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Introduction
Pilgrimage and Sacred Landscapes explores how ritual movement and place-making
have shaped Asian history. Across mountains and river confluences, temples and
shrines, caravansaries and ferry ghats, travelers enacted practices that sanctified the
land while binding distant communities into shared moral and economic worlds. This
book argues that pilgrimage networks operated not only as paths of devotion but as
engines of cultural exchange, local development, and the production of religious
authority. By following the footsteps of pilgrims, we can trace the circulation of ideas,
images, goods, and people that configured Asia’s sacred geographies.

Our approach is both comparative and connective. Rather than treating regions or
traditions in isolation, we examine how routes and rituals linked Buddhist, Hindu,
Daoist, Shinto, and Islamic sites across South, East, Southeast, Central, and maritime
Asia. Sacred mountains like Wutai and Kumano, river confluences celebrated at the
Kumbh Mela, stupas and relic shrines from Sri Lanka to Myanmar, dargahs and Sufi
hospices in the Deccan, and port cities along the Indian Ocean all form nodes in
broader religious and commercial lattices. Pilgrimage made these landscapes legible
through rites of consecration, storytelling, and embodied practice; in turn, landscapes
shaped religious experience by demanding particular rhythms of ascent,
circumambulation, purification, and hospitality.

Place-making sits at the heart of this story. Shrines rarely emerge ex nihilo; they
become authoritative through acts that locate the sacred—installing images and relics,
mapping mythic events onto terrain, and repeating seasonal festivals that stitch time
to space. Such practices enlist artisans and guilds, patrons and monarchs, guides and
poets, monks and merchants. The construction of roads, bridges, inns, and way-
stations—together with the circulation of maps and guidebooks—provided the material
and textual infrastructures that enabled devotion to scale. As routes thickened with
traffic, they generated livelihoods for boatmen, porters, hoteliers, potters, and
souvenir-makers, embedding piety within everyday economies.

Pilgrimage is also a politics of credibility. Who can declare a site sacred, authenticate a
relic, or define the correct itinerary? Competing institutions—monasteries, courts,
municipal councils, lineage associations, and modern heritage agencies—have long
negotiated the terms of access, ritual propriety, and revenue. Charismatic leaders and
living saints mobilized followings across regions, while rival sects crafted alternate
geographies to assert their claims. Conflicts over tolls, temple management, and
gendered access reveal how authority is continually made and remade on the move,
even as pilgrims seek stability in blessings and vows.
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Modernity did not dissolve these practices; it recomposed them. Colonial regimes
surveyed and regulated movement, transforming pilgrim fairs into objects of
ethnography and public order. Railways, buses, and budget airlines reconfigured
distance, amplifying crowd densities and seasonal spikes, while photography,
postcards, and later social media recast the aura of place through reproducible
images. Tourism policies have reframed sacred sites as engines of development,
branding landscapes for global consumption even as local communities negotiate the
benefits and burdens of exposure. Throughout, questions of sustainability and
safety—environmental impact, disaster risk, and crowd management—have become
central to the ethics of pilgrimage.

Finally, this book listens for the textures of lived experience: the ache of ascent, the
coolness of ablution, the hum of chant, the exchange of food and stories on the road.
Pilgrims remake themselves as they remake places, and the landscapes
remember—through accreted paths, layered shrines, and seasonal calendars that
pulse with return. By situating ritual within the circulations of labor, capital, and
media, we aim to show how sacred travel continually reimagines Asia, past and
present. Each chapter pairs thick description of emblematic sites and routes with
analysis of the economic, social, and political forces that sustain them, inviting readers
to see pilgrimage not at the margins of history, but at its vital center.
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CHAPTER ONE: Cartographies of the Sacred:
Concepts and Methods
Pilgrimage is often imagined as a straightforward journey from home to shrine, a line
drawn across a map by a devotee in search of merit or miracle. Yet the moment one
steps onto a pilgrim path, the line dissolves into a dense web of practices, encounters,
and infrastructures. A road is not merely a geometry of movement; it is a corridor of
memory animated by stories, songs, and the rhythm of feet meeting dust. Sacred
landscapes are not given; they are made legible through ritual, narration, and the
daily labor of those who sustain access to them. The cartographies we explore here
are therefore as much cultural maps as physical ones.

