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Engaging Luni:

A Critical Zone of Wetness rather than a River
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ABSTRACT

When the ground is understood as a geographic surface,
Luni is articulated to be a seasonal river that flows
through the Thar Desert in India. In this paradigm, the
desert is perceived as empty or as a place of scarcity

to which water must be brought in pipes and canals.
However, when situated within a “critical zone of wetness”
that extends from clouds to aquifers, Luni is a culturally
vibrant open terrain where various traditional practices of
habitation—salt production, pottery, music, block printing,
and dyeing—are acutely tuned to the monsoon. The design
studio organized and instructed by Professor Anuradha
Mathur in 2018 at the Stuart Weitzman School of Design,
University of Pennsylvania engages the latter through
analog prints, imprints, and montages to construct
another ground. This approach pursues Luni as ubiquitous
wetness, rather than understanding the Luni-as-a-river
differently. The design project “Resonating Instruments”
is an outcome of this studio. Instead of working with

maps that construct the ground as a geographic surface,
the project uses drawing, photography, printmaking,

and montage as techniques of negotiation to construct

the ground as a “critical zone of wetness.” These
techniques were used to engage the Luni and to construct
the instruments in a “critical zone of wetness,” where
negotiation, flexibility, fluidity, and gradients are favored
over rigidity, separation, and strict delineations and
definitions.
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1. Materials, instruments, rhythms, and movements of various traditional practices of the Luni.
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Intensity: spectrogram of audio
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Rhythm: lines drawing out

the movement of the Saarangi
extracted from the cyanotype
print
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2. Series of prints and imprints developed from recordings of
performances by Langa musicians recorded by Professor
Mathur.

3. A projection drawing of the various strings, bridges, and
tuning pegs of a Sindhi Saarangi
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1 The Ground—Two Paradigms

The nature of the ground humans inhabit

is often taken for granted by designers. The
dominant paradigm is one where the ground

is a geographic surface on which people,
animals, plants, and water are considered to be
occupants. A river on this surface is a body of
flowing water that begins at a point, follows a
course defined by its banks and is considered to
flood when it exceeds these banks'". An absence
or scarcity of water and other occupants defines
a region of this surface as a desert. In their
recent ongoing research, Anuradha Mathur and
Dilip da Cunha offer an alternative paradigm:

a critical zone of wetness between clouds and
aquifers”. In this paradigm, “there is no such
thing as dry land. Wetness is everywhere to
some degree. It is in the seas, clouds, rains, dew,
air, soils, minerals, plants, and animals. The sea
is very wet; the desert less so.”"!

Most maps that are based on the prevalent
model of the ground as surface indicate the
Luni as a prominent “river” of Rajasthan in
northwestern India. It is described as flowing
through the Thar Desert and often running
dry before it reaches the Arabian Sea, forcing
a narrative of scarcity that is then addressed
through massive infrastructural projects like
the Indira Gandhi Canal or the recent proposal
of the Eastern Rajasthan Canal. The design
studio organized and instructed by Mathur
in 2018 at the Stuart Weitzman School of
Design, University of Pennsylvania set out to
engage the Luni rather as a “critical zone of
wetness” (henceforth referred to as Luni). This
Luni is an open terrain that is inscribed by
trajectories of wind, wetness, people, animals,
goods, etc. and where traditional practices of
habitation—salt production, pottery, music,
block printing, and dyeing—are tuned to the
monsoon (Fig. 1). These trajectories extend
from and gather in various places; one such

place is the town of Tilwara. Every year in the
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month of March, the Mallinath Fair transforms
the town into a marketplace where people,
animals, and goods of various kinds inhabit the
sandy ground of the Luni, before dispersing to

places near and far.

