JAL! CULTURES OF WATER IN
RURAL RAJASTHAN
Workshop 1 (9 – 11 January 2018)
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1. BACKGROUND TO THE PROJECT
Introduction:

this

project

involves

the

development

of

an

inter-

disciplinary research network of environmental and social scientists, water
experts and artists on the theme of care and water infrastructures in Rajasthan,
India. The group is exploring experiences of care associated with the
development

and

maintenance

of

traditional

and

small-scale

water

infrastructures. These infrastructures include technologies such as local
rainwater harvesting structures (earthen dams, storage and irrigation tanks
known as tanka and Talabs) and the ancient and monumental step wells of
Rajasthan. By care we refer to:
•

the role and use of water infrastructures in social, cultural and physical
well-being (as a sustaining and enriching part of life).

•

the practices of looking after and mending water infrastructures

•

the role of infrastructures as agents in care assemblages

Our concept of care includes the ways these water infrastructures address water
scarcity; impact social relations (e.g. the role of women); and contribute to the
overall flourishing of society and culture in Rajasthan. Our focus is on the ways
that the arts can contribute to these processes and support their sustainability.
Water infrastructure in arid Rajasthan: Over the last 150 years water
management in this largely rural and dry part of India has moved away from
community-oriented and simple technologies (e.g. rainwater harvesting) in
favour of more complex, state-managed groundwater extraction. However,
modern systems have not always succeeded in providing reliable water service
to rural areas of Rajasthan and the number of villages with no access to adequate
and/or potable water remains high. Within Rajasthan and India there is a longstanding tradition of water conservation through the design of rainwater
harvesting structures and management. These include methods of harnessing
surface rainwater run-off as well as groundwater extraction. Nevertheless, these
technologies and approaches have lost their significance due to state-sponsored
modernization policies and interventions. As a result, traditional water
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infrastructures and practices have been severely eroded and even eliminated.
This deterioration has worsened over time despite the fact that the present
system of centralized supply and management of water has failed to meet the
needs of a large number of people. Of particular importance is loss of the cultural
and social role these structures played in the growth and development of Indian
society. Further, there has been significant damage to the ecosystem services
these water bodies and structures provided. Indian water experts, including the
members of our network, argue that it is necessary to take a fresh look at not
only what we can learn from the traditional sources and systems but also the
role that they can play in the wider goals of providing sustainable water security
to all and re-establishing the social and cultural values associated with smallscale water management.
Socially Engaged Arts and Community Empowerment: It has been known for
some time that the arts can offer significant social benefits in terms of
community empowerment and that this is now taking place in a global context.
The act of ‘giving voice’ through artistic facilitation and media offers a significant
means of bringing local knowledge into the public domain. Much of the
experience associated with traditional means of water harvesting is held by the
inhabitants of the villages of Rajasthan. Artists who have specialised in processes
of creative facilitation are particularly well placed to work with local groups and
develop expressions of this knowledge that will not only disseminate
information within the area, but also take it in an accessible form into the wider
global arena.
This is a 1-year project (2018), funded by the Arts and Humanities Research
Council (AHRC) through the Global Challenges Research Fund (GCRF).
Project website: https://rajasthanwater.weebly.com
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2. PURPOSE OF THE WORKSHOP
The focus of this workshop was to collaboratively explore the conditions of
water scarcity and water infrastructure in Rajasthan and to identify ways of
working with local communities. Additional objectives included:
• Facilitate face-to-face discussion amongst the team and exchange ideas and
experiences around water infrastructures and water contexts.
• Expand participation in the network through engagement of partners in
Rajasthan including Indian water policy and management organisations (govt.
of Rajasthan) as well as local arts organisations and artists.
• Facilitate discussion about where and how Indian artists are already engaging
with the country’s social issues and examine what these practices can offer to
the situation of water scarcity in Rajasthan.
• Discuss and develop engagement and outreach opportunities including the
potential for community-oriented arts practices as a means of inquiry.
• Identify collaborators and opportunities for future grant writing.
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3. SCHEDULE OF KEY EVENTS
The workshop included a symposium (held at the Hilton, Jaipur), two site visits
and other networking activities.
DAY 1: 9TH of January 2018
Symposium (Hilton Hotel) to explore ongoing works with water infrastructure
and rainwater harvesting in Rajasthan and to discuss possible roles and
contributions of the arts with respect to water scarcity and conservation.
DAY 2: 10th of January 2018
Site visit to village Pachewar, Tonk District of Rajasthan.
DAY 3: 11th of January 2018
Site visit to the village Bhandarej (Dausa District), Rajasthan.
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4. DAY 1: 9TH OF JANUARY 2018 – SYMPOSIUM AND PROJECT INITIATION
4.1. Symposium agenda:
8:30 – Coffee / Tea
9:00 – Welcome and workshop outline
MS Rathore, CEDSJ
9:30 – Introduction to the project
Michael Buser, University of the West of England, Bristol
10:00 – Why the arts? A discussion of socially engaged arts practice
Loraine Leeson, Middlesex University
10:30 Telling it Together
Nina Sabnani, Artist and storyteller (Industrial Design Centre, IIT Bombay)
11:00 Puppet Theatre- between art and communication
Anurupa Roy, Puppet Designer and Director, New Delhi.
11:30 Tea Break
11:45 Water and the History of Rajasthan
Rima Hooja, Historian, archaeologist & Consultant Director (Library &
Archives), Maharaja Sawai Man Singh II Museum City Palace, Jaipur
12:00 Mainstreaming Gender in Water Resources Management in Rajasthan
Kanchan Mathur, Institute of Development Studies, Jaipur
12:15 Empowering the Thar Desert Communities
Ramesh Parihar, GRAVIS, Jodhpur
13:00 – Lunch break - 1 hour
14:00 Looking at Traditional Practices through a Modern Lens
Brij Gopal, Jawaharlal University, New Delhi
14:15 The Living Waters Museum: Visualising Narratives on Heritage, Culture and
Ecologies.
Sara Ahmed, Centre for Heritage Management, Ahmedabad University and Lead
Curator, Living Waters Museum
14:30 – Tea break followed by Small Group Discussions
•

