REVIEW

A River Runs Through It

Mrugen Rathod’s new sculpture seeks to revive the comatose
Vishwamitri’s rich past, notes Sandhya Bordewekar.

The focus of Mrugen Rathod’s artworks has mainly been
the ancient Vishwamitri river' which flows through the
city of Baroda. His monumental 105 feet long, site-specific
sculpture twists and turns, much like the undulating river,
and hangs, suspended mid-air, in the corporate corridors
of the Ark building that also houses the Ark Gallery, raising
conflictingissues about myth and reality, greed and ambition,
time and space, water and land, man and animal. Cheekily
titled Avataran (The Descending of the River Vishwamitri),
after the popular Raja Ravi Varma painting depicting the
descending Ganga, the Vishwamitri comes down the nearby
Pavagadh hill (40 kms from Baroda and a UNESCO World
Heritage Site) in a non-dramatic manner, a thin stream that
gradually gains in volume by the time it enters the city.

Made with a stainless steel armature and stretched
fabric, the sculpture is hollow and lit from within by LED
lights. The armature traces, almost realistically, the 17
km stretch of the river’s course through Baroda city. The
fabric of the artwork, printed and painted, offers multiple
layers of meaning. The simple checks alternate between
green and yellowish-brown colours, indicative respectively
of environmentally vibrant and built areas along the
riverbank. A couple of small ‘islands’ slip away like chopped
limbs, forlornly clambering up a wall or suspended mid-air,
representing shallow areas that have been ‘reclaimed’ and
to which the mother river has ceased to have access.

As a narrative sculpture, the imagery represents the
historical periods of development along the river’s banks.
It also includes the most ancient inhabitants of the river -
crocodiles. They populate the artwork as a combination of
dark stony geometric scales, playing hide and seek with the
green and yellow-brown checks of the fabric, challenging
the viewer to spot them. “The scales of the mugger are
deep-etched scars...,” says Rathod. The artwork suggests to
the viewer the presence of the collective genetic memory
of these dinosaur-like reptiles - they are the only living
repositories of the now-comatose river’s past.

Rathod hints at historical human settlements through
the shadows of the built structures as they exist today -
the fortresses of the Rajputs and the Jain temples, the
medieval monuments of the Gujarat Sultanate and the
Indo-Saracenic buildings of Gaekwadi Baroda. Their
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Mrugen Rathod. Avataran (The Descending of the River Vishwamitri).
Site-specific sculptural installation at ARK, Baroda. Cotton fabric, Rice paper,
LED and SS Armature. Around 105" 2018. Image courtesy the artist.

shadowy forms - domes, towers, fort walls, darwazas and
temple shikharas - can be spotted in the folds of the fabric
as it heaves and stretches, teasing the viewer to identify
places and re-connect with the river. At its end, the
sculpture turns the unruly river into a straitjacketed canal,
its waters emptying into nothingness, a sharp comment on
what ‘riverfront’ development often does.

Rathod manages to yank the frothing Vishwamitri issue
out of its poisonous nallahs and scattered discursive groups
into sanitized corporate corridors. As the architecture of
the Ark building is conceptually based on the narration of
the Great Flood or the Mahapralaya, it is indeed an ideal
site to house the artwork. But then, given the context,
would Avataran be reduced to being a glorified lamp
sculpture lighting up a dark corridor? Would people look
up, engage with the issue and reflect on its meaning? /

End Note: 1. Vishwamitri is a seasonal river that floods during the
monsoon but is otherwise no more than a stinky gutter, snaking
through Baroda city. A few years back, after the much-hyped
Sabarmati ‘riverfront’ project in Ahmedabad with cemented
shores and pumped water pumped from the Narmada, the state
government decided to perform a facelift for the Vishwamitri.

The project came in for a lot of criticism from the local public and
was finally called off. Rathod’s voice was amongst the many that

actively questioned the environmental implications of the project.
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