The word “pilgrimage” covers a wide spectrum of traveling devotion. In Buddhist
contexts, devotees circumambulate stupas and visit sites associated with the
Buddha’s life; Hindu pilgrims perform tirtha yatra to river confluences and temples;
Daoist adepts ascend peaks to meet immortals; Muslims journey to Sufi dargahs and
the Hijaz; Shinto pilgrims traverse circuits of shrines; and folk traditions lead
worshippers to mountain spirits and local saints. While each tradition has its own
theology of movement, they share a logic that locates sanctity in place and makes the
body a vehicle of access, purification, and transformation.

To analyze such diversity, we need working definitions that avoid both
overgeneralization and cultural insensitivity. A pilgrim is someone who travels to a
destination deemed sacred or numinous for reasons that combine devotion, quest, and
often a hope for healing or merit. A pilgrimage site is a place that has been
consecrated through ritual, story, and repeated visitation. A route is an infrastructural
and narrative spine that binds nodes of sanctity into circuits. These terms are not
static; sites rise and fall in status, routes shift with political and ecological changes,
and the motivations of travelers adapt to new media and economies.

Place-making is the central engine of pilgrimage. The act of traveling to a site is
inseparable from the act of naming, describing, and ritually stabilizing that site.
Consecration ceremonies, the installation of images or relics, and the mapping of
mythic events onto the landscape turn a hill or a riverbank into a sacred address. Over
time, accreted layers of architecture, inscription, and custom harden these addresses
into durable landmarks. The landscape becomes a palimpsest, where earlier sanctities
are not erased but reinterpreted by later builders and pilgrims.

Sacred travel is never purely spiritual; it is always entangled with economies.
Pilgrimage creates demand for transport, lodging, food, and ritual paraphernalia.
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Boatmen, porters, innkeepers, cooks, potters, and artisans depend on the seasonal
pulses of movement. Shrines accumulate endowments and become nodes in land and
trade networks. The circulation of people carries goods and ideas, knitting regional
markets into wider spheres. The resulting economies are not merely by-products; they
often shape the route’s form, the shrine’s management, and the pilgrim’s experience.

The production of religious authority is another fundamental dynamic. Who decides
which shrine is authentic and which is peripheral? Who certifies relics, authorizes
guides, and publishes the “official” itinerary? Monastic orders, royal courts, lineage
associations, and modern heritage bodies all vie to anchor the mobile faith of pilgrims.
Charismatic holy persons can generate new circuits by attracting followers, while
institutional authorities often seek to channel, regulate, or absorb such energies. The
map of sacred sites is thus a map of competing claims to legitimacy.

Pilgrimage also functions as a circulatory system for culture. The mobility of devotees
facilitates the movement of images, texts, rituals, and styles of architecture. A shrine
in one region may adopt the iconographic vocabulary of a distant holy place, while
local legends are reworked to align with pan-regional mythologies. Pilgrims become
translators—of languages, of customs, of religious ideas—often without a formal
mandate. The result is a patchwork of syncretisms, where devotion travels in a
caravan of borrowings and adaptations.

Methodologically, the study of pilgrimage demands a toolkit that blends approaches.
Archaeology reveals early pathways and shrine foundations; epigraphy and
manuscript studies track endowments, regulations, and narratives; ethnography
captures the sensory and social textures of travel; geography and GIS help us visualize
routes and catchment areas; and anthropology situates ritual within kinship,
exchange, and power. No single discipline holds the map; the most revealing
cartographies are those that overlay multiple layers of evidence and perspective.