What value can we bring to communities in Rajasthan? Why would people
work with us?
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•
•
•

Specifically, what can the arts contribute in these contexts?
How can we strengthen our impact and dissemination? What connections
need to be made?
Commissioning process ideas (discussions to be continued during site
visit)

16:30 – Wrap up and next steps.
Summary of the day; logistics for site visits (Wednesday); workshop 2
MS Rathore / Michael Buser / Loraine Leeson
17:00 – End – (followed by evening meal)
4.2 Participants
Dr. Michael Buser, Senior Research Fellow, UWE, Bristol
Email: Michael.buser@uwe.ac.uk
Dr. Loraine Leeson, Senior Lecturer, Middlesex University, London.
Email: l.leeson@cspace.org.uk
Dr. Manohar Singh Rathore, Director, Centre for Environment and Development
Studies, Jaipur (CEDSJ)
Email: msr@cedsj.org, msrorama@gmail.com
Dr. Kanchan Mathur, Professor, Anthropologist/Gender Specialist, Institute of
Development Studies, Jaipur
Email: kanchan@idsj.org , kanchanmathur10@gmail.com
Dr. Rima Hooja, Historian, Rajasthan School of Arts, University of Rajasthan,
Jaipur
Email: rimahooja@yahoo.com , rimahooja@gmail.com
Prof. Brij Gopal, Professor, Ecosystems Services, Retired from Jawaharlal
University, New Delhi
Email:brij44@gmail.com
Nerandra Pratap Singh, Rural Development Expert, CEDS, Jaipur
Email: npcedsj@gmail.com
Anurupa Roy, Puppet Designer and Director, New Delhi.
Email: royanurupa@gmail.com
Prof. Nina Sabnani, Artist and storyteller (Industrial Design Centre, IIT Bombay)
Email: nina.sabnani@gmail.com
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Dr. Sara Ahmed, Adjunct Professor, Centre for Heritage Management,
Ahmedabad University and Lead Curator, Living Waters Museum
Email: sara.ahmed@ahduni.edu.inor sara.ahmed1981@gmail.com
Ladu Lal Sharma, Rural Development Expert, CEDS, Jaipur
Email:ladulal.sharma@gmail.com
Ramesh Parihar, GRAVIS, Jodhpur
Email: rameshparihar98@gmail.com
Dr. Kanta Ahuja, Chairperson, CEDSJ.
Email: Kantahuja@yahoo.com
Apologies
Rajendra Singh, Program Coordinator, Gramin Vikas Vigyan Samiti (GRAVIS),
Jodhpur, Rajasthan
Email: rajendra@gravis.org.in
Agam Mathur, Public Health Engineering Department (PHED), Government of
Rajasthan
Email: agammathur@gmail.com
Om Prakash, Country Director, WaterHarvest – India Liaison Office
Email: wellsforindia@gmail.com or om.waterharvest@gmail.com
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4.3. Presentation summaries
Below is a brief summary of each presentation. PowerPoint slides are included
as an appendix to this report.
Welcome and workshop outline: MS Rathore, CEDSJ
Dr. Rathore introduced the group to Rajasthan and the key issues around water.
In recent times, groundwater sources have become critical and overexploited.
There are issues of quality
(e.g. fluoride) and access in
many villages in Rajasthan
including

