Phantom Relics: Speculative Geographies in Virtual Reality
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Abstract

The photo essay delves into the place of particular virtual reality in psychogeography in
context of my virtual reality installation project Rivers Have Flowed Where They Buried Us.
The fluidity of modern maps lends itself to the deconstruction of the Westcentric academic
discipline of cartography that has been the cause of artificial forced colonial borders across
the world in which co-cultural spaces have been fragmented. One such space is the India-
Bangladesh border, partitioning the Bengali community by the colonial Radcliffe line. This
border was the cause of my family’s transgenerational migration, making me a fourth-
generation migrant. The research looks into the role of using virtual reality to create a safe
space and foster empathy to facilitate intercultural dialogue about the political consequences
of such partitions. Moreover, it explores the use of combining speculative fiction,
performance, and immersivity with virtual reality cinema to forge a storytelling tool that
explores transgenerational trauma and silenced narratives of migration. The urgency of this
research lies in the continued porosity of this border space today and the rampant violence
of the border forces on civilians, particularly in light of the recent anti-immigration policies
and hostility of the Indian government towards Bangladeshi migrants.
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The uncharted terrain of human nostalgia belongs to a fluidity that eludes cartography. Our
relationship with spaces, geoculture, inherited memory and politics forms a complex web that
inhabits the human psyche. In the linguistics of diaspora, intergenerational displacement
often maintains a silence on the crisscross scars wrought on the memoryscapes of families
and communities constantly on the move by the trajectories of their personal histories.
Coming from a family victim to the Indian Partition, the Indo-Pak wars, and the Bangladesh
Liberation war between 1947 and 1971, my personal history is deeply entwined with the
political history and geoculture of the Indian subcontinent. It is a story of repeated migration,
recurring estrangement, creating cyclic patterns of fragmentation, scattering, gathering, and
attempts to hold on. The fourth generation treading this path, | remain haunted by this
inheritance of intergenerational search for belonging, and memories of “homeland”. The
symbol of the colonial ghost still inhabits the border between India and Bangladesh.
Cartography and map-making until mid-twentieth century were largely a gatekept colonial
discipline. | subvert this use to address my psychogeographical associations with this border;
reconstructing fluid geographies by way of virtual reality and speculative fiction (fig. 1 and fig.
2). In doing so, | speak of a community now estranged by a border, but sharing centuries of
geoculture. The study aims to contribute to the intercultural dialogue through art and
technology on this crisis of porosity of post-colonial borderlands and their violent implications
on the political and psychological fabric of the residents and migrants. This essay is a result of
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the research that supported the development of my project Rivers Have Flowed Where They
Buried Us, a virtual reality installation exploring the psychogeography of my family history and
intergenerational trauma, that was exhibited at Bastille Design Centre, Paris, France in May,
2025. The project situates new media, in particular virtual reality, in the realm of cartography
art within the context of post-colonial migration and its related psychogeography. In a
broader sense, it hopes to facilitate intercultural dialogue around migration through art,
examine the creation of safe spaces using virtual reality, and eventually, open up new avenues
in our understanding of human geography.

Figure 1. Bonobithi Biswas, Rivers Have Flowed Where They Buried Us, 2025, still from
Insta360 footage from India-Bangladesh border area in West Bengal, India, Credit: Bonobithi
Biswas.
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Figure 2. Bonobithi Biswas, Rivers Have Flowed Where They Buried Us, 2025, still from
Insta360 footage from India-Bangladesh border area in West Bengal, India, Credit: Bonobithi
Biswas.

