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Abstract

Going on pilgrimage is a vivid tradition in India and its master-
piece, the Kumbh Mela, is probably the biggest mega-event of its 
kind in the world. The identification of holy places at established 
places of pilgrimage is an ongoing process even in our times, 
contributing to the diffusion-mechanisms of certain pilgrimages. 
In contradiction to this, the criticism of the institution of pilgri-
mage has formed an important stream for centuries. The monistic 
tradition in Hinduism has produced many popular poems that 
question the reward of religious journeying and ritual bathing 
at holy places, or that transform pilgrimage into a metaphor for 
inner journeys towards liberation.

I. Introduction
Numerous places all over on the map of South Asia attract millions 
of Hindu pilgrims every year. Some of them draw predominantly 
regional pilgrims,240 others draw pilgrims from all over India. 
Some traditional places are on the decline, others are gaining in 

	 240	 Compare for example the many pilgrimage-sites in the Central 
Himalayas in Datar 1961 and Berreman 1963.
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importance, like the pilgrimage to Amarnath in Kaśmīr, which 
together with its religious meaning also has a political meaning, 
since it marks Kaśmīr as a part of the holistic setup of Indian 
national territory.241 The ranking is flexible, and new places come 
up, often together with upcoming school-traditions that draft 
their own religious landscape and mark sacred places, as for  
example the pilgrimage to the temples of the Swāmīnārāyaṇs or to  
the Sai Baba of Śirdī that go back to charismatic founders or new 
formations in the 19th and early 20th century. Large-scale road 
construction work is going on at many places, as for example 
along the upper Gaṅgā to the pilgrimage places in the Central 
Himālayas. Bhadrināth, Gaṅgotrī, and other places that are high 
up in the mountains, are more and more easily accessible by car 
and bus, and even by helicopter.242 Walking pilgrims, expecting a 
better reward for the trouble, are still visible, but modern trans-
portation has radically changed the nature of pilgrimage overall. 
Easy accessibility has become important for the great majority of 
religious travellers.

Religious pilgrimage (tῑrthayātrā), and particularly Hindu 
pilgrimage, is blossoming in contemporary India probably like 
never before. Many traditional texts like the epics and the Purāṇas 
have long sections on rewards for certain pilgrimages (phalastuti). 
The phalastuti very often forms an integral part of religious narra-
tive texts, particularly those directly or indirectly related to certain 
places of pilgrimage (sthalapurāṇas).243 These texts are mostly in 
the classical holy language of Hinduism, that is Sanskrit, some-
times transmitted as independent texts, but are often included in 
larger canonical works, mostly epics and Purāṇas. The phalastuti 
often refers explicitly to the trias of yātrā (travel), darśana (seeing 
the divine image/symbol), and snāna (purification in water) that 
define the common essential of pilgrimage.244 They are often accom-
panied by other activities like muṇḍana (ritual head-shaving),  

	 241	 www.jammu.com/shri-amarnath-yatra/schedule.php (19.1.2019)
	 242	 A regular helicopter service is offered for one day pilgrimages from 
Dehradun to Bhadrināth, compare: chardhampackage.com/badrinath-yatra 
-by-helicopter.html (19.1.2019)
	 243	 Compare Bhardwaj 1973:153, 216–224 for a case study of text sources 
on Haridwar. Compare also the nine case studies in Bakker 1990.
	 244	 Bhardwaj 1973:153.

http://www.jammu.com/shri-amarnath-yatra/schedule.php
http://chardhampackage.com/badrinath-yatra-by-helicopter.html
http://chardhampackage.com/badrinath-yatra-by-helicopter.html
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piṇḍadāna (sacrifice of rice-balls to the ancestors), investiture of 
the holy thread, and other rituals.

Singh, who has published on Banaras as a centre of Hindu 
pilgrimage for decades, describes the overall function of  
pilgrimage as “deeper interconnectedness”,245 and the lands-
cape of the place of pilgrimage as “sacredscape”. These trendy 
abstractions may be attractive for Western observers or eventually 
researchers, but they are – in English original or some kind of 
translation into Indian languages – quite far away from the refe-
rence-frames of the great majority of the pilgrims. In any case, the 
circulation-mechanism through pilgrimage has certainly contri-
buted a lot to the identity of Hinduism as a conclusive whole246 
and it still fulfils this function in contemporary India. 

