheshwar, the Ahilya Fort is an excellent example of the historical 
evolution of architecture. The fort’s design evolved under the patronage of Queen 
Ahilyabai Holkar, and it reflects Maratha architecture, with its grand gateways, 
courtyards, and ornate balconies. 

8. Conservation Challenges: The complex topography of the Narmada River presents 
architectural conservation issues due to erosion, flooding, and urbanisation. Natural 
disasters and encroaching urban development pose risks to preservation efforts, 
challenging the delicate balance of cultural protection and sustainable growth. 
Conservationists must work to conserve historical structures while resolving the delicate 
challenge of preserving architectural heritage in the face of fast change.

Figure 8: a) Ghats of Maheshwar (MP) b) Painting of Bithobaji’s cenotaph (MP) c) Front facade of Ahilyabai’s Fort showing intricate 
carvings on arches (MP) (Source: Google Images)
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Example: The town of Maheshwar has faced challenges related to the preservation 
of its historic ghats and temples due to erosion caused by the river’s flow. 
Conservation efforts have involved architectural interventions, such as the use 
of stone revetments to protect the ghats from erosion while preserving their 
traditional appearance. 

The study focuses on three cities based along the river Narmada to highlight more about 
the topic. 

1. Amarkantak: Amarkantak is a small hilly town in the state of Madhya Pradesh from 
where the River Narmada originates. 

1. Building Materials:  In Amarkantak, which is situated in a hilly and forested 
terrain, architectural structures, especially temples and ashrams, often 
use locally sourced stone and timber. The abundant basalt and other types 
of stone found in the surrounding hills are commonly used in construction. 
For instance, the Narmada Udgam Temple, dedicated to the source of the 
Narmada River, is built using locally quarried basalt.

2. Architectural Styles: The architecture of temples in Amarkantak reflects 
the hilly and forested surroundings. Temples like the Narmada Udgam Temple 

Figure 10: a) Outer wall of the fort b) Carvings related to natural elements of the river (fish in this case) on the platforms along the ghats 
to perform sacred rituals c) Temple submerged in the river at the time of floods (Location: Maheshwar, MP) (Source: Google Images)

Figure 9: a) Human activities showing the connection between ghats and river Narmada with respect to the natural terrain (b) The 
beautiful arched openings and jharokhas carved intricately to admire the river and surrounding natural beauty from the fort itself. 
Location: Maheshwar, MP (Source: Authors)
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and the Group of Monuments Temple complex incorporate elements from the 
local landscape. These temples may feature shikhars (spires) that mimic the 
shape of the surrounding hills.

3. Construction Techniques: Given the hilly terrain and potential for soil 
erosion during heavy rains, architectural designs in Amarkantak often consider 
structural stability. Foundations of buildings are constructed to withstand the 
region’s topography, and buildings may have sloped roofs to shed rainwater 
efficiently.

4. Climate and Architecture: Amarkantak experiences a temperate climate 
with cool winters. Architectural designs may include features such as large 
windows to allow ample natural light and cross-ventilation during the warmer 
months. These design elements help create comfortable indoor environments.

5. Architectural Elements: Ghats along the Narmada River in Amarkantak are 
designed to blend with the natural beauty of the region. The architecture of 
these ghats incorporates stone steps and seating areas that harmonise with 
the rugged terrain, offering pilgrims a serene place to perform rituals and take 
in the surroundings.

6.Cultural and Religious Influences:  The architecture of temples in Amarkantak 
is heavily influenced by Hindu religious beliefs. For example, the Narmada 
Udgam Temple features intricate carvings and sculptures depicting Hindu 
deities and legends, creating a spiritual ambience that aligns with the religious 
significance of the source of the Narmada River.

7. Historical Evolution: Over the centuries, the architectural landscape of 
Amarkantak has evolved. While traditional temple architecture remains 
prevalent, newer structures, including guest houses and ashrams, have 

Figure 11: a) Pataleshwar Temple (b) Vishnu Temple and Machendranath Temple (Location: Amarkantak, MP) (Source: Authors)
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incorporated modern design elements while respecting the natural 
surroundings. This single temple complex has seen the evolution of around 
1000 years.

8. Conservation Challenges: Preservation of the architectural heritage in 
Amarkantak often involves addressing challenges related to weathering and 
natural wear and tear due to its hilly and forested environment. Conservation 
efforts aim to protect the historical structures while ensuring they remain 
functional and safe for visitors.

The architectural practices in Amarkantak reflect the unique geological and geographical 
features of the region, integrating them into the design of temples, ghats, and other 
structures. This alignment with the natural environment, along with the cultural and 
religious influences, creates a distinctive architectural identity in the source region of 
the Narmada River. 

2. Jabalpur: Jabalpur is a significant city in the Indian state of Madhya Pradesh with its 
own rich cultural heritage and historical significance.

1. Building Materials:  In Jabalpur, which is the first biggest city on the river 
Narmada, architectural structures, especially temples and ashrams, often use 
locally sourced stone and timber. The specialty of this region is the availability 
of different types of stones found in the surrounding hills are commonly used 
in construction. The rocks can be specified as the Dharwar system of rocks, 
which is created by the erosion and deposition of Archaean rocks. It makes 
them the first metamorphic sedimentary rocks in India. The absence of fossils 
and the presence of granite, gneiss, slate, feldspar, quartzite, mica, schist, 
phyllite, etc., are the most important features of the Dharwar rock system.

2. Architectural Styles: The architectural style in Jabalpur is amalgamated 
due to the different rulers at different times, varying from the Kalachuri 
style architecture in Chausath Yogini Temple, Bhedaghat, to the Gond style 
architecture of various temples, then came the colonial architecture due to 
the influence of British which comprises several government official structures 

Figure 12: a) Dhuadhar Waterfall, Bhedaghat (b) The colourful and lively activities on the ghat, Gwarighat (c) The oldest temple of Jabalpur, 
Chausath Yogini Temple (Source: Google Images, Authors)
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like hospitals, police stations, high court etc.

3. Construction Techniques: Given the mixed terrain and potential for soil 
erosion during heavy rains, along with rocky bed which is earthquake prone, 
architectural designs in Jabalpur often consider structural stability. Foundations 
of buildings are constructed to withstand the region’s topography. The 
construction techniques often range from stone masonry, to brick masonry 
and the latest being cement concrete.

4. Climate and Architecture: Jabalpur experiences a temperate climate with 
heavy rainfall, cool winters, and extreme hot summers. Architectural designs 
may include features such as large windows to allow ample natural light and 
cross-ventilation during the warmer months. These design elements help 
create comfortable indoor environments.

5. Architectural Elements: There are multiple ghats along the river Narmada at 
Jabalpur which encompasses different religious structures including temples 
and Gurudwaras are designed to blend with the natural beauty of the region. 
The architecture of these ghats incorporates stone steps and seating areas 
that harmonise with the rugged terrain, offering pilgrims a serene place to 
perform rituals and take in the surroundings.

6. Historical Evolution: Over the centuries, the architectural landscape of 
Jabalpur has evolved a lot in terms of elements as well as materials. For 
example, in Chausath Yogini Temple of Kalachuri dynasty, granite was the 
prominent building material, at the time of Gond dynasty the structures were 
made up of granite, sandstone, and bricks; and the colonial structures were 
mostly of brick and stone.

7. Conservation Challenges: Preservation of the architectural heritage in 
Jabalpur often involves addressing challenges related to encroachment, 
vandalism, and unplanned development. Apart from these, there are 
weathering and natural wear and tear due to rainfall and erosion. Conservation 
efforts aim to protect the historical structures while ensuring they remain 
functional and safe for visitors. 

To summarise, Jabalpur is nonetheless a city rich in cultural heritage, architectural 
marvels, and artistic traditions. Exploring its temples, sculptures, cultural landscape, 
and artistic legacy provides valuable insights into the diverse cultural tapestry of central 
India. 

3. Maheshwar: Maheshwar, formerly known as Mahishmati, is an ancient city based on 
the banks of Narmada River.
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1. Building Materials: In Maheshwar, the architectural structures often use 
locally available materials such as sandstone and limestone. These materials 
are not only abundant but also reflect the geological features of the region. 
For instance, the Maheshwar Fort, a prominent architectural landmark, is 
constructed primarily from sandstone.

2. Architectural Styles: The architectural styles in Maheshwar reflect the 
historical and cultural context of the region. The Maheshwar Fort, built 
during the Maratha rule, displays Maratha architectural elements, including 
ornate gateways, courtyards, and balconies that provide a glimpse into the 
architectural heritage of the area.

3. Construction Techniques: Given the alluvial plain terrain along the Narmada 
River, construction techniques in Maheshwar often involve the use of 
foundations designed to withstand periodic flooding. The architecture of 
traditional homes and temples in the region accounts for the potential impact 
of seasonal river floods

4. Climate and Architecture: Maheshwar experiences a tropical climate with 
hot summers. Architectural designs in the town may feature overhanging 
eaves, shaded courtyards, and jharokhas (overhanging enclosed balconies) to 
provide relief from heat and create comfortable living spaces.

5. Architectural Elements: The town’s ghats along the Narmada River are 
integral to its architectural landscape. These ghats often incorporate steps, 
resting areas, and ornate designs that provide both functional and aesthetic 
value. The Ahilya Ghat, particularly, showcases intricate carvings and 
sculptures.

