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Ancient Geographies – New Frontiers
Anthony Acciavatti

The Gangetic plains and the river Ganga in north India have held an unequalled place
within the history of cartography, human colonisation and mythology. Imagined as the end
of the earth or the original site of the Garden of Eden, the river and its environs played an
active role in the maps being compiled of the known world. However, the vast majority of
these attributes were projected onto this environment, and not received from direct
interaction. The oldest Hindu texts of religion and mythology, the Vedas, refer to this region
and river as some of the most revered places on the earth. Consequently, the river has
inherited countless origins, directions and orientations throughout its venerable history.
Unsurprisingly, the Gangetic plains continue to be topographically deceptive today. The
ways in which water, soil, agriculture, infrastructure and cultural mores format the ground
continue to percolate with little regard for their anxious, pictorial surrogates – maps.
Steeped within the mythological and historic, at present there appear very few speculations
on the fertile, dynamic qualities of the terrain and the changes taking place in terms of its
urbanism. Ground has performed distinct tasks within the Gangetic plains, both as a series
of physical conditions and as a metaphoric channel for social and cultural traditions. These
histories came into being through various acts of discovery and occupation. Ground has
constituted a dynamic play across terrestrial and symbolic-celestial networks, ranging from
the meteorological to the mythopoetic, religious and mercantile. Each successive group of
occupants traversing this tract of land developed explanations, theories and instruments to
signify and format ground as distinct sites of meaning and reference. This essay will focus
on the changing conditions of cities and ground in the Gangetic plains and the particular
representations of their created/contested natures In particular, the text looks at the ways
in which ground is cartographically archived and ÂdriedÊ; the creation of terra incognita and
changes of state; and the construction of a contemporary ÂDynamic AtlasÊ.
The practices used today in drawing site and territory are in many instances inherited
from the Enlightenment discourse on the archive as a cartographic metaphor, which was
used by the British Empire to codify the Indian subcontinent. Every observation was to be
catalogued and located in its proper place.1 Within this system, abnormalities were to be
corrected and not permitted to distort the whole. This form of authoritative imagination rarely
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Figure 1
Terrestrial and Celestial Networks:
Allahabad (Prayag)
(90 cm x 182 cm)
Measures the ways in which the
Ganga and Jamuna rivers expand
and contract around Allahabad
throughout the year. Events at the
Triveni Sangam are mapped and
diagrammed as they relate to
these changes of state. Lunar and
solar cycles are used to measure
the rates of change in the riverÊs
edge.
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reflects conditions on the ground, and emphasises discipline over speculation. Historically,
mapmakers, architects and designers demonstrate an obdurate dependence upon fixed
forms and relationships.2 Even today they are far more comfortable with drawings and
discourse that rely on artefacts, as opposed to processes of material change. ÂSiteÊ within
this context is often reduced to a self-contained, hermetic figure, and rarely thought of as
sites within a site. Immediate adjacencies are drawn as mute geometries, with little reference
to networks that may operate across different scales and materials. Not to mention
adjacencies and pressures that may be subterranean, such as water table levels and subsoil
conditions. The vestiges of the Enlightenment ideals of mapping and codifying continue to
exhale the same fixed relationships between site and context. These closed, self-contained
drawings promote a rural-urban archipelago, with few connections to the larger networks that
they participate in.
Within the archive, constructing ground involved cartographically ÂdryingÊ it, in order to
define it as terra firma. As an intellectual exercise for clarity, drying ground resulted in the
removal of the visceral, animate nature of the land – namely, water. The process of drying
ground allowed for territories to be defined and circumscribed within the archive, isolated
like an island. Changes in shape, texture and course did not fit well within this system of
prescribed order and discipline. Water exacerbates this process, as it dilutes and
transforms the shape of terrain with ease, networking between sky and ground through
processes of weather. Water nags at both the farmer and urban dweller, as there is often
too much moisture, or too little, and never just enough. This irritant is most acutely felt in
the Gangetic plains due to the faint curvature of a topography that permits flash floods and
extreme droughts, as there are few catchments. The aforementioned systems serve as a
further subterfuge to the act of drying ground.
Attempts to harness and discipline the land and its levels of moisture and variability have
resulted in indelible striations, pockmarks and discolorations etched across the Gangetic plains.
Large canals, countless wells and numerous bunds (embankments) have been deployed to
regulate and offset the shaping and settlement of the land. Many of these instruments have
been used to counter climatic extremes and to forcibly format the ground, in order to increase
the amount of surface area available for arable land and increase its productivity. Such
disfiguring devices typically ran parallel to events in the sky, and to the seasons.