Besides, while in colonial India, and even in the decades after 
independence, pilgrimage was largely perceived as a kind of infe-
rior form of performing Hinduism, it has somehow entered the 
centre-stage in the meantime. The recent holy dip at the central 
place of the 2019 Kumbh Mela in Prayagraj (Allahabad) of the 
chief minister of the state of Uttar Pradesh, Yogi Adityanath (BJP), 
together with a group of members of his cabinet, was covered 
by the media all over India.247 Following this media event, oppo-
sitional Congress Party leaders, including Priyanka and Rahul 
Gandhi, also started to decide going for the holy dip.248 This 
recent development demonstrates how pilgrimage has political 
dimensions and political functions, particularly in contemporary 
discourses on identity-politics in India.

At the same time, traditional as well as modern Hinduism has 
produced manifest forms of criticism of the institution of pilgri-
mage and religious journeying as such and can even be explicitly 
polemical. Besides, textual sources for pilgrimages have some-
times a metaphorical meaning and are not necessarily meant  

	 245	 Compare Feldhaus 2003.
	 246	 Glasenapp 1928; Bhardwaj 1985; Feldhaus 2003.
	 247	Compare: www.indiatoday.in/india/story/yogi-adityanath-does-a-har 
-har-gange-takes-dip-during-kumbh-mela-at-prayagraj-1441808-2019 
-01-29 (30.1.2019)
	 248	 www.indiatoday.in/india/story/priyanka-gandhi-may-begin-political 
-innings-with-holy-dip-at-kumbh-1439977-2019-01-26 (1.2.2019)

http://www.indiatoday.in/india/story/yogi-adityanath-does-a-har-har-gange-takes-dip-during-kumbh-mela-at-prayagraj-1441808-2019-01-29
http://www.indiatoday.in/india/story/yogi-adityanath-does-a-har-har-gange-takes-dip-during-kumbh-mela-at-prayagraj-1441808-2019-01-29
http://www.indiatoday.in/india/story/yogi-adityanath-does-a-har-har-gange-takes-dip-during-kumbh-mela-at-prayagraj-1441808-2019-01-29
http://www.indiatoday.in/india/story/priyanka-gandhi-may-begin-political-innings-with-holy-dip-at-kumbh-1439977-2019-01-26
http://www.indiatoday.in/india/story/priyanka-gandhi-may-begin-political-innings-with-holy-dip-at-kumbh-1439977-2019-01-26
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literally. For example, a Yogi can perform a pilgrimage to the 
seven shrines in meditation, without any physical move.249 

II. The pilgrim and the tourist
A Google-search after places of pilgrimage in India quickly reveals 
a certain canon of places – mostly Hindu, but some Muslim or 
possibly other religions. Most of these websites are designed for 
the growing market of tourists who would like to observe and to 
a certain degree participate in religious life that is not the religious 
life of their own.250 Titles like “Best pilgrimage and religious sites 
in India”251 clearly appeal to the grey zone between observation 
and participation. While “Visit Dargah Sharif” points more to the 
tourist as observer – perhaps not by chance a Muslim pilgrimage- 
centre – “Take a boat ride” in the artificial lake in the recently 
constructed gigantic Akshardham temple-compound in Delhi goes 
a step further from tourism to pilgrimage. “Engage in a trek to the 
Amarnath Caves” maintains the ambiguity between trekking and 
pilgrimage that seems to be part of the marketing strategy, while 
“Take part in the Holla Mohalla” (Sikh festival) and “Take a holy 
dip” point to performative, participatory activities. 

“Tour packages” that include a certain, though limited, parti-
cipation in religious festivals are common. Some sites operate 
freely with self-affirmative statements like “In India we find oldest 
pilgrimage tradition in the whole world”252, “You can find nume-
rous temple towns, exotic pilgrimage sites and unique rituals in 
the country”253, or commonplaces like “India is a land of spiritua-
lity”254. They invite to book “spiritual tour packages” focused on 
the visit of old and modern centres of pilgrimages, et cetera. The 
great majority of these websites focus on international tourists. 
The emphasis on experience in touristic discourse aligns tourism 

