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tribhiḥ sārasvataṃ toyaṃ saptāhena tu nārmadam |  
sadyaḥ punāti gāṅgeyaṃ darśanād eva yāmunam || 

- Haribhaktivilāsa (9.27) 
 

“The river Sarasvati purifies one after three days. The river Narmada purifies one after 
seven weeks. The Ganges purifies one immediately. Yamuna purifies one who beholds it.” The 
Haribhaktivilāsa, a key liturgical text for post-sixteenth-century Krishna worship, thus described 
the function of the river Yamuna in Braj, the region in north India where the divine Krishna is 
believed to have spent his youth. Even as established norms mandated haptic and gustatory 
absorption as primary forms of ritualized engagement with sacred water, the ca. 1541 text 
demarcated a hierarchy of sacred rivers centered on the privileging of vision over touch. While 
immersing oneself in sacred rivers such as the Ganges allows the pilgrim to purify 
herself/himself, the text presented the act of absorbing the goddess Yamuna’s theophanic 
presence by beholding, that is by taking darsan of the river as it flows through Braj, as adequate 
for attaining purity (punāti). In many ways, this embodied ocularcentricism paralleled the 
emergence of a new theology based on the veneration of natural phenomena in sixteenth-century 
Braj. Hymns such as the Yamunāṣṭakam, for instance, eulogized the Yamuna’s passage through 
the region. Here, the metaphor of seeing expanded the sacred liquescence of water to seep into 
conceptions of the ecosystem – sand on the river banks that glistened like the lotus feet of 
Krishna, plant life that rendered the river fragrant, peacocks and swans that flocked by the water, 
and monsoon clouds as dark as the water of the river. The construction of a series of ghats or 
bathing platforms by the Yamuna in the seventeenth century appears to have concretized 
beholding as a theological aesthetic of devotion with particular configurations of architectonic 
materiality. Taking this architectonic materiality as a point of departure, my paper presents an 
ideation of beholding water as simultaneously environmental and sacrosanct. 

In particular, my focus will be on the Vishram Ghat in Mathura. My attempt will be to 
make visible an expanded field of environmental enquiry that encompasses political governance, 
resource management, as well as material culture that shapes, and is shaped by, the environment. 
My interest resides in foregrounding a specific form of ecological thinking that brought together 
theories of aesthetic appreciation with a topophilic theology based on venerating the environment 
as a manifestation of the divine. Significantly, the ghats in Braj were built in the wake of two 
major occurrences – one ecological and the other propelled by human agency – that 
fundamentally altered the history of seventeenth-century India. Along with repeated catastrophic 
droughts and famines of unprecedented intensity, the seventeenth century also saw the 
emergence of extensive water engineering under the Mughal emperor Shah Jahan (r. 1628-1658). 
The expansion of the imperial flotilla to subjugate Bengal, the construction of canals to divert 
water from the Yamuna, and the development of riparian architecture were part of an imperial 
system of hydrology centered on the Yamuna. The construction of ghats in Braj – a region ninety 
miles south of the Mughal capital in Delhi and twenty miles north of the Taj Mahal (1643), the 



celebrated mausoleum built by Shah Jahan on the banks of the Yamuna – was thus coterminous 
to the Mughal project. Indeed, the architectural and spatial cultures of Braj, when read alongside 
the architectonics of Mughal hydrology, provides a deeper history of ecological thinking in early 
modern South Asia, one that locates “Hindu” mythologies of the riverscape within a multi- 
sensorial Islamicate world of early modern technology, aesthetics, and political formations. 


