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Introduction
This book begins with a deceptively simple premise: places are not only where
devotion happens, they are how devotion happens. India and its neighboring lands
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offer a dense tapestry of sacred sites, routes, and seasons through which communities
move, negotiate belonging, and make claims on the past. Pilgrimage in this region is
both an embodied journey and a cartography of power: rivers become moral arteries,
mountains stand as thresholds between realms, and cities condense ritual, memory,
and rule. By attending to paths as well as places, we can see how sacred geography
shapes political authority, mediates cultural exchange, and reconfigures economies.
Sacred Landscapes traces these dynamics across the subcontinent and adjoining
regions, showing how mobility and sanctity have been co-constitutive over centuries.

Our approach is resolutely interdisciplinary. We read religious texts that prescribe or
imagine pilgrimage—the Puranas, Buddhist vinaya materials, Jain tirtha
lists—alongside travelogues by Chinese monks, Muslim wayfarers, and early modern
and colonial observers. We juxtapose these narratives with the material signatures of
movement preserved in the landscape: waystations, stepwells and tanks, temple
inscriptions, caravanserais, ghats, and rails. Landscape archaeology helps us locate
how infrastructures of water, shelter, and distance measurement made ritual
movement thinkable and doable. These sources together allow us to reconstruct not
only where people went, but how journeys produced new solidarities and forms of
governance.

The book’s central claim is that pilgrimage is a political technology as much as it is a
spiritual discipline. Rulers inscribed authority into terrain by endowing temples,
dredging tanks, erecting kos minars, and securing roads; saints and monastic
networks did similar work by coordinating festivals, cultivating charisma, and
standardizing circuits. The result was a braided sovereignty in which shrines, courts,
markets, and guilds shared overlapping jurisdictions. At times, such overlaps
generated plural accommodations; at others, they yielded competition and
contestation. We examine these tensions across Hindu, Buddhist, Jain, Sikh, and
Muslim traditions, tracing how each fashioned a geography of obligation and
opportunity.

Movement also remade economies. Pilgrimage mobilized labor—from potters and
flower sellers to boatmen and bards—while catalyzing markets in pilgrimage towns
and port cities. Seasonal festivals such as grand melas synchronized agrarian
calendars with ritual cycles, converting surplus and scarcity into structured exchange.
Donations, endowments, and hospitality systems linked remote shrines to urban
treasuries, creating corridors through which money, stories, and techniques traveled.
By following these circuits, we can understand how devotion underwrote both
subsistence and accumulation, how sanctity and commerce interwove, and how local
livelihoods hinged on regional and transregional flows.

Regionally, Sacred Landscapes refuses to stop at modern borders. The circuits we
track cross the Himalaya into Tibet, descend to Sri Lanka’s island sanctuaries, thread
the deserts of the northwest, and sweep along oceanic routes from the Malabar and
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Coromandel coasts toward Arabia and Southeast Asia. We attend to transborder
shrines and the politics of access, from Sikh corridors of visitation to shared Sufi
dargahs, and to maritime departures for the Hajj that braided coastal towns into wider
oecumenes. These movements made the subcontinent a relay of ideas—ritual
technologies, poetic forms, architectural idioms—whose echoes still sound in today’s
landscapes.

At the heart of the analysis is a simple methodological wager: routes make
communities as much as communities make routes. Mapping processions,
perambulations, and long-distance yatras reveals how repetition carves grooves of
expectation into earth and memory, turning plinths into crossroads and thresholds into
destinations. The work of water—rivers canalized into ghats and tanks; monsoon
rhythms braided with festival calendars—shows how ecology and ritual co-produce
place. We also foreground the sensory textures of travel: the cadence of footfall
measured by milestones, the taste of prasad yoked to local crops, the skyline of
shikharas and stupas emerging at the edge of dust and dawn.