Intercultural Dialogue, Art and Technology, Cultural Literacy and Empathy
through Art

Empathy, the ability to identify oneself intellectually and/or emotionally with another and
thereby perceive their mental state, is considered one of the core features of cultural literacy.
Cultural literacy is defined as “an individual’s competence and skill to encounter cultural
differences with an open mind, to become tolerant, empathetic, and inclusive of other
positions and perspectives, and to gain awareness of one’s own cultural identity and the
identities of others”.! It is perceived as one of the key forces to promote intercultural
dialogue, which in turn is central in raising political awareness in the post-colonial world.? The
Council of Europe’s “Reference Framework of Competences for Democratic Culture” defines
intercultural dialogue as:

an open exchange of views, on the basis of mutual understanding and respect, between
individuals or groups who perceive themselves as having different cultural affiliations
from each other. It requires the freedom and ability to express oneself, as well as the
willingness and capacity to listen to the views of others. Intercultural dialogue fosters
constructive engagement across perceived cultural divides, reduces intolerance,

! Tuuli Lahdesmaki and Aino-Kaisa Koistinen, “Explorations of Linkages Between Intercultural
Dialogue, Art, and Empathy,” in Dialogue for Intercultural Understanding: Placing Cultural Literacy at
the Heart of Learning, eds. Fiona Maine and Maria Vrikki (Cham: Springer, 2021), 46.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-71778-0 4

2 ibid.
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prejudice and stereotyping, and contributes to political, social, cultural and economic
integration and the cohesion of culturally diverse societies. It fosters equality, human
dignity and a sense of common purpose. It aims to develop a deeper understanding of
diverse world views and practices, to increase co-operation and participation (or the
freedom to make choices), to allow personal growth and transformation, and to
promote respect for the other.3

A recognized precondition for intercultural dialogue is the creation of shared safe spaces.
Empathy could be a foundation block for such a space, fostering non-hierarchical social
relations and agency of those who share the space.* Neurologically, empathy generation is
supposedly enabled by mirror neurons in our brain, which are a group of neurons found in
the premotor area of the brain. These get activated when we perform an action, but also
when we observe another person performing the action, thereby implying that they enhance
our ability to comprehend behaviors of other human beings.”> Art and literature are
considered powerful tools to induce empathy, awareness of self and others, and enforce the
ability to identify with others. Storytelling and fictional narratives play a major role in
increasing social empathy. Notably, written fiction, drama, and virtual reality contribute
greatly towards this.® In their book Art and Intercultural Dialogue, Susana Gongalves and
Suzanne Majhanovich write: “In fact, art initiates, fosters and protects diversity and so it can
be a universal tool to initiate, nourish and protect intercultural dialogue, while celebrating
cultural diversity.”” Thus art can provide the safe space that is essential for intercultural
dialogue.

Speculative Fiction in Narratives of Vulnerability

In the chapter “Vulnerability as Duality in Speculative Fiction” in the book Mediating
Vulnerability: Comparative Approaches and Questions of Genre, Eva Dinis writes: “Speculative
fiction is a prolific breeding ground for the formulation of narratives of vulnerability, as
speculative works are, by their own nature, ambivalent — thriving on dualities for world-
building.”® Although often used as synonyms, there is widespread controversy between the
use of the terms “speculative fiction” and “science fiction” in genre theory. Where speculative
fiction departs from science fiction is in its reach of contemplating upon socio-political
structures beyond speculation on technology, science or pseudo-science.’ However, both are

3 Council of Europe, Reference Framework of Competences for Democratic Culture Volume 1:
Context, Concepts and Model (Strasbourg: Council of Europe Publishing, 2018), 77.

* Lahdesméki and Koistinen, “Explorations of Linkages,” 47.

5 Carol S. Jeffers, “Within Connections: Empathy, Mirror Neurons, and Art Education,” Art Education
62, no. 2 (2009): 19. https://doi.org/10.1080/00043125.2009.11519008

® PJ Manney, “Empathy in the Time of Technology: How Storytelling is the Key to Empathy,” Journal
of Evolution and Technology 19, no. 1 (September 2008), 2, http://jetpress.org/v19/manney.htm.