2 Constructing and Working with Another
Ground

Two points of departure were taken to
engage the Luni—one constructed a ground for
design, and the other gave a method for working
with that ground. The first point of departure
was a digital spectrogram of a series of
performance recordings by the Langa musicians
of the Barmer region. The spectrogram charts
the frequency and amplitude of the soundscape
creating a visual imprint of the varying
intensities of sound. From this digital imprint,
an analog one was produced using cyanotype
printing—a photographic printing process that
produces blue prints. Negatives of stills from the
performance videos were used to create a layered
print that built intensity through multiple
exposures of varying durations. The making of
these prints developed a vocabulary to engage
the Luni through intensity, exposure, and rhythm
(Fig. 2). Further exploring this vocabulary led
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4. Contextual diagram of the two “resonating instruments”

FHR

Hand pumps
KIE —

Water tower

EANER 0N

Tilwara

B M
Mesquite: thickets 7=
AT
Ramps
“DERSE” £E Instrument 2

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE FRONTIERS / EXPERIMENTS & PROCESSES

to two subsequent photoworks becoming the
ground for interpretation and intervention.
Sections and perspectives were drawn into
these “constructed” photoworks.

The second point of departure was the
Sindhi Saarangi. It is a string instrument
crucial to the repertoire of Langa musicians.
It consists of three main strings played
with a bow, as well as a set of sympathetic
strings that resonate in response to the notes
played on the main strings to produce a rich
humming sound. Strings of varying materials
and lengths are held up in tension at different
heights using bridges and terminate with
tuning pegs that allow the performer to adjust
the frequencies based on the raaga (similar
to melodic mode) of each song (Fig. 3).
Embracing the phenomenon of resonance and
studying the relationship of the strings and
various components involved in the careful
construction and calibration of the instrument
brought an instrument-like sensitivity to the

design intervention.

3 Resonating Instruments

Anchored in the Luni, two instruments

were designed in the project “Resonating

“SERSE” EE Instrument 1
G M Mesquite thicket
= Pavilion
R &Kt Tadkas

RIK#E Troughs

——————— % #%F Holding bridges
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Rare breed of horse from Marwar

5-1.

5-2.
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(Equus ferus caballus)
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Prosopis
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Marwari horse
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(Jodhpur) region
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Instrument 1 is a traverse across a low wet area and a
mesquite thicket. The photoworks capture the gradient
of wetness, material, and light, indicating the rhythm of
movement.

Instrument 1: section drawn into linear photowork made
using multiple exposures on a medium format film
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Instruments” to explore ways of negotiating
various gradients of wetness. These instruments,
when “played” by the monsoon rain, resonate
throughout the year by gathering practices

and events of varying intensities and duration.
Instead of articulating and reinforcing a

river edge or a river front, these “resonating

VOLUME 9 /ISSUE 3/ JUNE 2021

i « I ]m"

instruments” seek ways of inhabiting an open
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terrain with subtle levels of wetness (Fig. 4).
Instrument 1 is “tuned” to collect and hold
rain in tankas (underground tanks) that can
be used to fill the water troughs designed for
cattle, camels, and horses, or be appropriated
by dyers for washing. The overflow runs into
gravel swales which direct it into a series of
holding bridges set into the sand at different
heights—slowing down and cleansing the water,
as well as recharging the groundwater. These
holding bridges also connect to the anchoring
body of the instrument that has openings at
different levels to allow water to enter as the
river rises. As the water level falls, the holding
bridges retain wetness that could be used for
cultivation of pearl millet (Pennisetum glaucum)
and other salt-tolerant crops of this region. The
existing mesquite thicket (Prosopis juliflora) is
an integral part of the instrument, providing
much required shade and an abundant resource
of firewood for the dyers. The pruning of the
mesquite changes its growth habit from a shrub
to a tree with a higher canopy, making the space
habitable. A grove of native trees like Rohida
(Tecomella undulata), Desi Babool (Acacia
nilotica) and Khejri (Prosopis cineraria) extend
the shade of the thicket on one side, whereas
a bamboo pavilion provides a place for block
printers and dyers to work or to be occupied
during the Mallinath Fair on the other side
(Fig. 5 ~ 8).