6. Cultural and Religious Influences: Maheshwar is known for its cultural 
and religious significance, especially its temples and ghats. The Maheshwar 
Temple, dedicated to Lord Shiva, exhibits architectural elements that align with 
Hindu religious beliefs, making it an essential part of the town’s architectural 
heritage.

Figure 13: a) Cenotaph of Bithobaji (b) Ahilyeshwar Shivaalay (c) Small temples along the ghats of Maheshwar (Source: Google Images, Authors)
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7. Historical Evolution: Over the centuries, Maheshwar’s architecture has 
evolved under the patronage of different rulers. The fort and several temples 
have undergone renovations and modifications, reflecting the changing 
architectural tastes and styles of different eras. 

8. Conservation Challenges: Preservation of architectural heritage in 
Maheshwar often involves addressing the effects of weathering, erosion, 
and pollution on sandstone and limestone structures. Conservation efforts 
aim to protect the historical and cultural significance of these architectural 
landmarks. The geological terrain of Maheshwar, with its alluvial plains along 
the Narmada River, has contributed to the development of architectural 
styles and techniques that are well-suited to the local environment. The 
town’s architecture showcases a harmonious blend of cultural, historical, 
and geographical influences, making it a significant cultural and architectural 
destination along the Narmada River.

Conclusion:

The phrase “Sacred River Narmada: Revered Terrain and Architectural Rituals” serves as 
a succinct and evocative title, encapsulating the profound significance and multifaceted 
nature of the Narmada River in India’s cultural and religious milieu. It conveys the 
essence of this remarkable river’s role as not just a geographical entity but as a spiritual 
force that has shaped both the physical and metaphysical aspects of the landscape 
along its banks.

The mention of the “spiritual essence” in the title alludes to the deep-rooted religious 
beliefs and cultural traditions associated with the Narmada River. For millennia, 
the Narmada has been venerated as a goddess, embodying purity and sanctity. It is 
considered a divine source of spiritual nourishment, where a simple act of taking a dip in 
its waters is believed to cleanse one’s sins. This spiritual essence is the lifeblood of the 
river, nurturing the faith and devotion of generations of people who have sought solace 
and enlightenment along its shores.

The term “architectural marvels” in the title draws attention to the man-made structures 
that have sprung up along the riverbanks. These structures, including temples, ghats, and 
other ritual edifices, represent the tangible expressions of the deep spiritual connection 
people share with the Narmada. They are testaments to the artistic and architectural 
ingenuity of generations who sought to create spaces for worship, contemplation, 
and communal rituals in proximity to the sacred river. The blend of architectural styles 
and the intricate craftsmanship found in these structures showcase the dedication and 
reverence that have gone into their construction.

Moreover, the title underscores how the Narmada River has been a wellspring of 
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inspiration and devotion for countless generations. It has nurtured not only religious 
practices but also a profound cultural heritage that continues to flourish along its banks. 
The river’s enduring impact on the region is described as “leaving an indelible mark on 
India’s sacred landscape,” emphasiSing that the Narmada is not just a body of water 
but a dynamic force that has shaped the beliefs, customs, and physical environment of 
the region over centuries. It has become an integral part of India’s sacred geography, 
perpetuating its influence on the spiritual and cultural identity of the nation.
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Introduction

It was the middle of the day and I was sitting at Wazirabad Ghat of river Yamuna in Delhi,
when two middle aged men entered the ghat with two big boxes of mithai (sweets) with 
them. Upon reaching the step of the ghat where their feet can touch river’s water, they 
stopped and opened the boxes. The boxes contained sweets known as eemarti in it.One 
of the men, looking older, murmured some words before bending his head towards 
the river as if nodding to the river. After finishing his murmurings (most probably some 
prayers), he started putting eemartis in the river, first one by one and then four-five at 
he same time. Soon after, the second man started pouring milk in the river from a steel
globular water container (lota), while the first man continued putting sweets in the river.
When two eemartis were left, he held them 
in his hands, once again prayed to the river 
Yamuna and offered the sweets to the river’s 
water. After that he folded his hands towards 
the river and bent to take the river’s water in
his hands. He then moved his hands towards
his face with river water in them and touched
the river water to his lips thrice, and then 
folded hands towards the river once again. 
The second man roughly followed the same 
ritual and then they simply walked back and 
left the ghat. (Fig. 1)

Rituals like this, are among the innumerable rituals performed at the banks of river 
Yamuna in the city of Delhi. But what’s special in this ritual is the thankfulness felt for the 
river and its behavioural expression in the form of a ritual. Here thankfulness is not only 
felt, but also conveyed and/ or enacted. The two men, most probably brothers, were 
thankful towards river Yamuna as something they had wished for (from river Yamuna) 
had been granted to them (by the river Yamuna). At least they believed so. What they 
had asked for, generally belongs to the realm of secret(s) and is seldomly disclosed to 
others. This type of votive offerings or rituals are pretty common within the daily or 

Figure 1: Two men (possibly brothers) offering eemartis and milk 
to river Yamuna
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day to day practices of Hinduism and often the reason for visits to the temples, shrines 
and other sacred locations. But often these rituals remain obscured beneath larger and 
great traditions especially those of deity worship and festival celebration. Essentially, 
they are the ‘Thanking Rituals’- Rituals thanking the deity, the sacred, the gods, the 
goddesses for listening to the prayers and giving what was wished for.

Seeking boons, blessings in general or something in particular from the sacred, is in a 
way omnipresent and a possible human universal. But what’s interesting here is the 
ritualistic rendition of the motive of being thankful. And add to it the value of being a 
tradition that is continuing from time immemorial and that too for an environmental 
resource/ entity.

The Tradition of Thanking River Yamuna

The description of offering “eemartis” to river Yamuna as a thankful gesture to some 
votive means in the introduction, is a ritualistic rendition of what can be said as the 
tradition of thanking river Yamuna. The tradition has at its core a belief that river Yamuna
can avert bad omen and bad times from one’s life and/ or she will provide something you 
want or bring good times. For achieving this, you can simply pray to the river Yamuna 
(on its banks) and when it is granted you should go back and thank her for the same. 

In fact, there are people who ritually visit the river and express their gratitude for 
something they have received (or believed to have received) from her. Some keep on 
performing this visit and thankfulness behaviour throughout their lives. Obviously, the 
impact of prayer or boon wished from the river had been substantial for them, or at 
least believed so. This belief and behaviour is no different from behaviour shown to 
other gods and goddesses or to other sacred entities, but river Yamuna seems to be the 
only environmental entity still enjoying this ritual.

It should also be mentioned that rituals being syncretic, they can range from very simple 
to highly organised coordinated activity. Here also at most basic level, ritual involves 
simply coming to the river’s bank and one can simply stand facing the river, fold hands 
and bow the head towards river Yamuna. One can also recite some words or aarti or 
say whatever one feels like. Often words being said are: “Jamna mai ki Jai”, “Jai ho 
Yamna Maiyya ki”, “Jai Jamna”. Interestingly, what is wished from the River and what 
had been granted is never disclosed, only chants for river Yamuna are said publicly. Very 
often incense sticks or dhoop are lighted. Sometimes the river is anointed with roli, 
chawaal or both. Many times, offerings are also made to the river, which again are very 
simple and economical like wheat flour or dough, flowers, sesame seeds, coconut, betel 
leaves, milk or cooked food like poori subzi. At times, flour is converted into small dough 
balls using fingers or using palm(s) and then offered. There can be any permutation and 
combination of the above or any other ritual practice(s) being considered apt by the 
performer(s). In one such ritual performance, I observed two women, sitting on the 
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ghats of river Yamuna at Ram Ghat in Delhi, 
offering dough balls to the river which they had 
carried in a steel container from home. One of 
them was elderly (most probably mother or 
mother-in-law), while the other was younger 
(daughter or daughter-inlaw). The younger 
woman picked dough balls from the container 
and handed it over to the elderly woman. The 
elderly women took the dough balls from her, 
kept it between her folded hands, touched 
her folded hands with her forehead, then 
bowed towards the river and made the offering of the dough ball to the river. After 
making the offering, she would again fold her hands and bowed her head towards river 
Yamuna, showing her thankfulness to the river. This, they continued, till the container 
was empty. Afterwards, they collected all their belongings, and left the place. (Fig. 2)

In another instance of such ritual performance, 
a young man came to river Yamuna and offered 
puffed rice (kheel) and an open coconut to the 
river. After making the offering, he simply walked 
forward to take the river’s water in his hands and 
poured back into the river. Post this, he prayed to 
the river thrice with folded hands
and left. (Fig: 3)

On the other end of ritualistic syncretism, expressing thankfulness to river Yamuna,there 
are yajnas, poojas and even celebrations being organised by the whole family or group. 
During my fieldwork, I saw people organising ceremonies like mundan (Fig: 4) or havans 
(Fig: 5) at river’s banks specifically for seeking the blessings of river Yamuna. Even 
festivals like Kanjak (Fig: 6) are also organised at the banks of river Yamuna everyyear. 
Many people visit river Yamuna’s banks on various festivals and holy-days like Holi, 
Diwali, Rakhsbandhan, Chhath Puja, Amavasya, Mahashivratri, etc., among others and 
perform thanking rituals alongside. Some would distribute prasad to people when their 
desired wish is granted. River Yamuna has another special belief associated with her. She 

Figure 2: Two women offering dough balls to river Yamuna 

Figure 3: A Young man offering puffed rice and coconut to 
river Yamuna

Figure 4: A family performing mundan 
ritual at banks of river Yamuna

Figure 5: A family organising havan and taking 
services of a priest.