7 Susana Goncalves and Suzanne Majhanovich, “Preface: Art and Intercultural Dialogue,” in Art and
Intercultural Dialogue, eds. Susana Gongalves and Suzanne Majhanovich (Rotterdam: Sense
Publishers, 2016), vii. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-6300-423-7

8 Eva Dinis, “Vulnerability as Duality in Speculative Fiction,” in Mediating Vulnerability: Comparative
Approaches and Questions of Genre, ed. Anneleen Masschelein, Florian Mussgnug, and Jennifer
Rushworth (London: UCL Press, 2021), 223. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctvinnwhit.17

% idem, 228-29.
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rooted in “fabulation”, described by critic Robert Scholes as “fiction that offers us a world
clearly and radically discontinuous from the one we know, yet returns to confront that known
world in some cognitive way”.'® Fabulation is a critical process in presenting narratives of
vulnerability and fragility, as the key characteristic of such narratives are the forced silence of
the concerned individual or groups in socio-political structures. Speculative fiction can explore
these silent spaces in history. By fictionalizing narratives, we are yet to discover for the want
of voices recorded in history, adding a tone of dystopia or futurism, this genre of art can bring
to the audience themes such as unrecorded transgenerational memory and its associated
trauma.!! Speaking of this relational vulnerability in the context of gender studies and
feminisms, Eva Dinis writes: “The social construct of power systems has a layered, interlocking
and interwoven impact on the more marginalized elements of society, who may be victims of
various levels of social stratification”.'? Fabulation and speculative fiction has a special
significance in fostering cultural literacy on the condition of such groups or individuals,
thereby bring their perspective to the domain of intercultural dialogue. The use of art, design,
literature, and other media to engage in this action of speculation has a mirroring effect in
society, as it potentially questions the very nature of reality and historic linearity. In this way,
it paves the path for contemplating and acting towards a more desirable future, while
whistleblowing at and steering away from a repetition of historic atrocities.!?

Technology can play a key role in introducing this genre of fiction within the realm of
immersive multimedia experiences allows the viewer/participant to enter an alternate world,
one where visibility is given to these neglected historic narratives. This project contributes
towards expanding speculative fiction as a genre beyond speculations of the future and
science fiction to include human geographies and histories, alternative narratives of reality.
Rivers Have Flowed Where They Buried Us delves into a speculative universe of silenced
history: the female experience of transgenerational migration in response to the India-
Bangladesh partition and wars (fig. 3). Statistics and literature confirm a greater post-partition
impact on the female segment of the Bengali community. The number of rapes and deaths of
women by military forces and in refugee colonies between 1947 and 1971 far exceed official
estimates of a few millions. During the nine-month Bangladesh Liberation War of 1971 alone,
the official record estimates two million women were raped by the Pakistan Army.* Trying
to interview my grandmother, grandaunt and mother | quickly realized was an impossible
task: they carry unassimilated trauma to this day that far escapes words. My initial frustration
gave way to the realization that their silence is merely proof of the need for speculative fiction
to address these gaps in history. The female perspective of the partition and subsequent wars

10 Robert Scholes, Structural Fabulation: An Essay on Fiction of the Future, (Indiana: University of
Notre Dame Press, 1975): 29.

11 Tamara C. Ho, “Review: Articulating Asia in SF,” review of Techno-Orientalism: Imagining Asia in
Speculative Fiction, History, and Media by David S. Roh, Betsy Huang, and Greta A. Niu, Science
Fiction Studies 44, no. 3, November 2017: 587. https://doi.org/10.5621/sciefictstud.44.3.0587

12 Dinis, “Vulnerability,” 234.

13 Anthony Dunne and Fiona Raby, Speculative Everything: Design, Fiction, and Social Dreaming
(Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2013): 6.