	 249	 Bharati 1963.
	 250	 Jacobsen 2009:407f.
	 251	 www.indianholiday.com/best-of-india/pilgrimage-religious (19.1.2019)
	 252	 Compare: www.culturalindia.net/indian-pilgrimage (19.1.2019)
	 253	 www.travelogyindia.com/pilgrimage-tours (19.1.2019)
	 254	 www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/a-record-over-24-crore-people 
-visited-kumbh-2019-more-than-total-tourists-in-up-in-2014-17/story 
-9uncpmhBPnBj11ClnTiYQP.html (6.10.2020)

http://www.indianholiday.com/best-of-india/pilgrimage-religious
http://www.culturalindia.net/indian-pilgrimage
http://www.travelogyindia.com/pilgrimage-tours
http://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/a-record-over-24-crore-people-visited-kumbh-2019-more-than-total-tourists-in-up-in-2014-17/story-9uncpmhBPnBj11ClnTiYQP.html
http://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/a-record-over-24-crore-people-visited-kumbh-2019-more-than-total-tourists-in-up-in-2014-17/story-9uncpmhBPnBj11ClnTiYQP.html
http://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/a-record-over-24-crore-people-visited-kumbh-2019-more-than-total-tourists-in-up-in-2014-17/story-9uncpmhBPnBj11ClnTiYQP.html
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with religion in the modern world in general and with the focus 
on religious experience in modern Hinduism in particular.255 

The discovery of traditional places of pilgrimage by the 
tourism-industry is part of the dynamics of contemporary tourism. 
Naturally, it leaves hardly any space for the complicated debates 
on religious merits of religious travelling to certain places or of 
pilgrimage in general, on how meaning is created, reinforced, 
and maintained through pilgrimage. It supports a view that reli-
gious identities are substantial, fixed, and unchanging. Tourism is 
sympathetic and affirmative to pilgrimage. It questions the iden-
tity of the pilgrim more implicit than explicit by exposing her or 
him to the observant view from outside that the tourist persis-
tently maintains even if she or he participates to a certain extent. 

Besides, the Hindu pilgrim and the national or international 
tourist have much in common. They both take photographs of 
themselves together with landmarks of the pilgrimage-place, 
sometimes in devotional postures. They both are interested in 
purchasing souvenirs and gifts, and they avail themselves of the 
same transportation and sometimes lodging accommodations. 
Tourists visiting Hindu temples and pilgrimage-sites often parti-
cipate in religious rites, sometimes under the pressure of temple- 
priests (in expectation of a certain amount of money as reward 
for their services), out of curiosity or eventually because they are 
overtaken by religious sensations and a sense of participation in 
religious rituals. Religious pilgrims are often interested in visiting 
non-religious places while on pilgrimage.256 In other words, the 
binary of “outer journey” and “inner journey”, which is also part 
of the traditional criticism of pilgrimage within the Hindu tradi-
tion, is always blurred.257 Overall, tourism to pilgrimage-places 
and festivals related to pilgrimages do not appear to have a desta-
bilizing effect on the tradition of Hindu pilgrimage, but rather 
complement its attraction and affirm it.

The biggest, and most spectacular, religious pilgrimage of India 
and the world, is the Kumbh Mela. It takes place every three years 
at four different places (Allahabad, Haridwar, Ujjain, and Nasik) 

	 255	 Compare Bremer 2005; Singh 2006.
	 256	 Bremer 2005.
	 257	 Singh 2006 strongly emphasizes touring and pilgrimage as a binary. 
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and the festival at the confluence of the rivers Gaṅgā and Yamunā 
– plus the mythical Sarasvatī – is the most important place of 
the Kumbh Mela. The confluence of the three rivers (triveṇῑ) is 
perceived as a holy site and place of pilgrimage any time, but the 
Kumbh Mela is believed to be the most auspicious time to visit 
it. Pilgrims come from across India in millions: simple farmers 
and their families, businessmen, whole villages, and the pictu-
resque “holy men”, sādhus from all over India. The recent Ardh 
Kumbh Mela in Prajagraj (Allahabad) had to deal with an incre-
dible number of nearly 250 million visitors according to news 
reports. In other words, an extreme form of mass mobilization 
within the rather narrow time-frame of only a few weeks, between 
Makar Sankranti on January 15th and Shivratri on March 4th 
2019. Among the visitors were supposedly more than one million 
foreign nationals, mostly tourists in the strict sense of the term. 
Tents were set up in an area of about 24 square kilometres at the 
holy site, an incredible number of 122000 mobile toilets and drai-
nage systems, dozens of pontoon bridges over the rivers, 150 kilo-
metres of newly constructed roads, electricity-grids, hundreds of 
new bus stations and even several provisional hospitals. Beyond 
the central planning, more than 5000 more or less self-organized 
mobile āśrams were set up by the many Hindu religious orders 
that participated, many of them rivalling and sometime fighting 
over the best places closest to where the rivers actually meet. 