The ethics of studying pilgrimage also require care. Sacred journeys are lived
experiences, sometimes undertaken under hardship, and their sites may be sensitive
to observation and commercialization. Researchers must negotiate access
respectfully, recognize community protocols, and be transparent about uses of data
and images. Listening to local historians, ritual specialists, and ordinary pilgrims—not
just institutional authorities—is crucial for accuracy and fairness. The goal is not to
claim expertise over devotion but to understand the conditions that make devotion
possible.

Historical and historiographical contexts matter deeply. Older scholarship often
treated pilgrimage as a relic of “traditional” society or as a symptom of “popular”
religion distinct from elite theology. Later work corrected this by showing the
intellectual depth of pilgrim narratives and the agency of lay participants. More
recently, scholars have attended to infrastructure, gender, environmental impact, and
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the mediatization of sacred places. This book builds on those insights by asking how
pilgrimage both shapes and is shaped by wider structures of economy, politics, and
technology.

One helpful heuristic is to think in terms of nodes and flows. Nodes include shrines,
sacred peaks, river ghats, and dargahs. Flows are the movements of people, capital,
images, and information that connect them. When flows intensify, they generate
corridors of exchange—commercial, social, and symbolic—within which local places
acquire supra-local significance. When flows diminish, even prominent sites can fade,
underscoring that sanctity is relational rather than merely intrinsic.

We also need to grasp the temporal rhythms of pilgrimage. Many journeys are
seasonal, tied to monsoons, agricultural calendars, or festival cycles. Some routes
pulse annually with great fairs, while others admit devotees only at particular
astrological moments. The landscape is thus time-bound, with sacred geography
intersecting sacred chronology. The mapping of such temporalities is essential to
understanding the logistics of movement and the management of crowds, as well as
the lived experience of anticipation, arrival, and return.

Another methodological key is to recognize the role of intermediaries. Guides,
storytellers, caravan leaders, and monastic hosts do more than facilitate travel; they
teach pilgrims how to see the landscape. Through sermons, songs, and conversation,
they inscribe moral and mythic meanings onto hills, rivers, and stones. The pilgrim
who arrives at a shrine often carries a mental map already drawn by these teachers,
and the final encounter with the sacred place is a dialogue between expectation and
reality.

Let’s consider an emblematic site that illustrates these dynamics: Mount Wutai in
northern China. Known as the “Five Terrace Mountain,” it became a major Buddhist
pilgrimage destination associated with the bodhisattva Mañjuśrī, whose presence was
imagined in the landscape’s cool, open peaks. From at least the sixth century onward,
imperial patronage, monastic construction, and the circulation of pilgrimage accounts
stabilized Wutai’s sacred geography. Travelers from China, Tibet, and beyond
encountered a complex of temples, inscriptions, and rituals that framed ascent and
circumambulation as acts of insight. Wutai thus functioned as a node in a regional
network of religious authority and cultural exchange.

If Wutai reveals how political and monastic institutions anchor a mountain’s
sacredness, the Indian Ocean port cities show how maritime flows generate sacred
landscapes. In places like Ayodhya, Puri, or Kanchipuram, sanctity is tied to riverine or
coastal geographies, and the pilgrim experience is entwined with markets, guilds, and
cross-cultural encounters. The journeys here are often segmented—land to river, river
to shore, shore to temple—requiring coordination among boatmen, innkeepers, and
ritual specialists. The cartography is less a single route than a braided delta of
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pathways shaped by tides, trade, and seasonal gatherings.

The role of textual itineraries offers another lens. Pilgrim guidebooks, known in various
languages as travelogues, manuals, or “road-books,” codify routes, list temples, and
describe rituals. These texts do not simply report geography; they perform it, teaching
pilgrims how to move and how to interpret what they see. Some are lavishly
illustrated, mapping circuits visually to aid memory and planning. Others are oral
compositions sung by guides. In all cases, the guidebook acts as a technology of place-
making, translating the landscape into a readable script for devotion.