144 et’s pay homage to 3 million killed, 200,000 women raped by Pak Army in 1971”: India,’ The
Hindu, last modified December 9, 2020, https://www.thehindu.com/news/international/lets-pay-
homage-to-3-million-killed-200000-women-raped-by-pak-army-in-1971-
tirumurti/article33287520.ece.
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is missing beyond statistics and generational silences. My project is thus the discovery of my
own psychogeographical relationship to the India-Bangladesh border as a fourth-generation
migrant woman. | am the first voice in a long line of silent women ancestors. Through my art,
| refuse to inherit their silence.

o H

Figure 3. Bonobithi Biswas, Rivers Have Flowed Where They Buried Us, 2025, protagonist
boatwoman figure in speculative fictionalized borderlands, still from VR film in virtual reality
installation, Credit: Bonobithi Biswas.

VR Technology as a Tool in Intercultural Dialogue

The human species is inherently a social and tool-making creature, implying that empathy and
technology are essentially key characteristics and survival adaptations of our species.
Therefore, empathy and technology have been linked for millennia, but notably booming
since the development of information technologies, starting with the birth of the written
language. In today’s age of transhuman communication technologies, the conversation
around how these technologies impact empathy has become urgent, as we increasingly raise
the ethical and anthropogenic question of what it means to be human, and what
differentiates us from machines.’® Owing to the transportive power of embodied
experiences, virtual reality (VR) is one of the center-stage occupants in this dialogue around
the correlation of new media technologies and empathy. As a fast-developing cinematic tool,
VR weaves together empathy, art, technology and intercultural dialogue, a relationship we
aim to examine further (fig. 4).

15 Manney, “Empathy,” 1.
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Figure 4. Bonobithi Biswas, Rivers Have Flowed Where They Buried Us, 2025, experiencing the
VR film in installation space, Credit: Brookelynn Bliss.

Virtual reality has opened doors to much debate upon its neurological and psychological
impacts. Being a relatively novel media, its implications and long-term effects on the human
mind are yet to be fully understood. When considering the impact of a VR piece on the
viewer’s empathy, it is important to distinguish between emotional and cognitive empathy.
While emotional empathy is an emotional response to another person’s expression of
emotions, cognitive empathy pertains to perspective-taking, that is, understanding the point
of view of another person without necessarily evoking an emotional response. Cognitive
empathy is stated to be a more practice-based skill that is enhanced by cognitive effort to
recreate the mental situation of another. On the other hand, emotional empathy is a
spontaneous response aroused as a result of evocative stimuli with no relation to perspective-
taking.®

The chapter “Roundtable: Raising Empathy through Virtual Reality” by Sara Ventura and
Alison Jane Martingano from the book Empathy: Advanced Research and Applications draws
upon the contrasting results of two meta-analytical studies investigating the potential of
virtual reality experiences to evoke empathy in the viewer. Their findings suggest that this
depends largely on the type of VR used, and the type of empathy under consideration, in
addition to various sociological factors. It shows that while immersive high-tech embodied VR
experience can successfully evoke cognitive empathy, evocative narrative-based VR is more

16 Sara Ventura and Alison Jane Martingano, “Roundtable: Raising Empathy through Virtual Reality,”
in Empathy: Advanced Research and Applications, ed. Sara Ventura (London: Intechopen, 2023), 3.
https://doi.org/10.5772/intechopen.109835
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suitable for creating emotional empathy.!’ The authors argue that immersivity and embodied
technology play a major role in arousing cognitive empathy. This means that high-tech
immersive VR, notably those that focus on the “body-swap illusion”, that is deliberately giving
the user a virtual body unlike their own to create the sense of “presence” in the virtual
environment, can successfully enhance perspective-taking. The neuro-psychological concept
of “body ownership” has a major impact on our sense of self and therefore, cognitive
empathy. This is the case in 1000 Cut Journey, an embodied immersive VR experience of a
black man facing racism (fig. 5). In this research project, an immersive virtual reality game was
created to examine the impact of virtual embodiment of an avatar experiencing racism in
daily life, on the physiological and psychological processes of the participant.’® On the other
hand, these factors have very little impact on emotional empathy which depends more on
evocative narrative to arouse emotions. Therefore, a low-tech low interactivity VR can
potentially suffice to generate such empathy if the storytelling is portent enough.® Use of
“The Identifiable Victim Effect”, including personal details of victims is notably valuable to
create such impact. This is the case in Clouds over Sidra, a low-tech 360-video of the life of a
young girl in a refugee camp (fig. 6).2° This way of emotional empathy arousal in VR is no
different in its effectiveness from other media such as text or video.?!