Figure 6: Hindu tradition of Kanjak being organised at river 
Yamuna’s ghat
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is considered very potent to ward off the evil eye (locally called as nazar utarna).Many 
people come to river Yamuna for this purpose. In one 
such instance, a couple arrived at the Wazirabad Ghat 
and faced the river but at a distance from one another. 
The husband evolved a coconut several times around 
his head and finally threw it into the river. Throughout 
this time, his wife was keeping her hands folded near 
her head (facing the river) and saying prayers. After 
throwing the coconut, the husband too folded his hands 
and prayed to the river, before leaving the site. (Fig: 7)

Many others believe in the special power of black magic
and consider the banks of river Yamuna as an auspicious
and powerful site, and they regularly visit (although 
often at evening or night) to perform their rituals. In 
these types of rituals, a ritual specialist is mandatory 
(locally called as bhagat or bhagatji). The bhagats and 
the ritual performer are among those who are most 
thankful to the river, obviously 

due to their belief in the 
potency of river Yamuna for the desired results (Fig: 8). River 
Yamuna is also deeply associated (locally) with rituals meant 
for avoiding death, misfortune, penance and tantric practices. 
In these cases, also, people first perform the ritual meant for 
their purpose and when it bears successful result, they come 
again to the river to express their gratitude. Many people come 
and shave their heads or beard and immerse the hair into the 
river water.(Fig: 9)

Another very important and related ritual performed regularly at the river Yamuna’s 
banks is giving alms or donations. There is a belief that donating here accrues great 
merit to the donor. As a result, people donate money, clothes, sweets, foods, fruits, 
toys, and other articles. Sometimes precious things like gold or silver are also offered to 
river as well. With increasing price of gold and silver, this practice is in decline but can 
be seen seldomly.

The Mythology and History behind the Thankful Rituals to River Yamuna

The river Yamuna as per the Hindu oral tradition and the ancient Hindu scriptures, 
is described as the daughter of Sun deity, Surya and his wife Surenu or Sanjana, the 
daughter of Vishwakarma. Yamun is often portrayed as Surya’s favourite child, which 
is evident from her other names- Suryatanaya, Suryaja, and Ravinandini1. The river 
Yamuna, Yamathe God of Death and the sage Manu are described as offsprings of Surya 
and Surenu.

Figure 7: A couple at the river Yamuna’s banks, the 
husband performing the nazar utarna ritual

Figure 8: A bhagat performing ritual in the 
evening 

Figure 9: Shaving head as penance. 
After this, the hair will be offered to 
the river.
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There are many myths related to Yama and Yamuna. It is said that River Yamuna would 
often call Yama to her house but Yama could not come due to his busy schedule. One 
day Yama finally visited her house and Yamuna joyfully welcomed him with tilak and 
served him many meals. When Yama was about to leave, she asked Yama to make all 
brothers who visit their sisters on this day free from fear of death and have a good life.
And this day is celebrated as Bhai-dooj since then. In Rig Veda, the story of the Yamuna 
escribes her “excessive love” for her twin, Yama, who in turn asks her to find a suitable
match for herself, which she does in Lord Krishna.

Yamuna thereby, is regarded as the lover and consort of Lord Krishna. She is also called
as Krishanrupa i.e., having all the qualities of Lord Krishna. The tale is further detailed in 
the 16th century Sanskrit hymn, Yamunashtakam, an ode by philosopher Vallabhacharya.
Here the story of descent to meet her beloved Krishna and to purify the world has been 
put in verse. The hymn also praises her for being the source of all spiritual abilities. 
While the Ganges is considered an epitome of asceticism and higher knowledge and 
can grant us moksha or liberation, it is Yamuna, who being a holder of infinite love and 
compassion, can grant us freedom from even death, the realm of her elder brother 2. As
desiribed in the hymn, she rushes down the Kalinda Mountain, and gets described as the
daughter of Kalinda, deriving another name, Kalindi, forming the backdrop of Krishna 
leela. The text also talks about her water being of the colour of Lord Krishna, which is 
also dark.

In addition to being the lover and consort of Lord Krishna, River Yamuna is also intricately 
connected to Lord Krishna’s leelas. Whether it is story of Lord Krishna’s birth where 
Vasudeva (Krishna’s father) carried the baby through the Yamuna river and Yamuna 
trying to touch the feet of baby Krishna, or of dancing on the hoods of the serpent 
Kaliya, or his childhood mischiefs or raas leela at its banks or love with Rādha; River 
Yamuna is inseparable from Lord Krishna. According to Pushtimarg, a sect of the Hindu 
religion which considers Krishna as the chief deity, Krishna grew up at the banks of 
Yamuna at Braj, and Yamuna is worshipped as his fourth consort and the goddess who 
asked the founder of the sect, Shri Vallabhacahrya to recite Shrimad Bhagwat near her 
banks. In Pushtimarg belief, the river has three forms, spiritual, physical, and goddess3. 
It is the river of love, the love-lorn gopi (milk-maid) in the poet Jayadev’s imagination 
in Gita Govinda, which enjoins Radha to hasten and meet Krishna, who is waiting at the 
windswept banks of river Yamuna: ‘dhīra-samīre yamunā-tīre vasati vane vanamālī’ 4.

Bathing in or drinking the Yamuna’s waters is believed to wash away all sins. The Yamuna
is seen as a river that bargains with her brother Yama for her devotees’ life (Haberman 
2006). While the river is associated with purification before death, it is also concerned 
with the blessings of life.

River Yamuna in the anthropomorphic form is worshipped as a goddess having kurma 
(tortoise) as her vahan. The Agni Purana describes Yamuna as being black in complex 
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ion, standing astride her mount, the tortoise,
holding an urn bearing water in her hand 5. 
River Yamuna sculptures were erected on the 
entrances of garbhagriha of ancient temples 
along river Ganga during the Gupta period. 
A very popular pictorial description shows 
river Yamuna as a goddess with a garland 
in her hand along with Lord Krishna and 
Mahaprabhuji (Fig: 10).

Historically, Delhi is also known for the ‘Yogini’ 
cult i.e., worship of mother deities, something that can be traced in the Vedic literature 
and found scattered throughout the northern and central India. Delhi is said to be 
the apex of Yogini cult in the 9th to 12th century and one of the names of the city is 
Yoginipura. The worshippers of Yogini are also known as the practitioners of tantrism 
and black magic- both associated with river Yamuna as well (Chauhan, 2014). The local 
respondents add that among all rivers in India, river Yamuna is special. She is regarded 
as a young, unmarried girl who had grown up in Braj after taking birth at Yamunotri, 
while generally other rivers are considered married. They also mention that they never 
offer symbols of married women like sindoor to river Yamuna as offered to river Ganga 
and other rivers. If someone does that the person immediately gets identified as an 
outsider to the region.

The special worship status of River Yamuna in Delhi exists, seemingly, also because of 
the continuing historic ties with this geographical location. Delhi is among the most 
ancient cities known in Indian history and in common parlance, the city of Delhi is said to
be settled seven times and plundered seven times. History puts at least eleven, of which
seven were either in the vicinity of river Yamuna or right next to it. Earliest and most 
remembered is the Hastinapur city as mentioned in the Mahabharata. Thereafter, it had
been a city of many rulers including the Rajput kings, Muslim Sultans, Mughals, British, 
and now of Independent India. The continuing vicissitudes for the local people, especially
during Muslim and British rule, must have maintained locals’ reliance on the river and its 
resources. The resulting fortitude among people must have reinforced belief in the river 
Yamuna. This might also explain continuity of the 'thanking ritual to the river' in the city.

Amidst these special myths and beliefs, ritual syncretism, historic reasons the overall 
imagery of river Yamuna, remains same as the Hindu conceptualisation of rivers as 
mother figures, as goddesses, as sacred environmental entities, and converges to the 
Hindu tradition of river worship.

The Hindu Tradition of Worshipping Rivers

As of today, rivers in Hinduism are worshipped in two major forms viz., as environmental

Figure 10: River Yamuna with Lord Krishna and Mahaprabhuji12
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entities, as sacred space/ geography/ landscape- as mentioned above in thanking rituals,
and as an anthropomorphic form of a female deity (an exception is the Brahmaputra 
river, which is consider as male). The latter is observed in temples and pilgrimages like 
Yamunotri. The local respondents during my fieldwork always valued the former more 
than the latter with the words “Yeh to sakshaat roop hai” (this is the physical form of 
the goddess).

As per larger Hindu tradition of worshipping rivers, rivers are revered, prayed and 
worshipped since time immemorial. Rig Veda, the oldest among the Vedas, describes 
the sacredness of rivers through the Nadi Stuti Sutra. Ancient Hindu texts, mainly the 
Brahmanas including Aitareya Brahmana and Shatapatha Brahmana too tell about the 
river worship in general. They mentioned the merits of river worship and have prescribed
specific procedures for worshipping rivers. Another old text, Kautilya’s Arthshashtra 
refers to the prevalence of the worship of mountains and rivers on festival days. The 
worship of rivers is also emphasised during times of droughts along with the rain God 
‘Indra’. Vayu Purana specially mentions the river Yamuna and other rivers as sacred, 
worthy of being worshipped by gods and sages. (Compiled from Pandey, 1984).