infrastructure

challenges (e.g. maintenance
and failure of hand pumps).
Dr. Rathore discussed how
people desire for ‘modern’
systems.

However, these

often fail – at which time
people often think of traditional systems.

Moreover, there are villages in

Rajasthan where modern systems may never reach (due to economics and
settlement patterns). Traditionally, in Rajasthan traditional water management
strategies

were

used

harness

and

conserve

rainwater.
cost,

to

They were low

user-friendly

and

maintained

by

local

communities.

Dr Rathore

showed the group a range of
Talab,

Tanka

and

traditional

water

conservation
currently
Rajasthan

other

structures

being
(most

used
of

in
the

Image: example of traditional water conservation
infrastructure in Rajasthan
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stepwells are out of use in Rajasthan as the groundwater is not available). The
structures are valued for their suitability to local environmental, social and
cultural conditions including their ability to be maintained at community and
individual levels. The presentation included a review of research conducted by
CEDSJ on traditional water bodies in the western part of Rajasthan including
type, water quality, social and equity aspects (amongst other themes and topics).
Introduction to the project: Michael Buser, UWE, Bristol
Dr. Buser gave a brief review of the project including overall aims and objectives.
The research builds on previous collaborative work funded by the AHRC on
diverse themes (food, activism, water) in various UK contexts. This project is
funded by the AHRC (research networking) through a highlight notice for
international development (global challenge research fund). Crucial to this work
is to explore how community-based arts can contribute to the welfare of those
living in conditions of water scarcity. As such, the network draws together a
range of water expertise, artists, social scientists and other stakeholders. Dr
Buser outlined a few ‘hopes’ for the workshop including a desire to build a
lasting and supportive network.
Why the arts? A discussion of socially engaged arts practice, Loraine Leeson,
Middlesex University
Dr. Leeson introduced a range of work covering three decades of art and
activism. Her presentation introduced the team to a number of arts projects
where creative practice is
embedded in an effort to
contribute to social and/or
environmental

change

(e.g.

Platform and Liberate Tate;
Mierle

Laderman

Ukeles’

Touch

Sanitation;

CityArts

(Dublin) Tower Songs; Navjot
Altaf’s work in Chhattisgarh,
India).

Loraine

gave

an
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overview of her own practice in East London. This ranged from efforts to
challenge Docklands redevelopment projects (1980s) to working with ‘the
Geezers’ on Active Energy. Loraine discussed how the arts can celebrate and
consolidate ideas and activities, as well as confers power and authority to
people, in particular through acknowledgement of local knowledge. Dr Leeson
discussed the need for our project to connect to specific activities in Rajasthan
where we can make a difference (e.g. celebrate activities, contribute to
knowledge transfer).
Telling it Together: Nina Sabnani, Artist and storyteller (Industrial Design
Centre, IIT Bombay)
Dr Sabnani talked about the way she has worked with communities (e.g.
traditional art practitioners) in India.
We heard about a very interesting
project conducted with the Bhip tribe
of Madhya Pradesh.