7 idem, 1.

18 #1,000 Cut Journey,” Cogburn Research Group, accessed October 27, 2024,
https://cogburnresearchgroup.socialwork.columbia.edu/research-projects/1000-cut-journey.
19 Ventura and Martingano, “Roundtable,” 5.

20 Within, “Clouds Over Sidra,” directed by Chris Milks and Gabo Arora, January 27, 2016,
documentary video, 8:45, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mUosdCQsMkM.

21 Ventura and Martingano, “Roundtable,” 7.
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Figure 5. Cogburn Research Group, 1,000 Cut Journey, virtual reality game, 2018, Credit: Brian
Beams.

Figure 6. Chris Milks and Gabo Arora, Clouds Over Sidra, still from virtual reality film, 2016,
Credit: Within/U.N..
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Of course, there exist various sociological factors that impact empathy of the
viewer/participant as well including VR content, user demographics, and subjectivity of the
overall VR experience.?? The positive impact of perspective-taking on empathy is context
bound. For example, “Imagine-other” (imagining another’s situation) has a different impact
from “Imagine-self” (how a participant would feel in that situation), the former inducing
empathy and an altruistic motivation to help, whereas the latter does not necessarily induce
empathy, and on occasion can cause distress or an egoistic motivation to help.?3

It has been however noted that overall, empathy generation through VR has more positive
and time-lasting impact and emotional arousal as compared to reading and two-dimensional
digital media version of the same experience. Moreover, employing different perspective-
taking configurations in immersive VR experiences can promote pro-social emotions and
behavior towards outgroups. In the 2019 study carried out by Hasson et. al., participants
experience in virtual reality different perspectives in a one-minute lIsraeli-Palestinian
confrontation between an Israeli soldier and Palestinian couple. The results show that
immersive exposure to the Palestinian point of view (POV) led to more positive empathy and
emotion as compared to intragroup immersion.2*

In light of the above instances and discussion, we consider virtual reality potentially a
powerful creative medium in facilitating intercultural dialogue around issues of political
victimhood, migration and border-movements in the post-colonial world. However, it is
important to have a critical understanding of VR as a technological tool, and being aware of
its limitations as much as its potential, and the inherent biases that every medium presents.
As new media artist Dani Ploeger says in his interview speaking about the use of VR in his
work

When | use a medium, it is ... about how this medium is perceived and positioned in
culture. So, I'm actually very skeptical of all those hyperbolic claims that are connected
to ... virtual reality ... these mainstream debates ... are very much shaped by, on the one
hand, corporations who want to push their technology and on the other hand, state
agencies who have all sorts of agendas, but ultimately often underpinned by what |
would call “the myth of technological progress” ... If you technologize it, it will be good
... when we go to virtual reality, | would say it definitely offers some new possibilities
for people to experience representations of the world. But what makes it very difficult,
especially at this stage of ... the position of this technology in societies, is that the hype
around the medium often overshadows that. In other words, the promise of, let's say
now really being able to know what it's like in a U.N. refugee camp that is attached to
the medium and actually, | would argue makes this experience of looking around this
refugee camp ... less valuable because it is attached to a kind of promise of authenticity
that actually isn't there.?

22 jdem, 8.

23 Carles Sora-Domenjo, “Disrupting the ‘Empathy Machine’: The Power and Perils of Virtual Reality
in Addressing Social Issues,” Frontiers in Psychology 13 (September 2022): 6,
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.814565.

2 jdem, 6-7.

