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This book by Moma Livingston traces the
fascinating history of stepwells, from the
Hindu ongin, to their second flowering
duning Muslim rule, and eventual decline
under British occupation. It also reflects
on their current use, preservation and
place in Indian communities.

The author looks at the evolution of
stepwells and stepped ponds from the Sth
to the 19th century and explains how these
formed an integral part of the western In-
dian communities as sites for dnnking,
washing, and bathing, as well as for color-
ful festivals and sacred nituals. Livingston
has structured her study from the perspec-
tive of a cultural historian rather than 4
mere architectural documentation, which
helps the reader in understanding the so-
ciocultural milieu, art, architecture and
engineering of the times. Excellent archi-
tectural illustrations supporting the photo-
graphs help in comprehending the scale
and feel of the structures in a better way

A chronological scale with landmark dates
/ peniods in history, comparatively tabu-
lated against the dates of these water struc-
tures, right from the first ghats in northern
India in 100 BC and the first rock-cut
stepwells in 200-400 BC, to the last
stepwell in Wankaner in 1923, puts the
picces together into a clear picture. It en-
ables the reader to not only understand
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in the arid regions of western India, nothing is more
sacred than water - indeed, it defines the lives, myths

and rituals of its people

the chrenological evolution but also the
parallel activity of a similar nature hap-
pening in the region and elsewhere.

Apart from ber own first hand research
based on interviews with travelers, archae-
ologists, architects, scholars and native
people, the author has very extensively
researched the existing text on the subject
and related to diverse topics from art, ar-
chitecture, history, Hindu ritual and
shastras, and textile. Archaeological Sur-
vey reports from the late 1880s to around
1910 have been acknowledged as the
“most relevant primary source” of infor-
mation accompanied with rare photo-
graphs and measured drawings. Travel-
ogues of Louis Rousselet, who traveled to
India in 1860s have been cited as impor-
tant sources of the information on cultural
and landscape milieu of Gujarat at the
time. Livingston states that “for twelve
hundred years stepwells and stepped
ponds have been integral to life in west-
em India.” Apart from being water-har-
vesting structures, “these underground
buildings, usually from three to nine sto-
ries deep, became community centers; as
passages into the subterranean, they were
invested with religious meaning.”

As the author describes, “...the earlier,
rectangular stepped pond and the closely
related linear stepwell are designed to

make groundwater available to those on
foot... continuous steps from ground level
to the bottom of the structure lead to wa
ter, no matter how great the vanation in
the water table... as the water table drops
slowly after the monsoon, a longer descent
1s necessary, but the water surface always
laps against a step and can always be
reached.”

In the first chapter, Livingston looks at the
early Indian water structures and tells how
the first use of stone blocks made the new
form possible. It then looks at the archi-
tectural brilliance and supenor construc-
tion that distinguish the Hindu stepwell.
She dwells upon the various examples of
stepwells from locations spread across
Gujarat and Rajasthan and touches upon
the tremendous medieval economy thist
once centered on the Indian Ocean and
the trade routes, It explains how the form
of the stepwell, and its deep vertical shape
presents only a parapet to the direct sun,
while its pavilions shade the stone and
water below as also its visitors from sun
and hot winds. The colors of different
stones used at different places “offer a
refreshing respite after the bleached land-
scape.”

The second chapter covers the religious

aspect, deities and rituals associated with
the stepped wells.
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In the fast chapter, Morna concludes with
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Steps To Water - The Ancient Stepwells

f India’ 1s a well researched and well-

tHustrated documentation and cultural his
tory of the water structures in the Indian
tradition. The architectural measured draw
ings are sourced from Archaeological
Survey Reports and the photographs are
aken by the author overa 15-vear period
Ihe book 15 definitely a collector’s item

for your bookshell
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