The project

involved

with

working

art

practitioners to explore their origin
myth of ‘why they paint’. Nina told us
how painting is sacred to the Bhils, as
it is through painting that the gods
shower rains upon them. At the end
of the presentation we watched a
fantastic animated film produced by
Nina and her collaborators which
narrated this water story.
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Puppet Theatre- between art and communication: Anurupa Roy, Puppet
Designer and Director, New Delhi.
Anurupa gave a wonderful presentation detailing her work and its relationship
to traditions of puppeteering in
India. We learned about
the

importance

performances
Anurupa’s

of

and

how

group

has

worked with others to
explore important social,
cultural

and

environmental issues and
topics

such

as

climate

change, gender, and HIV.
Water and the History of Rajasthan: Rima Hooja, Historian, Achaeologist &
Consultant Director (Library & Archives), Maharaja Sawai ManSingh II
Museum City Palace, Jaipur
Dr Hooja presented on Rajasthan and
its relationships with water.

We

heard about different water use
across Rajasthan through time. The
presentation included an array of
wonderful

imagery

showing

the

physical structures associated with
water

conservation

including

Rajasthan’s majestic stepwells. We
learned about the development of
Jaipur in the 1700s and the role of
stepwells. Unfortunately, in the 20th
century, the traditional sources of
water came to be ignored in Jaipur. However, many of these infrastructures are
being cleaned and made operational again.
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Mainstreaming Gender in Water Resources Management in Rajasthan:
Kanchan Mathur, Institute of Development Studies, Jaipur
Dr Mathur talked about the role of water management as a means to promote
sustainable development – but critical here is to recognize the role of women
and gender equality. In patriarchal Rajasthan, women face social inequality. Dr
Mathur’s research examines the role women play in the care of water
infrastructures and how they maintain social and cultural norms through their
role in water conservation. Women are responsible for the household and spend
hours dealing with water management
(washing closes, fetching water, selecting
water sources, etc). The presentation argued
for improving women’s position in society by
increasing their awareness of their situation
and capacity to take decisions and influence
change. Dr Mathur concluded by saying that
by documenting women’s knowledge and
experiences could help restore traditional
water structures and lead to restoration of
local ecosystems (as well as contributing to
women’s equality).
Empowering the Thar Desert Communities: Ramesh Parihar, GRAVIS,
Jodhpur
During this presentation,
Ramesh

Parihar

introduced us to many of
the

issues

facing

communities in the Thar
Desert. While the most
densely populated desert
ecosystem in the world it
receives less that 25cm
of rain per year. GRAVIS
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(founded in 1983) works in the Thar Desert to support self-reliant communities
and promote sustainability. Water scarcity is a central challenge in this part of
Rajasthan and women must often travel far distances to fetch water. A range of
traditional water management techniques and infrastructures are being
supported including Tanka (cistern), Nadi (village pond), Khadin (irrigation
system); Beri (wells) and silvipasture. These infrastructures and the activities of
GRAVIS are contributing to greater water security, improved health, and
women’s empowerment, among other benefits.
Looking at Traditional Practices through a Modern Lens: Brij Gopal,
Jawaharlal University, New Delhi
Brij Gopal introduced the group to issues of water scarcity in Rajasthan and the
role

of

traditional

water systems.

We

heard about the uneven
distribution of water
and in particular, the
lack of rainfall in the
western
Rajasthan.

parts

of

There are

no natural water bodies
in

this

part

of

Rajasthan,

only

the

canal system. Dr Gopal posed the question – why would people decide to settle
in such dry environments? Which lead to questions about their adaptation
strategies and relations to intellectual, social, cultural, aesthetic and ethical
contexts.

In the context of climate change and environmental degradation,

perhaps answers to key challenges can be found by studying the way people
have managed of scarce water resources over centuries.
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The Living Waters Museum: Visualising Narratives on Heritage, Culture and
Ecologies: Sara Ahmed, Centre for Heritage Management, Ahmedabad
University and Lead Curator, Living Waters Museum
Dr Ahmed introduced the
group

her

virtual

water museum.