25 Dani Ploeger, interview by Bonobithi Biswas, February 20, 2024, transcript, digital archive in
personal collection of Bonobithi Biswas.
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In his 2017 VR-based installation Frontline (fig. 7 and fig. 8), Ploeger makes a satiric
commentary on the realistic representation that popular VR documentary works such as
Clouds over Sidra uphold. The installation space is a white room; upon entering, war sounds
begin to play loudly from a speaker array. In the middle of the room, a VR headset is
suspended. When the participant puts on the headset, the sound immediately stops, replaced
by silence. The participant sees through the headset a group of soldiers in a military camp on
a leisurely smoking break. The camera moves full circle finally stopping on the artist who is
holding the camera in his hand. Taking off the headset triggers once again the war
soundscape.?®By separating the visual and auditory immersion of the installation, the artist
plays with our senses of perception. It also becomes a commentary on the common cinematic
spectacular nature of warfare that exists in public imagination by showing a typical moment
in the life of a soldier. This way it manages to uphold that the most ominous aspect of warfare
from the point of view of a soldier is less the actual activity of violence, and more the long
periods of uncertain waiting that precede the moments of combat. This piece actively refutes
the notion of immersion, the possibility of viewer transportation into a scene through realistic
VR footage. In a sense, it highlights that sitting in a comfort space while watching a VR piece
cannot be considered to be an authentic experience of actually being present in the space,
especially one where the viewer remains so culturally and politically removed from the real
situation. This comes across especially as the video ends showing the face of the artist making
the footage, it breaks the illusion of an immersive real-time experience, making it apparent
that this is nothing but a video footage stagnated in time.?’

26 “fronterlebnis — Boy’s Toys on the Frontline,” Futherfield, accessed November 23, 2024,
https://www.furtherfield.org/tag/dani-ploeger/.
27 ibjd.
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Figure 7. Dani Ploeger, Frontline. 2017, virtual reality installation, Credit: Alexia Manzano.

Figure 8. Dani Ploeger, Frontline. 2017, still from VR film in virtual reality installation, Credit:
William J. Bates.
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Clouds Over Sidra is emblematic of emotional empathy arousal as it places the viewer in the
immersive world of a young girl’s difficult life in a refugee camp. Frontline evokes cognitive
empathy by playing with sensory reactions thereby compelling the viewer to try to
understand the apparent confusing nature of the experience.?® By employing cognitive effort
to differentiate the impact of the war soundscape and the visual calm with ominous silence,
the viewer questions their own understanding of and distance from such war situations. Chris
Milk famously said “VR is a machine that makes us more human.”?° This principle is at the
core of a piece like Clouds over Sidra endorsed by the UN and various humanitarian
organizations as a tool to spread empathy and raise awareness to political victimhood among
the public.3° At first glance, the novelty of the medium can undermine its potential negative
aspects. Frontline shatters this rosy idyllic view of VR as a creative medium by creating a
powerful disbalance in the visual and auditory input. It makes the viewer start to question the
blurry boundary between reality and illusion on which virtual reality treads. Speaking of his
critical use of VR, Ploeger says:

What I'm actually kind of doing in a piece like Line of Contact or Frontline ... is very
consciously playing with what happens when you put a VR headset in an exhibition. It
creates a kind of excitement, right? People want to queue up to see this, “Oh my God,
I'm going to see this amazing thing that's so close to a representation of what it really is
like.” So, | kind of play with that by featuring this really hyperbolic war soundscape, then
of course, attached ... to the expectation of wars as eventful things ... And then actually
what you see is these soldiers waiting. So, it kind of uses the VR medium to further
heighten that expectation of spectacle in a way. And then it frustrates it. And what then
really happens ... is that it really makes you aware of the limitations of this medium.
Because when you use VR for non- eventful footage, where not much is moving. It
actually isn't that impressive at all. The resolution is still very low3!