Deeply embroiled within this stagnant state of drawing, the tract of land between two
major cities of the Gangetic plains, Allahabad (Prayag) and Varanasi (Banaras), exemplifies
the varied states of urban, riparian and agrarian space permeating across this alluvial
corridor. Allahabad, one of the most sacred sites within Hindu geography, is revered as the
teerth raj, Âking of holy sitesÊ. The city is located at the tip of the doab, Âland between two
riversÊ, where the rivers Ganga, Jamuna and the mythical Saraswati converge. The
confluence is known as the Triveni Sangam, and bathing here is believed to confer blessings
and catalyse the dissolution of terrestrial sins.3 This site is believed to have a direct
connection with celestial forces and networks. Allahabad is also strategically placed at the
centre of the Gangetic plains, and has been an important site of distribution by river, road,
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and rail.4 Further downstream along the Ganga is the city of Varanasi, which also plays an
important role as a religious and economic locus within the Hindu faith and as an important
point of distribution within the Gangetic plains. Amongst the most ancient and contested
geographies, these two cities and the area between them have not been adequately
scanned in terms of their extreme urban dynamics. Ground within this tract of land vacillates
between parched and brittle to moist and gelatinous. However, these changes of state and
their spatial attributes never take shape in the drawings of the region.

Terra Incognita – Figures without Lines
This particular belt in the Gangetic plains occupies a number of soluble states, as it is at
once water, mud, dirt, dust, deity and atmosphere. The term ÂstateÊ not only refers to
changes of state – molecular transformations – from solid to liquid to gas, but also changes
of state – the altered functioning – of a cultural and political body: the city. Physical changes
of state induced by weather and climate often are synchronous with urban events and
festivals. In Allahabad, the Magh Mela festival takes places every year during the month of
Magh (January-February) at the Sangam. This period is regarded as an auspicious time to
make a pilgrimage to the confluence and have a ritual bath there. This generally coincides
with seasonal changes in the water level of the river. During Magh Mela, the sand islands
dotting the river are used for encampments and numerous festivities. After the celebration,
the lines of streets and the former footprints of building serve as markers for the
agricultural parcels that are harvested between April and June with the rabi crop. Similarly,
in Varanasi, the festival of Durga Puja in October-November often coincides with phases of
the waters of the Ganga slowly receding. Many large tracts of land along the Ganga are
used for agriculture and grazing when the river is extremely low and barely active (April to
mid-June). In addition, pontoon bridges are set afloat when the river is low, so as to allow
more traffic to cross back and forth from one side of the river to another. Markets and
temporary housing accumulate around these pontoon bridges during this time of year as
well, taking advantage of the increase in traffic.
The role that agrarian, riparian, and urban conventions play in the region is tied to its
development in terms of economy and social practices. In large part, this is due to the ways
in which localities have assembled along networks of mobility to form urban agglomerations.
Urbanism and agriculture were not set apart from one another, and the life of the communities
involved in both were contingent upon the presence and pace of mobile networks, i.e., on foot,
by bullock-cart, by boat, and eventually by rail and truck. Further, the lack of land and mobility
of the population dissuaded people and institutions from concentrating wealth inside city walls.
Attracting labour and capital to particular places was an integral political activity, as the
relationship between the two constituted the siteÊs urbanity.5 Today, when one views an aerial
satellite image of the Gangetic plains or travels by car, rail or boat, one immediately notices
the dispersed nature of settlements across the ground. Many of the scattered accumulations
of human settlement are relatively dense in their internal structure, even while spread out
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Figure 2
Surface Acc umulation Sleeve
(76 cm x 152 cm)
A wearable device, constructed
by the author, to measure
ground and its composition along
the Ganga and Jamuna rivers.
The device triangulates points
using a GPS system and
measures ground at a 1:1 scale.
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along the transport networks. The sources of attraction are often tied to how ground is
formatted in terms of adjacencies to these networks of trade. The tract of land between
Allahabad and Varanasi is no exception to this condition.
The character of the networks along which we find this mode of diffused urbanism
changes from that of lines and striations (such as canals, roads, rivers, drains, agricultural
rows, houses and buildings, and rail lines) to blotches, smudges and discolorations of the
ground (such as rivers, tanks, lakes, canals, drains, and human encampments). Both sets
of active ground are present in the daily lives of millions of people throughout this vast
alluvial plain. Historically, the formatting of ground in terms of use and parcel structure has
largely been dependent upon how infrastructure is able to temper the lacking or abundant
conditions of wetness or dryness to provide for particular types of agriculture and pasture.
Until recently, infrastructures manipulated water as a thin surface that could be channelled
into tanks, ponds, and canals, or contained and collected over long periods of time in wells.
Settlement was generally attracted to areas that were adjacent to rich soils, along trade
routes, and/or adequate access to water. Canals, tanks and wells were used to further
extend and control how ground was formatted in relationship to the seemingly capricious
nature of weather. The infiltration and vagaries of water continue to undermine the
cartographic processes of drying ground. Even though considerable mapping and analysis
has been made of this region over the course of hundreds of years, the equivocal effects
and states of water continue to render this region terra incognita. The fluctuating figures
that the variables of water, weather, climate and settlement engender are without
orientation or presence in the drawn artefacts and historically coded, conventional signifiers
of this enduring topos.