The Hindu tradition of river worhsip in present times is extensively studied over time by
several scholars. One of the first anthropologists to study rivers in India as sacred space
was Prof. L.P. Vidyarthi. In his study of Benaras (Varanasi) with Prof. Jha and Prof. 
Saraswati, which was published as “The Sacred Complex of Kashi: A Microcosm of Indian
Civilization” in 1979, he discussed the concept of a sacred complex. The study describes
interactions with river Ganga as happening around the four cults identified in their 
study. These are a) Cult of Tirthas, b) Cult of Vishwanath, c) Cult of Ganges and d) Cult 
of Shamshan. His work shows how intricately river worship ‘cult’ is part of our tradition
and of daily life and rituals.

Anne Feldhaus (1995) adds to this anthropomorphisation of rivers in India the cluster of
values like wealth, beauty, long life, good health, food, love, and the birth of children.
She also noted about sacred landscape that “the sources of rivers have been made into
places of pilgrimage, complete with temples, tanks, steps, and other kinds of architectural
arrangements designed to facilitate pilgrims’ visits and to highlight significant features 
of the places.” She adds that even the sites of confluence with other rivers or with 
oceans carries high religious significance- like the confluence of Yamuna and Ganga (and
mythical Saraswati) at Prayag and confluence of river Ganga with Sea at Gangasagar. 
One can observe a general tendency among people to regard every river or rivulet, at 
times any water source as comparable to river Ganga or as originated from her.

Several scholars have noted the ritual practices surrounding rivers in India. Like David 
Haberman in his study of river Yamuna in the region of Braj describes a ritual eloquently
as follows:
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A woman dressed in a beautiful green sari removes her sandals, approaches the 
river’s edge, and squats to place a wicker basket containing a heap of red roses, a 
few sticks of incense, and a copper pot full of milk on the sandy shore. She scoops
up some water from the river with her right hand, takes three sips, and sprinkles 
the remainder on top of her head. Next, she greets the river with joined hands, 
saying “Shri Yamuna Maiya ki jaya” (Glory to Mother Yamuna). She then looks into
the water and, with a loving smile, pours milk into the stream and places a few red
rose blossoms on its surface. After this offering, she lights three sticks of incense, 
waves them before the river, and inserts them into sand by her side. She bows 
her head to touch the moist sand at the river’s edge and then gets up to leave. 
(Haberman, 2006: 96).

Prof. Anne Feldhaus in her extensive study of religious practices associated with rivers 
in the state of Maharashtra notes water transportation from rivers to temples. She says:

Men take water from the Bhima River to the temple of goddess Bolhai, northeast
of Pune.

She at the same time connects it to the broader level of actions and beliefs. She recorded
that “what these men do is but one example of a ritual circulation of water that takes 
laces, it seems, all over India. Many pilgrims, for instance carry water from the Ganges to 
Varanasi to Rameshwaram, in the far south of India, and many more bring Ganges water 
home, keeping it for years in a sealed container in their household shrine".

In addition to these sacred site rituals, there are many rituals for worshiping rivers 
reported throughout the country. Like, in Tamil Nadu, Aadi Perukku is celebrated on the
18th day of the Tamil month of Adi. The festival pays tribute to the river’s life-sustaining
properties 6. In its neighbouring state, Karnataka, the ritual of bagina is celebrated to 
thank the rivers. In fact in this ritual as reported by Deccan Herald (on 11/09/2022 on its 
Twitter account), the Chief Minister Shri Basavaraj S Bommai performed the ceremony 
of offering bagina to the rivers Cauvery and Kapila (on behalf of people). Bagina is 
basically a thanks giving ritual when a river reaches its full capacity (recently when a dam
reaches its max capacity) especially after a good monsoon. Bagina is an offering made 
rom mora (a bamboo based holder) and things like rice, coconut, betel leaves, kumkum,
and turmeric. In Karnatka, bagina is also given to married women on occasion of Gauri 
festival 7.

Although many more instances of Hindu tradition of river worship can be cited, it can be
safely assumed that the Hindu tradition believes in thankfulness towards rivers and has
a legacy of worshipping rivers, just like in many native cultures worldwide. And the 
tradition of worshipping river Yamuna is definitely an extended and established part 
of this tradition itself. And this tradition, this ritual rendition being happening on 
ground and recorded by scholars throughout the landmass, cannot be excluded from 
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the discussion of extant human-river relationship in context of India. This can even be 
generalised to the human-environment relationship concept often talked about due to 
recent geo-political developments related to the climate change.

Conceptualising the Tradition, Rituals, and Human-River Relationship

Anthropologically speaking, although at the risk of being generalist, rituals are the 
behavioural manifestation of beliefs under a tradition but when performed, rituals 
reinforce the beliefs and thus the tradition, enabling cultural memory and belief 
transmission. This iterative process followed overtime produces culturally sustainable 
relationships including relationship with the natural and built environment. In case of 
rivers, the Hindu rituals and traditions through this iterative process have created a 
human-river relationship in which people feel thankful towards the rivers and worship 
them.

However, not many people realise that until very recently, rivers were an integral- 
at times pivotal- part of our social structure and cultural realm. Rivers used to play a 
significant role in farming activities, providing potable drinking water, contributing 
fishes and other aquatic life forms for food and trading, and also as a means of transport. 
In fact there were several occupations directly or indirectly related to rivers for their 
livelihoodboatmen, divers, fishermen, priests, local merchants and/ or farmers. Of late 
there used to be bhistis who would fill their bags with freshwater and sell it to the thirsty 
passersby. Rivers are also used by those who rear animals like cows, ox, buffaloes, sheep, 
goats, and elephants. For them, the river had been a source of water, animal fodder, 
bathing space, ground for resting and/ or space for disposing off the dead ones. In 
addition, rivers are used for swimming, washing clothes, cleaning utensils, taking ritual 
baths, celebrating certain life events including cremation, organising fairs, spending 
leisure time, earning indirect livelihood, and festival celebration among others. At times 
river also mark the boundaries of villages and areas. (Chauhan, 2014). Worshipping the 
rivers might actually subsume thankfulness for all these functions that rivers used to 
perform for the society and culture. The celebration of festivals too underlines this 
tribute, although silently, to the human-river relationship.

But within the ambit of human-river relationship can this feeling of thankfulness can be
so ubiquitous, shared and expressed as it appears from the above religious and 
mythological descriptions? Could departures or variations be possible here? Let’s analyse 
this critically in this case study and check the possibility of any ritual-less or thankfulness-
less relationship with the rivers.

Ideally one can be thankful towards rivers without being ritualistic, and ritualistic without
being thankful towards the river. Experiences during fieldwork, however, allow 
possibility of the former but not of the latter. Being ritualistic without being thankful, is
somehow difficult to conceptualise. People who come to the river banks for performing 
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rituals are indeed those who felt thankfulness towards the river. There seems to be no
exception to this.

The former i.e., being thankful without being ritualistic is however very much possible, 
even within Hinduism. After all there would be many in the city who feel thankful to the
river Yamuna or rivers in general, but had never gone to the banks of any river within the
city or elsewhere. A visit to a river to express feelings of thankfulness and that through
rituals would be even rare. But there are always people who have visited the river during
some or other festive celebrations like Ganesh Visarjan, Durga Visarjan, Chathh Puja, etc.
Some others have visited the annual Diwali fair at the Wazirabad side, while some had 
gone for some other ritualistic work like getting the river’s water, soil of the river, 
cremation of some near and dear ones, but had no visit to the river otherwise. Some 
would visit river at a specific time of the year, and during those visits, they tend to 
convey their thankfulness to the river.

The real situation is more like a spectrum than being definite positions. Some visit very 
frequently, some occasionally, and some never, with maximum being skewed towards 
no visits. But they all felt thankful towards the rivers in general. During my fieldwork on
river Yamuna in Delhi, I noticed that a large number of people tend to have a ‘panoptical
view’ of the river Yamuna during monsoon from ITO bridge when it was flowing at 
flooding level and making headlines, but had never visited the river otherwise. Still more
prevalent is the ‘broadcasted view’ from various media platforms. So people have seen
the river Yamuna, but have never actually visited river Yamuna. Then obviously, they 
have never conveyed their thankfulness to Yamuna through rituals. Yet, if you ask them
they will generally tend to feel thankful to the river. This is like having a suppositional 
belief of being thankful to the rivers.

Hence, theoretically, people having views of un-thankfulness to the river Yamuna is also
possible but so far I haven’t met a single one of them. This might be a reporting bias 
but the overall socio-cultural beliefs too point in this direction. Thereby, we can assume
that thankfulness-less behaviour towards rivers is negligible enough and so is 
thankfulness- less ritualistic behaviour. Although the ritual-less but thankful behaviour 
towards river Yamuna is possible.

In fact, this can be said for the overall experience of rivers. While most of us thank rivers
by remembering them in words, very few can remember them by linking to one’s lived 
experiences and life’s predicaments. This is so true in the age of technology, where 
pictures, religious myths, poems, songs, folk narratives, geographical, and other 
information related to river Yamuna or rivers in general is available at a click. Perhaps, 
this is all the more reason which is keeping people away from the river. At the same 
time, those who come to the river’s bank seeking some help from the river, or looking 
for some intervention from the supernatural being manifested as rivers, tend to have a 
lived experience, cultural memory, and social transmission of rituals associated with the 
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rivers. And this makes the act of coming to the river to thank her and performing some 
rituals, distinct from other literal, oral, pictorial, or performing arts and also the cause 
for repetitive reproduction of act- socially or individually.