It is apparent from the above discussion that VR is merely a technological tool, and to employ
it in intercultural dialogue, it is essential to weigh its various implications as an artistic
medium. Simply creating a realistic 360 video footage-based virtual reality piece is not enough
to elicit different kinds of empathy to create a safe space to foster cultural literacy, especially
in the context of narratives of fragility of vulnerable groups. One way to overcome this is to
integrate VR with speculative fiction and other media elements such as performance, and
physical installation, to create a fully immersive experience to the viewer/participant. These
are elements that | integrated in my project Rivers Have Flowed Where They Buried Us (fig. 9
till fig. 20).

Combining virtual reality, creative writing, photography and performance, this immersive
installation embodies a “lost” space from the psychogeographical exploration of the India-
Bangladesh conflicted border historic landscape, its impact on transgenerational memory and
trauma. It offers a multisensory experience of my personal and transgenerational experience

28 \lentura and Martingano, “Roundtable,” 4.

29 Chris Milk, “How virtual reality and create the ultimate empathy machine,” TED2015, March 2015,
video, 10:16,

https://www.ted.com/talks/chris milk how virtual reality can create the ultimate empathy ma
chine?language=en

30 United Nations Virtual Reality, “Syrian Refugee Crisis.”

31 Dani Ploeger, interview by Bonobithi Biswas.
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with multiple migrations, border conflict and being “the other” in a space. The protagonist of
this speculative universe, a boatwoman, acts as my avatar; you are guided by her/my voice.
The aesthetic of this world combines greyscale with the color purple, achieving a diffused
dream-like effect, with layers of aquarelle textures and echoes, and surreal elements such as
a hand-painted sky and cultural relics in the river sediment.

In the VR film, the viewer/participant embody a character in a boat cruising down a fictitious
river. The riverine landscape is a reference to the over fifty transboundary rivers shared
between the two countries, a metaphor for the fluidity of culture, history and migrant
movements across this forced artificial colonial border. This was the path of migration my
family took during the India-Pakistan wars.

The installation space is engulfed in a giant fishing net at the center of which is placed a boat
that the viewer/participant steps into to wear the headset and experience the VR film. The
net carries various “relics” of this imagined universe, symbolizing what has been dredged
from the bottom of this flowing river of memories. This is combined with purple light and an
ambient soundscape to further create an immersive atmosphere. As a performative aspect, |
am physically in the space dressed as the boatwoman protagonist figure to welcome and
introduce the viewer/participant to this fictionalized universe. The boatwoman is a symbol of
Durga, the drowned goddess of strength, another co-cultural metaphor, a representation of
the silenced female figure reclaiming space and power.

In the VR film, the boatwoman speaks of the need for this journey as follows:

| come from a long line of angry women. My mother, her difficult relationship with her
mother, my difficult relationship with mine, her anger, her anger, her anger. | have
inherited both their eyes, dark, wide, hungering to see all, even what shall destroy us.
But not their silence.

Sometimes | fear | am not a person at all, only a reflection, a consequence. And hence
this journey into an imagined past.3?

32 Rivers Have Flowed Where They Buried Us, directed by Bonobithi Biswas (2025), virtual reality film,
2:13.
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Figure 9. Bonobithi Biswas, Rivers Have Flowed Where They Buried Us, 2025, performative
role of the artist as the boatwoman/guide/storyteller in the physical installation space, Credit:
Brookelynn Bliss.
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Figure 10. Bonobithi Biswas, Rivers Have Flowed Where They Buried Us, 2025, “phantom
relics” of borderland photographs, Sylheti recipes, lyrics of Baul music preserved in resin as
artifacts of intangible inheritance in installation space, Credit: Brookelynn Bliss.
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Figure 11. Bonobithi Biswas, Rivers Have Flowed Where They Buried Us, 2025, cotton muslin
fabric caught on barbed wire fence, carrying prints of news headlines from Bengal colonial
and post-colonial wars and genocide from 1903 till 2024 in installation space, Credit:

Brookelynn Bliss.