During

the

to

presentation,

we

heard about the living
waters

museum’s

objective to collect and
collate traditions of water
practices in India and
beyond. Sara’s approach
is based in the three Cs –
Collaboration;

Curation;

and Communication – and is particularly focused on engaging young people. The
museum would be a ‘virtual’ social enterprise that might support or connect to
other physical sites. Types of material and content for the museum would
include:

water

and

architecture;

customary

practices

and

traditions;

engagements (e.g. water heritage walks); art; livelihood and communities (e.g.
what can be learned from traditional water management systems); oral
histories; and folklore. In sum, the water museum could serve as a ‘knowledge
repository’ for water heritage education, innovation and social enterprise.
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5. DAY 2: 10TH OF JANUARY 2018 – PACHEWAR SITE VISIT
On the second day of the workshop, the team spent the day travelling to the
south west of Jaipur to the village of Pachewar. The objective of this visit was to
gain familiarity with the issues facing Rajasthan and strengthen local
participation and collaborations with individuals and groups involved with
traditional water infrastructures.
Pachewar is a Gram Panchayat
near Dudu in Tonk District. There
is

a

Talab,

traditional

water

structure. Presently in use and
managed by people. It is source of
drinking water for human and
livestock and also used for other
purpose. Despite tap water supply
from Bisalpur Dam the Talab
water is used by most people in
the village. Meeting was conducted
with

Gram

Panchayat

Image: Talab in Pachewar

(village

council) representatives and people.
Reflections from Nina Sabnani
We visited Pachewar in the Tonk
district, which is about 88 kms
away from Jaipur. Rainfall is scant
here and sometimes there is no
rainfall for two years in a row. We
went to see the water structure
that provided water to people even
in the drought years. The Talab
Pamasagar is almost 500 years and

Image: talking with women at the village office in
Pachewar

possibly the first of its kind. This
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is probably one of the oldest surviving water structures that recharges almost
365 wells. There is water in the Talab in the hottest of summers. The last time it
dried up was three years ago. When it dried up the villagers used to de-silt the
Talab and use the earth for farms as rich compost. At the centre of the Talab is a
well (kund) and its believed it has a tunnel that goes all the way to the fort for
the sole use of the queen who would come and bathe in the Talab. There used to
be lots of plants near the well. The stone slabs came all the way from
Todaraisingh. People used to drink water from the lake for the longest time. But
with development came a pipeline from Bisalpur Dam that pumps water into the
village through taps. Now people stopped using the water for drinking and only
animals drink the water whereas people use it for washing clothes and bathing.
There are several banks (ghats)
meant for different rituals and
some are exclusively for the use
of women. However, with the
pipeline and taps some of the
rituals are also affected. If the
pump goes bad they wait for
the government to fix it. The
Image: washing clothes at the talab

community does not come
together to fix it.

We also met with a self-help group of women and men at the village office.
The women are involved in making nutrition food that is given to Aanganwadis
(A government scheme to provide food to school children) and also do some
sewing. In our conversation the women told us that the water from the pipeline
comes once in two days and there is one tap between twenty families. This tap is
in the open space between houses(Stand post supply). Women have to line up
here to fill the water. This is any day better than having to carry water from a
well far away from the house. They would like having the water for longer period
in the day or getting the taps inside their homes. They did not think any other
way was feasible for getting drinking water, though they prefer drinking water
from a well. The lake is only good for washing clothes. Women are busy all the
18

time. They have to teach their children as well because now all children go to
school and need help with their homework. They have no time to meet their
friends except when they come for work. They did not have any stories to share
because the old folks are not staying with them. Only the older ladies sang a few
songs, which Kanchan took down. I was not able to follow the words.
Next we visited the school where we spoke to the teachers and children about
the

project.

conduct

a

Anurupa

will

workshop

with

students in this school. The
school rooms did not have
much furniture except for the
senior classes. The children
were having their mid day meal
when we visited. Two ladies
were making chappatis on a
wood fire. They make almost

Image: our group speaking at the local school in
Pachewar

200 chappatis/rotis everyday.