The logistics of a Kumbh Mela is incredible. Rahul Mehrotra 
calls the town of tents a “pop-up megacity” and regards it as a 
case of “extreme urbanism”. Mehrotra is editor of a book based 
on the research work of a project based at Harvard University 
to study the Kumbh Mela as exceptional temporary urban plan-
ning.258 Tens of thousands of police officers and a range of govern-
ment institutions collaborate to create a transient urban space 
and ensure the working of the makeshift structure for millions of 
pilgrims. Particular care has to be taken that there are no stam-
pedes, which in the past have led to many casualties. Fortunately, 
no serious stampede has happened in recent decades through the 
ever-growing history of the Kumbh Mela. Epidemics or other 

	 258	 Mehrotra 2015: Introduction.
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public health-disasters also have to be prevented as millions of 
pilgrims pass through. The mega-event is accompanied by thou-
sands of journalists and photographers, including a great number 
of foreign nationals in their search for extraordinary images. 
The official website includes information in English and Hindi 
for pilgrims as well as tourists; it also offers the standard “tour- 
packages”, including overnight stays, guide, and a secure place 
for the holy dip at one of the more prominent places. Tourists 
and pilgrims are offered to “meet the mystics and witness their 
miracles”, to “experience the power of spirituality”, and similar 
references to orientalist clichés that have entered the mainstream 
imagining of India.259 

III. Braj – spiritual and geographical
Besides the classical places of pilgrimage in mainstream Hinduism 
that go back to the first millennium CE, there are a lot of sacred 
places that were “identified” as such much later. This is particularly 
true for the holy places – i.e. pilgrimage-sites – related to Kṛṣṇa. 
The 16th century proved to be a crucial epoch for the identification 
of places where Kṛṣṇa used to “play”, according to the canonical 
account in the Bhāgavata-Purāṇa. The village where Kṛṣṇa grew 
up, Braj, was lost until then. The then recently founded school- 
traditions puṣṭimārg (founded by Vallabhācārya, circa 1479–1531)  
and gauḍīya vaiṣṇava sampradāya (founded by Caitanya, circa 
1485–1533) were particularly active in this process of identifi-
cation of the geographical places of Kṛṣṇa’s plays. This deve-
lopment responded to the blossoming of devotional Krishnaism 
(kṛṣṇabhakti) during the epoch mentioned. Braj was “lost and 
found”260, and Vallabhācārya personally came to the region to 
identify particularly the hill Govardhan, which Kṛṣṇa had lifted 
in order to provide a sheltered space for the village people, when 
Indra had sent a heavy storm. Govardhan immediately became 
an important pilgrimage-centre of the puṣṭimārg. Caitanya sent 
his two important pupils Sanātan och Rūp Goswāmī to Braj, 
who “saved” a great many “places of play” (līlāsthal) within the 

	 259	 www.kumbh.gov.in/en (19.1.2019)
	 260	 Vaudeville 1976.

http://www.kumbh.gov.in/en
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fifteen years of their stay. Caitanya himself discovered several 
places through divination, when he personally came to village 
Vṛndāvan in 1515 CE.261 The traditional biography of Caitanya 
(Caitanyacaritāmṛta) in chapter 20 of the madhyalīlā-part reports 
an episode during the stay of Caitanya in Vṛndāvan, when he 
asked the people of the village where the Rādhākund pond was, 
where Kṛṣṇa and Rādhā used to “play” in the water (jalakrīḍā). 
Nobody knew. Hearing this, Caitanya started to search the village 
for hints, and he finally found a small pond, which he could posi-
tively confirm as the place of the jalakrīḍā, whereupon Caitanya 
and his followers, overwhelmed by the joy of having found the 
real place, started to sing and dance to the glory of Kṛṣṇa.262 

It is said that some Kadamba trees in the region still bear fresh 
marks of Kṛṣṇa leaning against them with his crown (mukuṭ). In 
other words, Kṛṣṇa’s “play” is somehow ongoing, and the divine 
Vṛndāvan, where Kṛṣṇa dances with the Gopīs (rāslīlā) eter-
nally, somehow continually leaves its imprint on the mundane 
Vṛndāvan. Theologically speaking, the “play” never ended, and 
the interaction between the two Vṛndāvans – divine and mundane, 
eternal and historical – continues. It is ongoing, even though not 
always clearly visible.263 The mundane Braj mandal – the region 
around Mathurā in Western Uttar Pradesh – is a world parallel to 
the eternal Braj that is not bound to time and place.