Pilgrimage is also a sensory landscape. The sound of bells and conches, the scent of
incense and cooking, the texture of stone under circumambulating feet—these
sensations configure the sacred as much as doctrine does. Pilgrims often describe
their journeys through sensory recall: the coolness of a mountain dawn, the press of a
crowd at a shrine gate, the taste of prasad or communal food. Methodologically,
attending to these textures can rescue pilgrimage from abstraction, grounding
analysis in the felt experience of bodies in motion.

The politics of access and regulation cannot be ignored. Who gets to enter a site,
when, and under what conditions, reflects social hierarchies and economic interests.
Restrictions based on caste, gender, or purity have marked many traditions, while
modern management often introduces tickets, queues, and security checks. These
administrative regimes alter the pilgrim’s route and the aura of place, sometimes
creating new forms of exclusion or, conversely, democratizing participation. The map
of pilgrimage is thus also a map of rights, permissions, and constraints.

Environmental considerations shape sacred landscapes in tangible ways. Paths erode
with heavy footfall, water sources dwindle under crowd pressure, and shrine
construction can alter local ecosystems. In some regions, forests are protected as
sacred groves, integrating conservation with devotion. In others, pilgrimage
economies incentivize unsustainable practices. An ecological lens helps us trace the
material consequences of movement and the ways communities negotiate the tension
between access and preservation, often deploying religious idioms to frame
environmental care.

Pilgrimage interacts with tourism in complex ways. The same routes and sites can
serve both devotees and leisure travelers, sometimes blurring distinctions. Tourism
boards may rebrand sacred circuits as heritage experiences, offering packages that
highlight aesthetics and history more than ritual. This can generate revenue and
preservation incentives, but it can also dilute the normative frameworks of devotion.
Studying this interface requires attention to marketing, infrastructure upgrades, and
the shifting expectations of visitors who may not share the devotional commitments of
pilgrims.
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Modern transport has redrawn the map of pilgrimage. Railways and highways
compress distance, enabling same-day visits to sites once requiring weeks of travel.
Buses and budget flights extend the reach of diaspora communities, making seasonal
journeys feasible across continents. These changes intensify crowd flows, reshape
local economies, and alter the pacing of ritual. The rhythm of pilgrimage is no longer
solely determined by foot and oar; it is increasingly mediated by timetables and
traffic, even as old walking paths persist as symbolic corridors.

Digital technologies add another layer to sacred cartographies. Livestreamed rituals,
virtual temple tours, and online communities allow participation from afar, reshaping
the experience of presence and access. Mobile apps offer maps, devotional texts, and
crowd updates, while social media circulates images and testimonials that influence
destination choice. These tools do not simply replicate physical pilgrimage; they
introduce new forms of engagement, memory, and authority, as digital pilgrims
negotiate what counts as authentic experience in a networked world.

Risk and safety are inherent dimensions of sacred travel. Pilgrimages can involve
difficult terrain, extreme weather, and large gatherings where stampedes or disease
outbreaks pose real dangers. Communities and authorities develop strategies—route
planning, medical posts, crowd control—to mitigate these risks. Pilgrims themselves
adopt practices of caution and prayer, framing danger as part of the journey’s moral
calculus. The geography of pilgrimage thus includes hazard maps and contingency
plans, reflecting the constant negotiation between faith and material constraints.

Gendered mobility is another critical axis of analysis. Women’s participation in
pilgrimage varies across traditions and historical periods, shaped by norms of
propriety, family responsibilities, and economic resources. Some routes and rituals
have been strongly associated with female devotees, providing spaces of agency and
community. Others have imposed restrictions that reveal broader social structures.
Paying attention to gendered experience helps us see how pilgrimage both reproduces
and reconfigures social boundaries, often through the practical ingenuity of travelers.

The study of relics offers a window into the production of sacred presence. Relics do
not simply sit in shrines; they travel, are displayed, contested, and sometimes
multiplied through stories of miraculous distribution. Their authentication involves
complex negotiations among monastic authorities, patrons, and lay communities. The
geography of relic worship creates radiating networks of devotion and exchange,
binding disparate sites through shared material claims to sanctity. The cartography of
relic veneration is therefore dynamic, expanding and contracting with political and
devotional currents.