Finally, this is a contemporary history in the fullest sense. We consider how colonial
surveys, railways, and reform movements reconfigured pilgrimage, how partition and
new nation-states redrew devotional maps, and how conservation regimes and
tourism industries now mediate access and meaning. Climate change, glacial retreat,
and riverine volatility are transforming sacred ecologies, even as digital mapping,
satellite imagery, and social media reimagine presence-at-a-distance. Throughout, we
pair archival and archaeological evidence with ethnographic glimpses, attending to
how pilgrims, priests, vendors, and officials negotiate the sacred in motion.

If there is a guiding ethic to this book, it is attentiveness—to the small infrastructures
that make grand journeys possible; to the voices that annotate landscapes with praise,
longing, and grievance; and to the reciprocal making of people and place. Sacred
Landscapes invites readers to see a subcontinent not as a mosaic of fixed points but
as a living web of paths in which devotion and power have long traveled together. In
following those paths, we hope to illuminate how sacred geographies continue to
generate community, craft authority, and sustain exchange across India and its
neighboring lands.

CHAPTER ONE: Mapping the Sacred: Concepts and
Methods
The quest to understand sacred landscapes begins not with a shovel or a dusty
manuscript, but with a question: what makes a place sacred? Is it an inherent quality
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of the land itself, a shimmering energy that draws the devout, or is it something
humans project onto it, a tapestry of meaning woven from belief and ritual? In India
and its neighboring regions, the answer often lies in a fascinating interplay between
these perspectives. A river might be sacred because a deity is said to dwell within its
currents, or a mountain might hold spiritual significance due to a legendary event that
unfolded on its peaks. Conversely, human actions—the establishment of temples, the
performance of rites, the telling of tales—imbue these natural features with profound
meaning.

Our approach to mapping these sacred geographies is, therefore, necessarily
multifaceted, drawing on a range of disciplines to paint a comprehensive picture. We
delve into the historical geography of religion, which explores how place and space
influence religious belief and practice. This isn't just about identifying sacred sites on a
map, but understanding the dynamic relationship between religious communities and
their physical surroundings. For instance, the very contours of a mountain range might
inspire specific myths, while the seasonal flow of a river dictates the timing and nature
of associated festivals.

One crucial tool in our methodological arsenal is textual analysis. Religious texts, such
as the Puranas in Hinduism or the Buddhist Vinaya materials, often explicitly outline
pilgrimage routes, describe the sanctity of certain locations, and prescribe the rituals
to be performed there. These ancient guidebooks, sometimes imbued with
cosmological significance, provide an invaluable window into the conceptualization of
sacred space by devotees. They reveal how specific narratives—of divine
manifestation, ascetic achievement, or heroic deeds—are intrinsically linked to
particular places, transforming ordinary terrain into hallowed ground.

Beyond prescriptive religious texts, we also examine a rich tradition of travelogues.
These firsthand accounts, penned by a diverse array of individuals from Chinese
monks seeking Buddhist scriptures to Muslim wayfarers undertaking the Hajj, offer
unique insights into the lived experience of pilgrimage. They detail routes, describe
local customs, recount encounters with other pilgrims, and sometimes even comment
on the political and economic conditions of the lands they traversed. These narratives
are not merely travel diaries; they are windows into the subjective and collective
understanding of sacred landscapes at different historical moments.

Landscape archaeology provides another vital layer of understanding. While traditional
archaeology often focuses on specific sites, landscape archaeology takes a broader
view, examining the relationships between human societies and their environments
over time. This involves scrutinizing the material traces of human interaction with the
sacred: ancient pathways worn by countless pilgrims, the remnants of waystations and
hospices, inscribed stones marking boundaries, or the elaborate water management
systems like stepwells and tanks that supported large gatherings. By combining
archaeological methods with techniques from geography, environmental science, and

Purchased from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



ecology, we can reconstruct how these landscapes were actively shaped and re-
shaped by human activity and belief.

Geographic Information Systems (GIS) play a pivotal role in synthesizing this diverse
data. GIS allows us to create detailed digital maps that go beyond simple location
markers. We can overlay historical maps with modern satellite imagery, plot
pilgrimage routes described in ancient texts, and map the distribution of
archaeological findings. This spatial analysis reveals patterns, connections, and
hierarchies within sacred geographies that might not be apparent from individual
sources. It allows us to visualize the intricate networks of shrines, the flow of pilgrims,
and the infrastructure that facilitated their journeys.