Figure 12. Bonobithi Biswas, Rivers Have Flowed Where They Buried Us, 2025, ritualistic map-
burning of the India-Bangladesh border in installation space, Credit: Bonobithi Biswas.
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Figure 13. Bonobithi Biswas, Rivers Have Flowed Where They Buried Us, 2025, video projection
on fishing net of sampan boats from Sunderban borderlands in West Bengal, India, in
installation space, Credit: Bonobithi Biswas.

Figure 14. Bonobithi Biswas, Rivers Have Flowed Where They Buried Us, 2025, barbed wire
fence surrounding the installation space, symbolic of killings by border forces of illegal
immigrants trying to cross between India and Bangladesh, Credit: Bonobithi Biswas.
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Figure 15. Bonobithi Biswas, Rivers Have Flowed Where They Buried Us, 2025, hand-painted
boat for viewer/participant to sit in while experiencing the boat journey down a river in the
VR film, Credit: Bonobithi Biswas.

Speaking of the psychogeography of the maps of the borderlands, she says, “Over fifty
transboundary rivers cut through the land like scars engraved into the very soil. India,
Bangladesh, landscapes that are relics of colonial rage carry scars that refuse to be
partitioned.”33

33 jidem, 16:15.
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Figure 16. Bonobithi Biswas, Rivers Have Flowed Where They Buried Us, 2025, “phantom
relics” in the river water, still from VR film, Credit: Bonobithi Biswas.

Figure 17. Bonobithi Biswas, Rivers Have Flowed Where They Buried Us, 2025, VR environment
with surrealistic elements such as a giant hourglass, still from VR film, Credit: Bonobithi
Biswas.
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Figure 18. Bonobithi Biswas, Rivers Have Flowed Where They Buried Us, 2025, hand-painted
sky and landscape, still from VR film, Credit: Bonobithi Biswas.

Figure 19. Bonobithi Biswas, Rivers Have Flowed Where They Buried Us, 2025, storm
simulating intergenerational war trauma, still from VR film, Credit: Bonobithi Biswas.
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Figure 20. Bonobithi Biswas, Rivers Have Flowed Where They Buried Us, 2025, transformation
of boatwoman into goddess, still from VR film, Credit: Bonobithi Biswas.

Towards the end of the film, she describes the linguistic associations with this “lost” homeland
as follows:

In Bangla, you do not say “remember me”, instead "amaya mané rekhao", literally "keep
me in your heart". The heart is a river. The word for "ghost" is the same as that for “the
past": "bhita". Glance into the water, the depths teeming with shipwrecks of unfinished
faces, the "bhata" of half-lives, half-desires, half-wars. Are you tempted to dive in
search of those treasures? If you do, remember, in Bangla, the word for “pearl” is the
same as the verb “free”: “mukta”.3*

The Bengali community was broken apart on the partition of India on the basis of religion as
Pakistan was formed as an Islamic state, yet both sides of the border in Bengal continue to
share secular traditions and festivities, celebrating culture beyond religious sentiments.
However, the current wave of Hindu nationalism and islamophobia instigated by the BJP
government in India, has put at risk not only the plight of Bangladeshi migrants in India, but
also the goodwill and shared culture between the two countries. My research for this project
is an extension of my desire to revisit my roots, my relationship to this inherited culture, and
my lived experience of the long-lasting tragedy of artificial colonial borders.

In shattering the silence of these geopolitical scars, art ultimately upholds the voice of protest
against power structures that seek to destroy our shared ecosystem. Storytelling embodies
as much a celebration of shared history and culture, as a resistance against the amnesia in
marginalized communities of collective loss and trauma. The act of remembering is the first
weapon of resistance: to choose to not forget the cause of our scars, the source of our

34 Idem, 18:08.
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devastation, is to begin to identify the signs of history repeating itself and decide to end the
cycle of oppression.

Author Bio
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