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Cultural Re-imaginations Stage-III: New Collective Cultural Journeys and Initiatives 
River Brahmaputra, Uzan Bazaar Ghat, Guwahati, Assam 
 
A public art intervention, in the form of a floating bamboo raft structure and a series of 
collective cultural journeys, were conceptualized as part of Cultural Re-imaginations Stage – 
II. Currently, this public art project is in its anchored state at the Uzan Bazaar ghat in the 
heart of the city of Guwahati, Assam and sets out to become a catalyst for new artistic, 
cultural and environmental initiatives in the region. A collective of local artists, artisans, 
writers, performers, teachers and environmentalists has emerged out of this project. Starting 
early next year, we plan to move forward with new initiatives, when riparian circumstances 
are safe again and funds are in place for making new collective journeys on the river and the 
floating, anchored raft once again becomes an 'itinerant bard' on the river. The long-term 
vision of this project is to become a catalyst for triggering a network of ideas and positive 
transformations, new collaborations and to create circumstances for participatory public art 
practice.  
  
Stage-III of ‘Cultural Re-imaginations’ – towards which I seek funding from FICA sets out 
to make new collective journeys on the River Brahmaputra and to put a structure in place for 
continuing initiatives in its anchored, floating state at the river bank/ghat. After completing 
Cultural Re-imaginations Stage – I (as an independent residency project) last year with 
Periferry (1.0)/Desire Machine Collective in Guwahati, in the 6 months starting Dec 2012 
until May 2013, I completed Stage-II which is a Public Art / Social Sculpture / Site-Specific 
Installation/ Collective Cultural Journey launched on the river Brahmaputra. This project 
was supported by India Foundation for the Arts (IFA), Bangalore. 
 
The inaugural collective cultural journey was launched on the Brahmaputra during April 
2013. The raft structure and the performative journey on the river became ‘an arena’ for 
impromptu cultural exchanges by performers onboard blurring the boundaries between art 
and life. The performances were structured around certain starting assumptions, questions 
and critiques around artistic, cultural, social and environmental issues reflecting the 
interdisciplinary nature of the members of the collective. Around 32 artists, artisans, 
architects, writers, folklorists, designers, filmmakers, media practitioners, movement artists 
converged on the raft during the journey engaging in performances that ranged from 
storytelling, dance-movement, lecture-performance, experimental and folk music to informal 
conversations - in the process creating personal micro narratives and re-imaginations.  
 
Employing the raft structure and an 'unscripted' performative journey on the Brahmaputra, 
Cultural Re-imaginations II explored creative approaches with which communities can 
coexist with natural environments. The floating-habitable raft was developed based on the 



sustainable principles of the itinerant vernacular bamboo rafts (melengs) used in this region on 
the river Brahmaputra. This is a latent, but extraordinary mode of transporting bamboo all 
year round by indigenous communities on the river Brahmaputra by using only the power of 
the river. The new experimental raft has also been conceptualized as a potential 'sustainable 
habitat' that can be anchored like a boat or a ferry. The construction of the raft structure 
involved collaborative work between bamboo artisans, boat-builders, raft workers and 
artists. This cultural intervention is intentionally ephemeral and is intended to evoke 
universal, temporary, mobile, vernacular habitats with minimal environmental impacts as 
well as cultural forms inherent to this region. 
 
As a piece of public art, the raft while being completed at the riverbank was able to establish 
a censor-free means of contact with viewers. Viewers, visitors and passers-by used the raft-
in-progress as a resting space, for sitting and enjoying the river-scape, community gatherings, 
impromptu music concerts and as a landmark for creating photographic memories – creating 
alternate ways of interacting with the river. The bamboo raft spontaneously became a point 
of intersection of organic social spaces and a series of complex network of social, economic, 
cultural and ecological activities intrinsic to the riverfront. 
 
Cultural Re-imaginations is a series of interventions conceived as an ongoing experiment in 
challenging the traditional boundaries between art and architecture, artist and artisan, crafts 
and arts and towards developing a new, critically engaged hybrid practice that integrates 
cultural history, architectural traditions and current environmental concerns of the northeast 
India and beyond, along with creating provocative public art that leads to unanticipated 
interdisciplinary convergence. 
 
During Cultural Re-imaginations Stage-III, the raft in its anchored state sets out to become a 
presentation space and a platform for hybrid projects focusing on the interface of art, 
environment, culture and vernacular crafts. This public art intervention will evolve in 
response to creative engagement by the community and create a sense of 'place'. Grant funds 
will be utilized towards structuring a range of art initiatives over 1 year of programmed 
activities, engaging with artistic, cultural and environmental issues - in an open interactive 
format in the public space of the river and riverfront. The project initiatives will happen in 
English, Assamese and Hindi. Photographs and video footage will be employed for 
documentation of the artistic initiatives and collective journeys. Some of the initiatives 
include but are not limited to: 
 
- Stimulate exchange between the local artistic/artisanal community and the public, through 
a series of imaginative and unconventional initiatives. Combine riparian journeys, 
performance, visual and installation art, storytelling, adda (informal conversations), 
experimental jamming, music, humor and lectures to create thought-provoking events, 
spaces and experiences.  



- Launch temporary art initiatives that activate and enliven public spaces along the riverfront 
and create new ways of relating/encountering/experiencing the 'environment'. 
- Launch initiatives that get artists and audience members to care more about the condition 
of the river - making our waterfronts safe and public spaces more accessible and active. 
-Engage local artists, artisans, environmentalists, designers and art students from the 
Guwahati Artists’ Guild, Assam Fine Arts and Craft Society, Cotton College, State Art 
College and IIT in Guwahati. 
 
The crucial concept is to re-imagine the floating raft as a ‘vessel’ or a ‘receptacle’ for ideas, 
processes and innovations, and in the end as a site for creative introspections and collective 
cultural experiences. The raft will be symbolically re-imagined as an ‘itinerant bard’ of the 
river - a jajabor evoking the ‘wanderer’ in each one of us. It will personify the storyteller of 
important narratives of the two banks of the river Brahmaputra, of the maritime history of 
this region, the everyday lives of the people and their transforming relationship with the 
river. 

	  