Instrument 2 takes a different form as it is
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Mallinath fair

The troughs become useful

infrastructures for cattle and horses

that are brought to the fair.
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Cultivation

Salt tolerant pearl millet and similar

crops can be cultivated after water

passes through a series of filters.
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Monsoon

Water is held at various levels to clean
and cultivate crops.
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___Tuning tankas and troughs
While the tankas gather surface runoff during the
monsoon, the troughs provide an opportunity to
se this water for washing or even drinking.
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Bamboo pavilion

he pavilion extends the shade of the thicket
reating a protected space to be occupied by
" bock printers, dyers, and potters.
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Mesquite thicket and grove

The mesquites are pruned by the dyers for
firewood, modifying their growth, and a grove
of other important trees is extended out for
shade.
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Holding bridges

A series of walls set into the sand at different
heights hold the water as it recedes after

the monsoon and directed through material
wedges that filter debris from it.
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pressed deep into the sand. Utilizing the ability of 6.

sand to quickly percolate water, the instrument R R E )

~ consists of holding bridges that are buried 7. =KHNEDEHEREARBEERF 1S58 KE
-~ ROEEIRE . LLES Y TRIBREAI SR T EMEMAKPH

RE.
8. 1SR EHERE

under the sand with geotextile pockets that
can hold wetness and slow down evaporation,

creating a perched water table. Poles anchored 6.
ways in which Instrument 1 gathers—rain in tanks, dyers,
block printers, livestock, and practices of cultivation at
different times.

7. Instrument 1: cyanotype prints of an axonometric drawing
of the instrument that builds intensity in time through

to the holding bridges emerge from the sand as
markers of the pockets as well as infrastructure

for shade structures during the Mallinath Fair.
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Hand pumps allow the water to be accessed by
analogous to the exposure to monsoon wetness.

An armature model of Instrument 1

the villagers and people during the fair. The poles .
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Multiple perspectives based on the digital photowork show

exposure. The exposure to light can be interpreted as being
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Datura
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Drought tolerant, sandy soil, full sunlight

%

and the pumps organize how the fair is set up

every year. Three concrete ramps hold pipes that

carry excess water captured in the underground
pockets to a water tower rise out of the sand,
connecting back to the high ground of Tilwara.
The varying heights of the ramps create sand
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the road across the Luni to
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Sand deposits along the
eastern edge of Tilwara
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terraces that could be drying beds or places
for performances and gatherings. Like the
other instrument, the mesquite thicket is a
resource for potters to fire their pots in kilns
and the people of Tilwara for various domestic

purposes (Fig. 9 ~ 12).
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4 Conclusion

How people image and imagine the ground
determines how they design and inhabit a place;
one’s method constructs a particular ground
for design. Instead of working with maps that
construct the ground as a geographic surface,
the design project “Resonating Instruments”
uses drawing, photography, printmaking, and
montage as techniques of negotiation to construct
the ground as a “critical zone of wetness.” These
techniques were used to engage the Luni and to
construct the instruments in a “critical zone
of wetness,” where negotiation, flexibility,
fluidity, and gradients are favored over rigidity,
separation, and strict delineations and definitions.
Instead of seeking to understand Luni-as-a-
river differently, this approach pursues a different

Luni—a ubiquitous wetness. LAF
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Monsoon

The monsoon rail gets infiltrated into the

sand beds and held in subsurface geotextile

catchment pockets with hand pumps for

everyday use.
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Mallinath fair

The sand terraces shaped by the bridges

with poles emerging from the sand become

infrastructure for the fair to occupy.
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Water tower

The water held in geotextile pockets is

pumped to a central water tower that could
become a place for social gathering and for
livestock.
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Mesquite thicket and grove
The mesquites are pruned by the potters for firewood,
oct modifying their growth, and a grove of other important

trees is extended out for shade.
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The terraces are formed every year by the deposition
of sand at heights determined by the bridges of the
instrument.
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Water is only one of the many things to cross the sandy i
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Instrument 2 is a traverse across a sandy bed, mesquite
thicket, and a street. The photoworks capture the
gradients of wetness, material, and light, indicating the
rhythm of movement.

Instrument 2: section drawn into linear photowork made
using multiple exposures on a medium format film
Multiple perspectives based on digital photowork show
ways in which Instrument 2 gathers—rain in underground
pockets, tradesmen and cattle during the Mallinath Fair,
potters, and people of Tilwara at different times.
Instrument 2: cyanotype prints of an axonometric drawing
of the instrument that builds intensity in time through
exposure. The exposure to light can be interpreted as being
analogous to the exposure to monsoon wetness.
12. An armature model of Instrument 2
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