The concept of "sacred geography" itself warrants careful definition. It's more than just
a list of holy places; it encompasses the regional and even global locating of sacred
sites based on mythological, symbolic, astrological, and other factors. For many
cultures, the landscape is seen as a living entity, with specific features imbued with
spiritual power. This can manifest in various ways: a mountain range mirroring a
celestial constellation, a river symbolizing a life-giving deity, or a cave serving as an
entrance to another realm. These inherent meanings, often rooted in animistic beliefs,
profoundly influence how people interact with and conceptualize their environment.

Our exploration also considers the "sacralization of space," which refers to the
processes through which people create and sustain sacred places, and "sacrilization,"
the ways in which these places, in turn, sensitize individuals to the spiritual. This
reciprocal relationship highlights that sacredness is not a static attribute but a
dynamic process. A place might become sacred through a singular miraculous event,
or through centuries of repeated ritual practice and devotional narratives. The ongoing
engagement of pilgrims, priests, and local communities breathes life into these sacred
spaces, continually renewing their significance.

The notion of pilgrimage, central to this book, is itself a complex phenomenon that has
attracted interdisciplinary scholarly attention. Anthropologists, geographers,
historians, and religious studies scholars all contribute to understanding its various
dimensions. While traditionally understood as journeys to officially recognized religious
sites, contemporary pilgrimage studies also consider "beyond the officially sacred"
sites and diverse motivations for travel. These journeys are not always solely religious,
sometimes blending with tourism or seeking personal transformation.

One key concept introduced by anthropologists Victor and Edith Turner is
"communitas," describing the sense of egalitarian bonding and shared humanity
experienced by pilgrims who temporarily shed their social structures during their
journey. While influential, later scholarship has also emphasized the "contestation"
that can occur within pilgrimage, acknowledging that power dynamics, economic
interests, and diverse interpretations of the sacred can lead to tensions. Our study
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aims to navigate these complexities, recognizing both the unifying and fragmenting
forces at play within pilgrimage traditions.

Furthermore, we are keen to explore how the sensory experience of pilgrimage
contributes to the sacred landscape. The sounds of temple bells, the chants of
devotees, the scent of incense, the taste of prasad (blessed food), and the visual
spectacle of adorned shrines all contribute to a rich, immersive experience. These
sensory engagements are not mere background details; they are integral to how
pilgrims connect with the sacred and how places acquire their devotional resonance.
The cadence of footsteps on a well-trodden path, for instance, becomes a rhythm of
devotion, connecting the individual to generations of prior travelers.

Mapping the sacred is, in essence, an attempt to map meaning. It involves
understanding how natural features become imbued with spiritual significance, how
human actions transform landscapes into sites of devotion, and how journeys
themselves become sacred acts. This endeavor requires a blend of rigorous academic
methods and a sensitivity to the deeply personal and cultural understandings of the
sacred. It is an invitation to see the world not just as a collection of physical locations,
but as a vibrant canvas upon which humanity has continuously inscribed its spiritual
aspirations.

The interdisciplinary nature of our research allows us to transcend the limitations of
any single field. We don't just look at religious texts in isolation; we consider how
those texts are enacted and understood in specific geographical contexts. We don't
merely excavate ancient ruins; we interpret them within the broader framework of
ritual performance and sacred placemaking. By integrating these diverse perspectives,
we strive for a holistic understanding of how religion, pilgrimage, and sacred
geographies have shaped and continue to shape the vibrant cultural tapestry of India
and its neighboring lands.

Ultimately, this chapter lays the groundwork for the ensuing exploration. It defines the
conceptual toolkit and methodological approaches that will guide our journey through
the diverse sacred landscapes of the subcontinent. From the towering peaks of the
Himalayas to the confluence of mighty rivers, from bustling pilgrim cities to serene
island sanctuaries, we will constantly return to these core concepts and methods to
unravel the intricate connections between faith, movement, and the very ground
beneath our feet.
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This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.
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