Iconography and pilgrim art provide visual maps of the sacred. Wall paintings,
processional banners, and portable images teach pilgrims how to recognize deities
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and sanctities. Souvenirs—amulets, prints, and ritual objects—carry the aura of place
back home, anchoring memory and identity. The production and circulation of such
visuals shape expectations and experience, sometimes standardizing iconography
across regions. Studying these visual regimes reveals how sacred landscapes are
seen, remembered, and reproduced beyond the journey itself.

Food and hospitality constitute a mobile infrastructure of devotion. Langars, temple
kitchens, and roadside stalls offer nourishment that is often free or low-cost,
transforming the journey into a shared social practice. These feeding networks
coordinate supply chains and volunteer labor, embedding pilgrimage within local
agricultural cycles and market exchanges. The shared meal is both practical and
symbolic, marking the pilgrim’s belonging within a moral community. The cartography
of pilgrimage must include these sites of sustenance, where eating is a ritual act as
much as walking.

Syncretism is a common feature of routes that cross cultural boundaries. On the road,
pilgrims meet other traditions and adapt practices, translating prayers, gestures, and
narratives. A shrine might accommodate multiple deities or rituals, reflecting local
histories of encounter. These negotiations are often pragmatic rather than doctrinal,
enabling coexistence and exchange. The resulting sacred landscape is layered and
plural, with travelers learning to read different inscriptions on the same stone or to
hear overlapping meanings in the same bell.

Colonial regimes altered the mapping of pilgrimage in profound ways. Surveyors drew
new lines across old landscapes, cataloging sites and codifying practices for
administrative control. Travel regulations, health checks, and policing transformed the
logistics of movement. At the same time, colonial ethnographies produced detailed
descriptions that became sources for later heritage management. The colonial
cartography of pilgrimage layered onto earlier maps, often freezing fluid traditions into
administrative categories whose legacies persist in contemporary governance.

Modern heritage frameworks continue to negotiate the status of sacred places.
UNESCO listings, national monument designations, and local preservation efforts can
stabilize funding and access but also alter ritual life. Heritage tourism can bring
investment but also commodification. Communities navigate these designations
strategically, using them to secure resources while defending practices that may not
fit neatly within institutional definitions. The map of pilgrimage is now also a map of
heritage zones, branding strategies, and conservation policies.

The economics of pilgrimage does not stop at the shrine gate. Pilgrimage economies
include informal labor, charitable donations, endowments, and municipal taxes.
Seasonal spikes generate employment and can stimulate infrastructure development,
but they also create vulnerabilities when routes shift or disasters strike. Understanding
these economic webs is essential for evaluating the social roles of sacred travel,
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including who benefits and who bears the costs. A map of pilgrimage that omits these
flows misses a core dimension of how sacred landscapes function.

Finally, the question of authority returns in new forms. In the modern era, heritage
experts, tourism officials, and digital influencers can shape the meaning of a site as
much as priests once did. Online ratings and viral videos influence itineraries, while
legal disputes over management unfold in courts. Yet charismatic figures and local
communities continue to assert their own claims, sometimes resisting top-down
frameworks. Authority remains contested and negotiated, distributed across actors
and media that redraw the cartographies of the sacred in real time.

None of these dimensions—economy, environment, gender, media, politics, or
sensation—stands alone. The art of reading a sacred landscape is the art of seeing
these threads together, of tracing how feet on a path connect to funds in a treasury,
how a relic’s aura connects to a market’s buzz, how a colonial survey line still shapes a
festival’s route. Pilgrimage is a social technology for making place and authority, and
its maps are always being redrawn. The chapters that follow take up this redrawing,
site by site and route by route, to show how movement and devotion have sculpted
Asia’s sacred geographies.
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