And this aspect, i.e. personal lived experience is perhaps common to people who feel 
thankful towards their rivers in context of the western countries. In context of latter 
,ritualistic rendition of human-river relationship is practically non-existent. There people
tend to have better lived experience with the rivers, as their contact is very frequent, 
more physical and non-panoptical. The people do feel thankful to rivers but they generally 
take the technological mediums to express their feeling of thankfulness rather than
rituals. Like the following web post 8 by Rianna Sterk: 

I am grateful to the river because it is powerful and relentless, but also predictable.
I am grateful to the river because when you are in a rapid or surfing a wave there 
is nowhere else that you can be. You can only be in the present, in that moment 
feeling the movement of your boat through the water in a way that can feel so 
exhilarating and peaceful at the same time. I am grateful for the river because it 
quenches my thirst on hot days and provides me with hot tea on cold mornings. I 
am grateful to the river for the sounds it makes that lull me to sleep at night and 
the mist it creates in the morning, that I watch evaporate to reveal a reflection of 
calm and beauty that is unmatched by any mirror. I am grateful for the river in the 
way that it teaches me and humbles me. I am grateful for the river because it brings 
people and nature together in a way that feels whole. And as winter approaches, 
I am grateful for the ice that will form and provide me with a new way of traveling 
on skis. I will wait patiently and with my heart filled with joy knowing that in the 
spring I can surf that wave again and travel to beautiful and wild places with more 
wonderful humans. Thank you, river, and see you soon.

Following is another post 9 on the Internet:

We offer gratitude to the Rivers of Life- the rivers which have carved the lands and
fed all the creatures, which have washed and nourished and shaped the people. 
We are thankful for the life-giving waters, the moving waters, the shining waters. 
For waterfalls, eddies, currents, for ever-changing patterns, for leaping fish, otters,
invertebrates. We remember how our ancestors recognized the Rivers as sacred 
beings, tenderly offering them gifts and prayers.

Technology the western world seems to be transforming the thankfulness behaviour 
towards the rivers by reproducing it on different platforms other than religious rituals.
Like on Pinterest, there are Peaceful James River Thank You Postcards 10. Technology is
also generating social action among people like sending love letters to rivers like done 
by an online group named as ‘Friends of Mississippi River' 11. They have literally asked 
people to write and send love letters of memories or gratitude to the river in the year 
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2020. Before that, they used to call for prose, poetry, and photos related to the river as
an annual event. In their own words “The heartfelt letters we received reflect deep 
appreciation for how the river continually gives- holding our past, inspiring our future, 
providing a sense of belonging, and always nudging us to connect more”. And as per their 
website, they had given the received love letters to a local artist (Susan Armington) who 
wove them into a river painting11. Clearly there is no religiosity, tradition or ritualistic 
rendition involved in these descriptions. They are thankful, as they can enjoy being with
the river- a condition that can be deducted as a result of rationalist environmental 
campaigns happening ever since the publication of “The Silent Spring” in 1962. From 
there, the rationalist idea of environment conservation and preservation had permeated 
the western environmental thought with notable success in conserving and promoting 
the environment overall. One of the chief characteristics of this success is the continuous
use of new and upgraded technology for the cause of environment.

In India, however, technology is being used to bound, concretise and pollute the rivers,
rather than protect or promote them. The entry of technology in the river-human 
relationship has proved deadly to the rivers (and its ecosystem), at least in the case of 
India. The only solace with respect to technology is that it has now been deployed to 
mitigate river pollution and is now shifting the overall narrative on rivers to pollution 
control and the river’s well being. Actual solution is still no way near. And the west-
like campaign-oriented rationalist, environmentalist mode is found periodically 
and sporadically throughout the country. It is not a major force to reckon with. And 
unfortunately, the extant human river relationship in Indian context is totally opposite 
of what the ritual based thankful tradition or western rationalist campaign oriented 
environmentalist thought can lead us to believe.

The worst case scenario that can depict the extant river-human relationship in India 
exists no where else but where there is a strong ritual based tradition of thanking the 
rivers- i.e., at river Yamuna in the city of Delhi. Today’s river Yamuna is nothing like river
when the Nadi Stuti Sukta was composed or even what it used to be at least 50 years 
from now. Today for most of the year, the stretch of river Yamuna, in the city of Delhi 
doesn’t resemble a river. It is just a sewage carrying drain, with an awful smell and no life
sustaining potential. It is highly regulated, obstructed, and controlled in name of water 
supply to the city and disposal of all kinds of industrial and household waste. There are 
several bunds, barrages, and bridges that mark the river’s landscape today. In fact one 
can see the buildings, roads, a huge temple complex, a residential township, fruit farms,
metro yard and station, and even agricultural fields on its floodplains; but not the flowing
river Yamuna. The Yamuna flows only when authorities allow release of water which 
happens in only two scenarios: First, during the monsoon when the river tends to flood
and secondly, when there is some important festival celebration like Visarjan or Chhath 
Puja. As a consequence, today rituals of thanking the river Yamuna in the city of Delhi 
have to be done in the lifeless, uninhabited, and polluted floodplains and river water. 
Flour balls or dough or other offerings are offered in the river, even knowing quite well  
that there is no aquatic life in it. Ritual performers lament this condition of the river and
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often recollect, remember, and miss the old memories of the relationship they once had
with the river.

The city of Delhi, being the country’s capital, is also a representative of unprecedented 
urbanisation seen in the country. Its population is hugely diverse, densely packed, and 
the only metropolitan city (of the original four) that does not have a sea shore around 
it. It’s landlocked geography makes the Yamuna river its only source of potable water. 
There are Hindon and Sahibi rivers, but their contribution is negligible as compared to 
the Yamuna. Delhi represents the epitome of changing lifestyle, values, practices, ways
of production, and consumption among masses. This led to generation of huge amounts
of solid, liquid, and gaseous waste and since it is not managed, it end up resulting in 
pollution. Delhi alone, on record, contributes 98% of the total pollution in the Yamuna 
basin. These processes over a period of time have led to the present social situation 
where the river is forgotten, by and large, by the very people still deriving water, food, 
travel, residence, and waste disposal services from it.

The situation is more or less similar in case of other Indian rivers, and yet rivers are 
considered as venerable and in fact worshipped like any other deity. Many scholars have
studied this dualism and have explained their thoughts on it. Like Prof. Kelly Alley in her
2002 publication titled ‘On the Banks of the Gangā: When Wastewater Meets a Sacred 
River’, she tries to understand rituals vis-a-vis pollution in the river Ganga. She starts 
with a tourist’s paradox of a polluted river being worshipped, which according to her 
is not a paradox at all for Hindus who believe in Ganga’s sacred purity. She writes “at 
the present times, the Hindu understanding of sacred purity does not render purity and 
uncleanness mutually exclusive categories and conditions” [232]. In this publication, she
too describes many rituals including those related to death/ cremation but with respect
to the pollution in the river. In a subsequent publication titled “Ganga and Gandagi”, 
she outlines the various interpretations of waste and river in the urban and sacred town
of Benaras. She distinguishes the usage of word pradushan from gandagi with the latter
being used to refer to the “human excrement, household garbage, dirty water flowing 
from drains, soap, human and animal corpses, dirt from bathing buffaloes and pan spit”
(129). In another publication, she re-iterates her view that “Ganga (river) is believed 
to never be impure in spite of the ‘gandagi’ in it because the Ganga- the Goddess- the 
mother- takes it away”. She does mention people who objectively point out the situation
but also about the belief that many others believe that it is humans that are polluted, 
not the river.

Although Prof. Kelly Alley and other scholars talks about duality in extant human-river 
relationship in Indian context, to me its triplicity of religion, environmentalism, and 
pollution that defines and reproduces it. These three co-exist. The triad makes the 
question of revitalisation of river-human relationship more solution-oriented as now we 
can talk more clearly on how religion and rationalist thoughts are cancelling out each 
other and not the pollution.
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Thanking the River: Revitalising the River-Human Relationship

The triad gives two variables to think and act upon the third element i.e., pollution to
revitalise river-human relationship. Interestingly what is common to both variables is
the thankfulness felt towards the river.

Let us first take the ritual based religious traditions. The very fact that rituals that convey 
the performersʼ thankfulness or gratitude towards the river- an environmental entity 
are followed even today, when the river is severely polluted and in a dire state; and 
when most others in the city are feeling thankful cursorily, deserves some appreciation.
There are two reasons for it. First, it creates a kind of social participation between the 
river and ritual performers. And secondly, it brings forth and keeps alive the overall river-
human relationship. So, the biggest advantage in India seems to be the Hindu belief in 
the sacredness of rivers, which is established by several religious scriptures including 
Rig Veda and myths. The reverence of rivers due to their contribution to individual and 
social life even till date cannot be denied. Ever since the Vedic times, the rivers are 
considered no less than deities and have elaborate worship rituals that include rituals 
for temples, rituals for ceremonies (river centric or not), and rituals for individuals or 
everyday worship. Within Hinduism, there can be many forms of worshipping rivers but 
it’s there. And yet, in spite of such a strong cultural connect, many times when it comes
to stopping pollution in the river or its exploitation, the situation is complex.