Today, with the introduction of the tubewell, large underground reservoirs provide a
seemingly endless supply of water. Whereas the previous infrastructures were visibly
running parallel to rainfall patterns and agrarian calendars, and limited human settlement to
particular adjacencies of surface water networks, the tubewell and other water mechanisms
provide enough water to broaden settlement and agriculture into previously inhospitable
environs. This in turn has encouraged an increasingly dispersed, isolated urbanism where
there is a greater scarcity of land than water.
This new twist in formatting the ground and existing infrastructures continues to
invalidate many of the ossified drawings of cities and landscape. It only compounds the
synthetic relationships of ground, weather, city and technology, as well as human and nonhuman settlement into distinct sites. The tubewell, like the canal, and the well prior to that,
is not meant to be an objective and quantifiable advance, such as increased crop yields or
potable drinking water. It is instead regarded as a greater substitute for ÂnatureÊ; it is meant
to supply what nature cannot provide. The networks supporting these sub-ground networks
still remain remote within the consciousness of those tapping into them, also within the
schemas of cartographic space.
We are witnessing not only how cartography has remained empirically aloof and
rendered this space terra incognita, but also how it has participated in excluding the
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physical and metaphoric states of ground. Drawings are needed that not only document the
human and environmental pressures of the region, but also engage these pressures as
points of departure for fresh design. Maps must be layered to picture these physical and
cultural affects as animate, diverse, and reciprocal. If these living urban, agrarian, and
riparian axes are not inscribed, we will continue to suffer the effects of sight without
sufficient insight.
ÂDynamic AtlasÊ – Engendering the Wet
The atlas, an archiving system first formalised in the 1570s by the Flemish cartographer
Gerardus Mercator in relation to a geographic context, was meant to collate all of the
information and maps of the Âknown worldÊ into a single volume. Today, there is no formal,
disciplinary synthesis that brings the cultural, physical, terrestrial and celestial layers of the
Gangetic region into one picture plane. An atlas that combines these distinct, interrelated
conditions may provide a more agile method of representation and design. The full title of
MercatorÊs atlas was „Atlas, or cosmographical meditations upon the creation of the
universe, and the universe as created ‰6. This title not only defines the scope of the atlas,
but also the deeply embedded role of the mapmaker in constructing a given terrain or site.
In contrast to this resonant conceptualisation and effort at concrete projection, today there
is a dearth of imagination as to how these changes of state might be represented and
appreciated for their immense spatial qualities.
As this region continues to witness an unprecedented growth in population, density, and
degradation of resources, maps are urgently needed that not only recognise the attributes
of the ground and those human and non-human bodies populating it, but also engender
speculation about its potential spatial qualities. The various species of infrastructures
developed to mediate the dramatic changes of state have lead to different configurations
and striations of settlement and networking. They may also provide areas for continued
speculation and constructive misuse. Just because something is designed to do one thing
does not preclude it from serving in other, unanticipated uses.
Drawing is also associated with many of the same ambivalences as other modes of
picturing and representation, in terms of what a medium should do, as opposed to what it
is. For example, the American photographer and critic Alan Sekula explores issues
regarding the unacknowledged maritime space within the global economy in his six-year
work (or as he states, „work-in-progress‰), Fish Story (1995). The ocean and its boundaries
are depicted as not only as a visual space but also as a socio-economic one. Fish Story
was SekulaÊs third project in a related cycle of works that deal with the imaginary and actual
geography of the advanced capitalistic world. Art historian Benjamin H. D. Buchloh
comments that Sekula „constructs what one would call a rhetoric of the photographic: his
accounts of the instability of photographic meaning continuously oscillate between a
conception of photography as contextual (i.e., as a discursively and institutionally
determined fiction) and a conception of photography as referential (i.e., as an actual record
of complex material conditions)‰7. This anxiety splintering the matrices of both the
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contextual and the referential also permeates the entire field of drawing as well as the
discipline of design.
The ÂDynamic AtlasÊ is an ongoing project assembled by the author over the past two
years, and that addresses the nature of urbanism and its visual representation. It adopts
another way of entering this ancient geography of the Gangetic plains by engaging the
extreme material and symbolic gesticulation of this tract of land as an impetus for more
empathetic design. The atlas engages the variables of water within this territory as an
unexplored frontier within the making of urbanism and urbanity. If ground – as
simultaneously a modern ÂdevelopmentÊ imperative and a locus of unbroken religio-cultural
tradition thousands of years old – continues to inhabit a cartographic no manÊs land, it will
neither encourage doubt nor avidity about how it actually affirms and sustains itself across
this vast alluvial corridor.
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