19

6. DAY 3: 11TH OF JANUARY 2018 – BHANDAREJ SITE VISIT
On the final day, a small group of us travelled about 70 miles from Jaipur to the
village of Bhandarej (Dausa District) to see a stepwell build in the 1700s. The
structure has 150 steps leading down into the well and is said to have a secret
tunnel leading into a nearby palace.1As with most of the stepwells in the area, the
structure is no longer in use. However, it is now a protected monument.
According to the information board at the site, the Bawari was built in 1732 A.D.
using stone from local quarries in the style of Rajput-Mugal for the use of public
water. There is a great deal of ornamentation, carved friezes and rooms on all
four sides for offering prayers and changing clothes.

Images: Big Bawari-Bhandarej

1http://www.indiatourism4u.in/tourism/859/Rajastan/Bhandarej-/
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7. FORWARD PLANNING
Following the seminar presentations and site visits, two key projects were
developed. These reflect the project team’s overall desire to engage directly in
the lives of people in Rajasthan living under conditions of water scarcity through
the arts.
7.1 Jal: Telling it Together (Nina Sabnani)
The project involves painting a narrative on water structures for rainwater
harvesting with a community in Rajasthan. Collaborating with Rajasthani artists
and members of local community we will paint a wall and a canvas that could be
exhibited in a traveling show in India and UK. During this work, we will paint
stories that emerge from our conversations with a local community in the region
of Shekhawati. The royal
patrons

or

the

elite

usually commissioned the
painted wall murals in the
Shekhawati region that
depicted

their

lifestyle

and status. Painting a wall
that depicts a common
person’s life will also be
Image: Nina Sabnani (Industrial Design Centre,
IIT Bombay) will lead the arts activities in
Shekhavati

welcomed

by

the

community. In some of
the villages the community has

adopted rainwater-harvesting structures and are known to not waste a single
drop of rainwater. Sharing these stories in the form of a painted narrative will
create awareness in other regions.
We along with Dr Rathore and Kalyan Joshi, an artist from Bhilwara (a national
award winner of the Phad tradition) will visit Shekhawati in the month of March
2018, to identify the community and location that will be the canvas for
everyone to share their successes and aspirations that concern water. The
objective of this visit would be to put the logistics in place that will include the
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choice of the narrative, date and duration of the painting session and identifying
a place to stay as well as identifying a few members of the community with
whom we will paint both the wall as well as the canvas (6ft by 10ft).
It is envisaged that the painting will commence in the months of May or June
2018 and may take up to ten days to complete.

7.2

The

Pop-up

Water

Museum

(Anurupa Roy)
Our plan is to work on an art project for
school children where they reflect on their
relationship with water, including the
relationship of their community and it's
water bodies, songs and folk lore about
water, their social practices around water,
idioms, metaphors, phrases using water,
songs of water, water as rain, as floods, as
scarcity. The project will start with a
research involving the gathering of stories
and ideas from their community, then they
will work with puppets to create visual
narratives that represent these narratives.
The whole project will end in a large pop up

Image: Anurupa Roy (Puppet
designer and director) will lead
the arts activities in Pachewar

museum of water set up by the children in the school for the entire community,
parents, teachers, and neighbourhood.
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8. OVERALL SCHEDULE
January 2018: – Workshop 1, Jaipur
March 2018: Workshop 2 and site visits to Govindpura (Shekhawti region) –
Rathore / Sabnani (purpose of these visits is to scope the “Jal: Telling it
Together” project led by Sabnani)
May – June 2018: “Jal: Telling it Together” project work. Painting and
engagement activities in Shekhawati. Dr Buser to visit during these dates (to be
confirmed).
July – August 2018: “Pop-up Water Museum” project work.
September 2018 – onwards: Possible exhibition at Jaipur City Museum
October / November 2018: mini-conference (Bristol)and workshop. The
purpose of this workshop is to further collaborations and share / display
representations of Rajasthan’s water infrastructure. We expect to have Rathore,
Sabnani and Roy in Bristol for the event.
Appendix
Power point slides from symposium are available on the project dropbox. For
access to the slides please get in touch with Michael Buser at
Michael.Buser@uwe.ac.uk

23