The second being the rationalist based environmental movements and practices that had 
produced result in the western context. The difficulty with this is that in India its seasonal 
and appealing to selected group of the people. It does not have the mass appeal like the 
first one. Nor it has a long, enriching and result producing history in the country. To me, 
it simply fails to reproduce itself socially enough in spite of the thankfulness inherently
felt towards the rivers. There are no rituals like reproducing acts.

Now about the third entity of the triad i.e., pollution in the river. While pollution literally
refers to the pollutants that can be physically located, scientifically measured, and treated 
numerically; it conceals the social nature of it. If analysed socially, it not only means 
the physical presence of pollutants but the socio-cultural processes that reproduce and 
reproduce it. To this once can consider the categorical failure of engineering to produce
solutions to pollution and the bureaucratic mindset instilled by the colonial rule behind
the treatment of rivers and water. I believe that the physical pollution can itself be 
reduced and treated to be less harmful. But it is difficult to change the administrative 
machinery or to nudge the engineering science to change course from binding the rivers 
to freeing them. In fact, the recent work on rivers have summarised the following causes
of deteriorating condition of rivers in India: 

1) Building of dams, bunds, barrages for controlling and diverting river water.
2) Concretisation of river’s landscape by constructing roads, highways, bridges,
and buildings.
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3) Floodplain exploitation for agricultural produce.
4) Urbanisation and its effects on the traditional way of social set-up.
5) City waste disposal, including both household and Industrial waste.
6) Displacement of native communities.
7) Abandonment of river after it is drained of life, water, and other resources.

The last two reasons i.e., displacement of native communities and abandonment of 
rivers are long and thus, invisible processes, but they have had tremendous impact on 
the overall relationship with the rivers. But these processes over time had created a 
relationship of excessive exploitation, subduing century-old traditions and beliefs; and 
now surpassing environmentalist thought as well. So can we use rationalist thought 
to re-vitalise the relationship? Clearly not. And can rituals be used to re-vitalise this 
relationship? Again no, at least not in the current form. The situation of pollution, 
exploitation and abandonment of rivers is really grim in reality and beyond reversal 
through rituals alone. After all, when rituals were framed, the rivers were not as polluted 
as they are today. In addition, rituals presently are personal or unit centric in its focus. 
They tend to bring  people to the river’s banks but such visits are few and far between, 
un-coordinated, and not motivated to bring a change in the river’s condition.

The religious essence of rituals has not incorporated the environmental activism in its 
fold and therefore, can not respond to the environmental concerns directly. However, if
the purpose of rituals is to alleviate the river’s condition and make a coordinated event
where a large number of people come to the river’s banks/ floodplain for the said 
purpose, some improvement can be hoped for. In other words, If there are enough 
people who come and perform the thanking rituals at the banks of rivers at the same 
time and if this is arranged as an event; the desired result of re-vitalising river-human 
relationship could be neared. With increasing periodicities; a tipping point could be 
reached. At this point, authorities and bureaucratic machinery will have to take action 
including those of regular water release, cleaning of rivers, and prevention of waste 
dumping in the river.

Similarly, rationalists should understand that rituals may not be only religious. There 
could be like a ritual of river cleaning every weekend. Imagine a thousand or a million 
people gathered to perform a thanking ritual at the banks of river Yamuna on a specified
date, time, and place. Of course, people could gather without performing any thanking
ritual as well (only for environmental purposes i.e., river cleaning or pollution abatement).
However, with the thanking ritual they would be interacting with the river, its water, 
geography, myths, history and actually thanking the river for its timeless and elfless 
contribution. This will create a lived experience and bring people back from the 
suppositional thankful state and reproduce it socially and culturally.
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Conclusion

The Nadi Stuti Sukta has comprised, for centuries, the gratitude felt towards the rivers 
and also indicates a then higher, harmonious existence of the human race and river. Till
recently, it had continued to exemplify the cultural picture of a harmonious river-human
relationship prevalent since Vedic times.

Today’s river-human relationship in India consists of three aspects: Ritual based religious
tradition of worshipping rivers, Rationalist environmentalist thought, and Pollution. It 
should also be noted that even pollution is being reproduced within the society just 
like the tradition of river worship or environmentalist thought and action. It will be not 
wrong to say that technology in the case of India had actually aided in exploitation and 
pollution of rivers and its role in alleviation of rivers from the extant state is still to bore 
fruits.

Amidst this, the feeling of thankfulness towards the river and ritual performance 
have been the only departures and a constant behaviour in contrast to this culture of 
exploitation and pollution. The instance of rituals thanking the river Yamuna is essentially
a pointer to the fact that there exists a ritualistic tradition of thanking rivers within 
the greater tradition of worshiping rivers in Hindu culture that has survived time and 
geography to this date. To perform rituals, people come to the banks of the river and 
create a social interaction with the river. This makes the otherwise invisible river visible 
to at least some people in the city.

Ironically, at the same time, the idea of thankfulness to the rivers, albeit being religious,
ancient, strong and ubiquitous, is unable to bring people to its banks on its own. Most 
people are either content with the panoptical view or the broadcasted view of the river
they receive through technology. While these people would be thankful to rivers on 
a whole, their visits to the river are like a spectrum spreading from nil to daily, with 
maximum skewed towards the nil side. But rituals are doing it. Rituals are bringing 
people to the river’s bank and by doing so, engaging rivers in a social relationship and 
at the same time giving people a reality check on the physical condition of the river. 
However, at present, rituals performed are only religious in nature and are devoid of 
rational environmental concerns while environmental activism is at loss of having any 
ritualised activity.

Then why not tear down some religiosity from the rituals while adding some 
environmental activism to them? Why not make a ritual of thanking rivers by bringing 
more and more people to the river’s bank on specific time, date and place? These rituals 
need not be an elaborate one. In fact, like the thanking rituals it can be as simple as 
coming to river banks, spending some time there and saying thank you to the river. 
Cleaning the river would be even better. Technology could help in mobilising people 
in large numbers, sufficient enough to make authorities count and also by devising 
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innovative means of social experience with the rivers as done in some examples from 
the western world. This eventually would lead to a better river- human relationship and 
could also be generating a culture of sustainability.

In conclusion, it can be said that the tradition of thanking the river Yamuna in the city of
Delhi represents a distinct tradition of river worship that is nestled in mythology, local 
history, geography, and culture, and which can be used for a higher purpose of alleviating
the river-human relationship and sustainability, although not without appropriate 
modifications, enhancements, and some rationalist elements in it. Meanwhile, one can 
go to the ghats of the river Yamuna in Delhi and wish for a pollution free river flowing 
majestically. But if the wish is granted, will we be performing a thanking ritual at the 
ghats of Yamuna?
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Introduction

Bhupen Hazarika is a household name across Assam and the entire Northeast India. 
He has often been called “the Bard of the Brahmaputra”, particularly because of his 
metaphorical and symbolic reference to the river Brahmaputra. A close study of his 
songs indicates the continuous reference to the river, all signifying the qualities he 
essentially urged the Axamiya people to search within themselves, especially in times 
of conflict.

This paper highlights his reference to the river Brahmaputra in two of his famous songs, 
Bistirno parore and Mohabahu Brahmaputra, and analyse how the river symbolises 
history, emotions, aspirations, and self-reflection .

Metaphors: Symbolism and Meaning-Making

In her 2012 paper “The Influence of the Extra-Musical on the Composing Process”, Shira 
Lee Katz describes how composers use metaphors, which are extra-musical domains, 
to link ideas inside and between domains. She describes how metaphor serves as a 
synthesising agent, indicating the link between two distinct domains (Katz 2012: 174). 
They serve as conductors, connecting and mapping concepts onto one another, and are 
not just language phenomena. Artists can clarify what is and is not significant by using 
metaphor and association to connect seemingly unrelated pieces of information.

Aristotle’s notion of metaphor,  highlights how it is the act of giving a name to something 
that is a part of another object; an example of a metaphor would be the saying “love is 
a red rose”. According to Aristotle’s definition, the metaphor in this instance is centered 
around the noun “love”. However, “love” is an ethereal feeling that defies precise 
definition. Therefore, it is made more comprehensible by using the term “red rose”, 
which is less abstract. What takes place is the transition from an ethereal notion to a 
more palatable, concrete phrase (Butcher 1920: 5) . 

In his 1970 book “The Myth of Metaphor”, Collin Turbayne (cited in Katz 2012) questions 
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this interpretation of Aristotle. According to Turbayne, a metaphor is defined by the 
“as if” or “make believe” element that is intrinsic to it. The metaphor “love is a red 
rose” in the example relies on how much the sentence is interpreted to signify that 
love is “as if” it is a red rose. For the metaphor to be understood clearly, a certain level 
of awareness is required. Understanding a metaphor is not achieved by equating love 
with a crimson rose. In actuality, what works is the recognition and understanding of 
the parallels between the two- that is, the understanding that events occur “as if” they 
are comparable.

However, Philip Wheelwright takes the stance that he articulated in his 1973 book 
“Metaphor and Reality” (cited in Katz 2012), which holds that metaphor is the most 
effective way to explain the close relationship that exists between language and 
phenomenal reality. Wheelwright takes a stance that differs from Turbayne’s, in that he 
stresses the close connection between metaphor and phenomenal reality. We are able 
to establish a close connection with “what is”, or “reality”, and the way it manifests 
itself to us, thanks to metaphor.

Therefore, metaphor should not be seen as a mere language embellishment that does 
not add any additional meaning or have anything to do with reality or how we relate to 
it. Paul Ricoeur, a prominent figure in the study of metaphors, contends that metaphors 
are original and have new interpretations, making them philosophically significant. 
Ricoeur offers a fresh perspective on perception, reference, and imagination while 
also giving it an emotive component. The main point that Ricoeur raises in “The Rule 
of Metaphor” (1975) is: “What does the metaphorical statement say about reality? 
This question carries us across the threshold from the sense towards the reference of 
discourse” (Ibid, 216). 

According to Ricoeur, the proper name of a state of affairs is determined by the reference, 
which is conveyed from the proper name to the complete proposition (Ibid: 218). For 
this reason, it is critical to comprehend what metaphors mean before attempting to 
understand how they relate to reality.

Metaphorical language uses results in reference-level creativity.  Language conveys 
an image of reality that is linked to the sensation of reality. Metaphor, then, is that 
which connects language and reality- a language that is fundamentally dynamic and 
an expanded reality. Here, imagination is helpful because it allows one to perceive 
connections between seemingly unconnected, even unrelated thoughts that eventually 
coalesce into metaphors.  

Metaphors are important for this research because of how they are used in music, 
primarily in song lyrics. Indeed, the issues with compositions extend beyond simple 
aesthetic (and acoustical) arrangements, as Shira Lee Katz’s article has previously made 
clear. Even while the representations may not be exact or straightforward, songs can 
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certainly be understood as speaking about social facts and circumstances. According to 
Ricoeur, it is the composer’s imaginative use of creativity to make references to “reality”. 
And an ample number of examples can be drawn from Hazarika’s compositions in terms 
of the creative usage of metaphors in music; the most significant one being his usage 
of the metaphor of the river Brahmaputra; sometimes as a father and sometimes as a 
powerful warrior. For him, the river, that he referred to as Luit, became a carrier of the 
aspirations of the Assamese society and at the same time a witness to its various trials 
and tribulations. Another constant metaphor that Hazarika uses in his songs is that of the 
“mother” (Axomi aai; meaning mother Assam). The image of the mother is referred to 
in a lot of occasions to remind the various tribes and communities that they collectively 
constitute the Assamese society, as the children of a same mother. Interestingly, the 
image of the “mother” is also used by the so-called “adopted children” of Assam- the 
ones who have assimilated themselves with the Assamese society, though belonging to 
a different culture- to reflect upon the generosity of Assam (particularly in terms of its 
historical developments).

These images might seem very random and inherently poetic in their rendering at the 
very first glance. But, to go by the rules of reading metaphors, the same images actually 
endorse a lot of latent meanings and messages that are left open for the audience to 
interpret. The interpretation might undoubtedly differ from person to person, but the 
dominant image leading the metaphor does clearly indicate how and between which 
elements the author seeks to draw a connection. And that connection is not necessarily a 
technical one. A person (the audience, that is) does not have to be a singer to understand 
the meanings subsumed under the words that are being used; the connections that are 
drawn very much relate to the real social world of which the listener is aware of and 
acquainted with.  

The subsequent sections of this paper will highlight the usage of the image of the river 
Brahmaputra to delineate potent political messages to the community, especially during 
the times of crisis for the Axamiya society. But before getting onto the discussion of the 
songs, let us explore the political potency of orality and symbolism in music.

Poetics of Nationalism

It is commonly believed that poetry, painting, music, and other forms of cultural 
expression are the “soft” artefacts of a given society. Sociologically speaking, however, 
these are more than just artefacts; they represent a variety of facets of a society, 
including its history, beliefs, and, most importantly, the attitudes of its populace. It is 
possible to consider poetry and music in contexts other than aesthetics; these forms 
can also be described as ‘national’, reflecting a sense of ‘nationalism’. 

Renowned social philosopher, Sanjib Baruah, has made an effort to consider how Bhupen 
Hazarika's songs and music might be used to depict the strong feelings of Axamiya 
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(sub) nationalism that have emerged in Assam in the years following independence 
(particularly the period between late 1970 - early 90s). Baruah’s apparent identification 
of an “aspect” in Hazarika’s lyrics has been categorised as “poetics of nationalism” 
and needs to be interpreted in the context of Assam's post-independence political 
landscape. 

Here, Nazneen Ahmed’s research of how poetry and songs of the East Pakistani struggle 
to state persecution eventually led to secession and the birth of Bangladesh can be used 
to understand the concept of “poetics of nationalism”.

When discussing the notion of “nationalism”, we typically consult Benedict Anderson 
and his connection between the birth of contemporary nationalism and the novel 
(written words). By proving that print-capitalism need not always be the spark that 
ignites the imagination of the “national”, Ahmed upended the conventional wisdom 
regarding the relationship between novel and nation. Poetry, or songs, are what create 
an imagined nation; this is typically not the case with prose, as poetry uses aspects like a 
common dialect and the construction of a national sublime to create an “adored nation” 
(Ahmed 2012:257). Ahmed contends that poetry’s ability to spread orally is what makes 
it a possible medium for collective expression. 

Indeed, a close examination of Anderson’s writings reveals that he does not view the 
novel as the exclusive vehicle for the expression and growth of nationalist awareness. 
Instead, it is merely one of the many cultural expressions that actively contribute to the 
creation and manifestation of collective identity. Anderson contends that music does, 
in fact, have a significant impact. He makes particular note of the ways in which national 
anthems serve to foster strong bonds of solidarity among people who belong to a group 
that is too big for them to know one another well:

There is a special kind of contemporaneous community which language alone 
suggests- above all in the form of poetry and songs. Take national anthems, for 
example, sung on national holidays. No matter how banal the words and mediocre 
the tunes, there is in this singing an experience of simultaneity. At precisely such 
moments, people wholly unknown to each other utter the same verses to the 
same melody. The image: unisonance. (ibid, 145)

But the sensation of unisonance is more than just the result of the anthems’ seeming 
simultaneity. These “anthems” are produced using a variety of linguistic, sensory, 
poetic, and symbolic techniques that are necessary to effectively create a sense of an 
imagined community. 

It follows that poetry and song have the greatest potential for mobilising a group due 
to their oral transmission. Together, they may express themselves politically. Even with 
all of the focus on the novel form, poetry and song have played a significant role in 
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nationalist expression throughout the history of liberation movements and have been 
essential components of anti-colonial political resistance and declarations. 

Sanjib Baruah situates Hazarika’s songs in the context of Assam’s political circumstances 
following Indian independence by using this idea of poetry/ songs. According to Baruah, 
the songs of Hazarika are significant because of their intertextuality, or how they relate 
to discussions on the “state of the nation” that take place in Axamiya “private” and 
“public” life. According to Baruah, the political tenor of the Axamiya is constantly 
reflected in his music. 

If countries and nationalities are “imagined communities”, then Baruah describes this 
as a poetics that changes a place’s topography into a primordial, sacrosanct, or homey 
space and changes a people into a collectivity with imagined kinship and beginnings. 
According to him, this can be found in Bhupen Hazarika’s songs, which express the voice 
of the “common aspirations”.

Baruah draws attention to the various motifs that appear in Hazarika’s lyrics and analyses 
their deeper political implications. He mentions, for example, the song “Mother what 
offering can I make at your feet?” by Hazarika and discusses how the nationalist narrative’s 
common motif of the nation as mother accomplishes several goals, including establishing 
a primal connection between the people and their homeland and implying a common 
womb, which in turn instils a sense of shared origins among the people (ibid, 655). 

As per Baruah’s argument, the song “Bohag is not just a season” portrays the Axamiya 
nationality as a collective entity possessing a memory and a will. It's not only about 
having fun. Instead, the notion of a country reflecting on its history and making plans for 
the future is one that has strong constitutive power (ibid, 656).  The images in Hazarika’s 
songs, such as the duties to “mother Assam”, the “stock-taking” about the collective 
past of the Axamiya and their determination to act on their historically constituted 
collective will, and the obligations to honour the memory of martyrs, however, are 
what really matter here. These clues provide important insight into the “imaginative 
geography and history” that characterises the Axamiya’s perception of themselves as a 
“nation”. These pictures are aimed at the typical Axamiya.

The Songs and their Symbolism

Let us now turn our attention specifically to the songs that are the central points of 
analysis in this paper: Mohabahu Brahmaputra and Bistirno parore.

Mohabahu Brahmaputra

Swokiyo roop loi Bohag nu aahe koloi? Brahmaputra’r duyu paroloi nohoi 
jaanu?  Ei Brahmaputra’r mohaan oitijyo ba ki? 
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(Translation: Where does Bohag arrive in its truest form? Isn’t it to the two 
banks of the Brahmaputra? What might be the great traditional significance 
of the Brahmaputra?)

“The mighty armed Brahmaputra rolls on
The pilgrimage of the great meeting

Rolling on down the ages and showing
The meaning and worth of harmony

The Barobhuyans came from distant Kanyakunj
The fore bearers of our great Shankardev…
And Teg Bahadur from the land of five rivers

Built a sure bridge of faith
And revealed myriad forms of harmony.
Lachit engaged the enemy at Saraighat

Uniting all in bonds of patriotism
All races, faiths and tongues together.

Bishnu Rabha of the Kirata race
Gave life to native ways and mores
To reveal myriad forms of harmony.

Hundreds came braving the storm in the Padma
The Luit received them in either bank

To meet and merge, give and take
As did Rabindranath say.

It was here that Jyoti Agarwal
Cascaded down as light

Thwarting all evil mongers
With the might of his light”

This song was written in the year 1980 when the agitation of the Movement leaders had 
begun to take spark. 

This song can be placed within the larger debates of “Who is an Axamiya?” that ensued 
during the Assam Movement; conflicts emerged amongst the Axamiya people itself as 
many began seeing Assamese language as its basis, some even attempting to bring a 
communal angle to it. At this juncture, Hazarika sought to remind the people of Assam as 
to how, historically, the banks of the Brahmaputra have assimilated various groups and 
communities. And how these various communities, though technically from “outside”, 
form an integral part of the assimilated and heterogeneous Axamiya society; hence the 
need to distinguish them from the concept of “foreigners”. The tactic that he adopts in 
arousing the emotion of “oneness” amongst the various groups that forms a part of the 
larger Axamiya society is by citing names of icons- beginning with Srimanta Shankardev 
to Jyotiprasad Agarwala- that are considered to be the cultural “forefathers” by the 
people of Assam. In doing so, Hazarika also seems to clearly state his own personal 
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understanding of who exactly is an Axamiya for him. 

None of the figures that Hazarika refers to in the song has an origin in the Assamese 
society, if it is to be seen in terms of the Assamese language. Hazarika identified his 
mentors, Jyotiprasad Agarwala and Bishnu Rabha, with non-Assamese roots, too. 

The most enticing part of the song is, nevertheless, the manner in which Hazarika 
mentions of the Padma River, signifying the people of Bangladesh. He uses the 
term dhumuha (meaning storm), symbolically to point towards the natural and the 
political upheavals that have marked the lives of the people dependent on it. Assam, 
as a worthy neighbour, has always welcomed the people seeking refuge at times of 
trouble. This metaphor can be taken as a point where Hazarika very subtly spells out his 
understanding of an Axamiya as against a “foreigner”. There have been a lot of people 
who have come from what constituted East Pakistan pre-1970. The ones who were 
forced by circumstances to leave behind their homes and adopt a new culture have 
been embraced by the Axamiya society as their own but the ones who have continued 
to come into Assam/India only for their personal benefits and have been used by political 
forces as their ‘vote bank’ are nothing less than “foreigners”.  Amongst the ones who 
had come with the apparent ‘storm’ of the Padma, there have been people who have 
assimilated themselves with the Axamiya society and are called the Na-Axamiya (or New 
Assamese). They have become a part of what constitutes the Axamiya. But not all of them 
who have crossed over the border become an Axamiya by default. By extension, these 
are immigrants who are not desirable in Assam/ India and giving them a constitutional 
status is not acceptable. This distinction is further emphasised with the lines: Kisu lobo 
lage kisu dibo lage, Jin jaboloi hole, Milibo lage, milabo lage, Rabindra Natheu kole. (To 
meet and merge, give and take; As did Rabindranath say) which reflect what his mentor 
Jyotiprasad had once said: “With time, in new developments we need to give up a few 
old cultural obsessions and the ones who come (to our culture) too need to give up a 
few of theirs” (Mazid 2015: 87).  

It is true that if such a situation arises where the rights of a citizen are hampered or 
taken over illegally by people, who are not citizens, it would make any citizen insecure 
in his/ her own homeland. And, in such a condition, the former has full rights to launch 
a protest. But if the protests are based on political short-sightedness, they are futile. 
As the Assam Movement began to take a significant upsurge, Hazarika visualised the 
importance of historicising the entire concept of the Axamiya Identity that was being 
debated upon, lest the youth who were actively participating in the movement lose 
sight of the main issue (i.e., of illegal foreigners, posing economic and political threat to 
Assam) and get caught up with unnecessary confusions and clashes. He supported the 
expulsion of foreigners in a constitutional manner and believed that every state had the 
constitutional right to be foreigner-free. The political interest of a few politicians led to 
the illegal franchise of immigrants, going against the constitutional right of every Indian 
citizen. That was condemnable and constituted the main issue of the movement.
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Bistirno parore

Another significant composition of Hazarika that refers to the Brahmaputra elaborately 
is Bistirno parore. This song is the classic example of the metaphorical usage of the 
image of the river as an embodiment of an Assamese “patriarch”, the main guardian 
of a family called the Assamese society. In fact, the entire song is directed towards a 
personified imagination of the river who is asked to be answerable for the degradation 
of Axamiya morality and consciousness.

Stretched on the two shores where people live in crores
You hear their cries, still you remain mum and oblivious

Oh Burha Luit! Oh Burha Luit…why do you flow in silence

Even as you witness erosion of morality
Even as you witness downfall of humanity

Why do you still flow as lazy and shameless…

If you are indeed the Brahma’s son
This lineage only seems to be nominal

Why don’t you ignite inspiration? (ibid, 89).

Unlike Mohabahu Brahmaputra, the river in this particular song becomes an embodiment 
of expectations and responsibilities that a father/ guardian has towards the 
development and growth of the community. Composed originally in Assamese in 1952, 
this particular song is not contextualised in a political event like the Assam Movement, 
unlike Mohabahu Brahmaputra. It was inspired by Paul Robeson’s famous “Ol’ Man 
River” that was directed towards the river Mississippi and its indifference to racial 
atrocities. Similarly, Hazarika summoned the Axamiya patriarch, Brahmaputra, towards 
his indifference towards class divisions, gendered inequalities, and growing social 
spasms in the community. The same song was later translated into Bengali and Hindi, 
whereby the river Ganga was invoked as the matriarch that needed to be awakened. 
The imagination of the river is meaningful here in terms of suggesting that it signifies 
an entire civilisation. The rivers being invoked (in the Bengali or Hindi versions, too) are 
considered to be the lifeline of the people who have been residing on their banks for 
centuries. Invariably so, these people are imagined as the part of a larger family centered 
around the rivers as head-of-the-household. And much like every family, kinship ties to 
this super-patriarch/ matriarch also signifies embodiment of certain virtues and qualities 
that the people in these “families” ought to remember. Although Hazarika here does 
not necessarily go back to the history (mythology) of either Brahmaputra or Ganga, it 
is an implicit element of unification or even imagination of the “communities” that are 
being referred to. What is being signified in this song is the growing distance between 
the “real” nature that the river as a father has given his children as a lineage/ tradition 
and the morose ‘exploited’ reality of the children’s pathological behaviour. In such a 



1054th Nadi Utsav
Thoughts on Rivers and Riverine Culture

situation, recalling and remembering the father to perhaps discipline his children and 
remind them of the virtues he had imbibed in them is essential. 

To conclude, both these songs adopt very different positions in terms of invoking 
the same river. The tonality, imageries, messages are different and are significantly 
contextualised in the political requirements of the situation. What is significant to point 
out here, however, is the fact that these songs still resonate with the Axamiya people, 
despite the contexts being entirely altered. The emotional appeal of these songs has 
neither faded nor lost their charm even with the newer generations of the Axamiya 
society. Rather, these (and many more) songs of Hazarika continue to be used as unofficial 
anthems of numerous protests and political mobilisations. The most significant trope of 
most of his songs being the river Brahmaputra that stands as a symbolic testimony to 
all the upheavals that the Axamiya society has undergone over the years. Indeed, Sanjib 
Baruah was correct to emphasise that an unofficial history of the (Axamiya) nationality, 
with its dreams, desires, and disappointments, may be built using the songs of Hazarika. 



106 4th Nadi Utsav
Thoughts on Rivers and Riverine Culture

References

Ahmed, Nazneen.  “The Poetics of Nationalism: Cultural Resistance and Poetry in East 
Pakistan/ Bangladesh, 1952-71.” Journal of Postcolonial Writing, 2012, 50 (3): 256-268.

Baruah, Sanjib. “Ethnic Conflict as State-Society struggle: The Poetics and Politics of 
Assamese Micro-Nationalism.” Modern Asian Studies, 1994, 28 (3): 649-671. 

Butcher, S.H. The Poetics of Aristotle. Macmillan and Co: London, 1920. 

Katz. “The Influence of the Extra-Musical on the Composing Process” in The Act of 
Musical Composition, Routledge, 2012.

Mazid, Sabiha. Music, Society and the Musician: A Study of Bhupen Hazarika’s songs in 
the context of the Assam Movement (1979-85). MPhil Dissertation. Jawaharlal Nehru 
University, New Delhi, 2015.

Ricoeur, Paul. The Rule of Metaphor. Routledge: London, 1975.







1094th Nadi Utsav
Thoughts on Rivers and Riverine Culture



110 4th Nadi Utsav
Thoughts on Rivers and Riverine Culture



1114th Nadi Utsav
Thoughts on Rivers and Riverine Culture



112 4th Nadi Utsav
Thoughts on Rivers and Riverine Culture



1134th Nadi Utsav
Thoughts on Rivers and Riverine Culture



114 4th Nadi Utsav
Thoughts on Rivers and Riverine Culture



1154th Nadi Utsav
Thoughts on Rivers and Riverine Culture



116 4th Nadi Utsav
Thoughts on Rivers and Riverine Culture



1174th Nadi Utsav
Thoughts on Rivers and Riverine Culture



118 4th Nadi Utsav
Thoughts on Rivers and Riverine Culture







1214th Nadi Utsav
Thoughts on Rivers and Riverine Culture

10



122 4th Nadi Utsav
Thoughts on Rivers and Riverine Culture



1234th Nadi Utsav
Thoughts on Rivers and Riverine Culture



124 4th Nadi Utsav
Thoughts on Rivers and Riverine Culture