In our present dark age, the kaliyuga according to Hindu belief, 
mundane Braj with all the identified places of Kṛṣṇa’s appearance, 
with all its temples and bathing-places along the Yamunā river, is 
but a shadow of the timeless Braj. The decline is clearly visible in 
Govardhan, which is no longer a hill, as it used to be in the time of 
Kṛṣṇa’s pastimes, but almost flat as the rest of the landscape. Kṛṣṇa 
is present and absent at the same time during the modern pilgri-
mage. The pilgrim suffers with the Gopīs after Kṛṣṇa’s leave to 
Mathura from his absence. Kṛṣṇa has left his marks in the region, 
he is somehow present, but antardhāna, i.e. he disappeared. Any 
visitor can observe how strong the emotional effect of this iden-

	 261	 Compare Vaudeville 1976; Entwistle 1987.
	 262	 Compare: www.radhanathswamiweekly.com/radhanath-swami-glories 
-sri-radha-kunda (19.1.2019) 
	 263	 Vaudeville 1976; Entwistle 1987.

http://www.radhanathswamiweekly.com/radhanath-swami-glories-sri-radha-kunda
http://www.radhanathswamiweekly.com/radhanath-swami-glories-sri-radha-kunda
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tification with the Gopīs can be. A strange mixture of intense joy 
and desperation sometimes visibly overwhelms pilgrims.

The popular versions of the Bhāgavata-Purāṇa in Braj or Modern 
Standard Hindi – as for example the much read Premsāgar (“Ocean 
of Love”) of Lallūlāl – go much into the details of the exalted 
behaviour of the Gopīs after Kṛṣṇa had left them for themselves. 
They perform Kṛṣṇa’s “plays”, they recall what he did and what 
he said, they cry, consulate each other, become obsessed in panic, 
and faint. Gopībhāv, the sentiment of the Gopīs, is the highest 
form of spiritual consciousness in Krishnaism. Some groups, like 
the Haridāsīs, go as far as to enact this mystical transsexualism 
in practical terms: Haridāsī men may wear female clothes in Braj.  
The “gender of longing” is female.264 The poetry that goes under the  
name of the Rajput princess Mīrābāī (1498–1547), who reno-
unced her status in order to be Kṛṣṇa’s beloved, may give a vivid 
example of this kind of emotion:

With my tears, 
I watered the creeper of love that I planted; 
now the creeper has grown spread all over, 
and borne the fruit of bliss. 
The churner of the milk churned with great love. 
When I took out the butter, no need to drink any buttermilk. 
I came for the sake of love-devotion; 
seeing the world, I wept.265

Mīrābāī saw herself as married to a statue of the Giridhar Nāgar, 
i.e. Kṛṣṇa who holds the Govardhan-mountain above himself to 
protect the inhabitants of Vṛndāvan from storm. In another poem 
that forms part of the Sikh Guru Granth Sāhib, Mīrābāī is quite 
explicit on the pain she is suffering because of Kṛṣṇa’s absence: 

Arrows like spears: this body is pierced 
and, Mother, he’s gone far away. 
When did it happen, Mother? I don’t know 
but now it’s too much to bear.266 

	 264	 Hawley 2005:167 on Mīrābāī.
	 265	 Mīrābāī 1980, translation by Anthony Alston.
	 266	 Translation by Hawley 2005:168.
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The hymn is a dialog between a Gopī and her mother, pointing  
to the lover that abandoned her, but on a spiritual level it is about 
the experiences of the believer with the absent God. In 16th century 
Krishnaism, Kṛṣṇa’s absence ranges among the most promi-
nent subjects. Even though viyoga (separation) dominates over 
saṃyoga (being together), the Gopīs are continuously convinced 
that their emotional form of bhakti (devotion) is more substantial 
than the more abstract advaita vedānta. This becomes particularly 
clear in the dialog with Kṛṣṇa’s messenger Uddhava in Braj, given in 
Bhāgavata-Purāṇa 10.48. Uddhava tries to convince the Gopīs that 
a more detached, non-dualist spirituality is somewhat better than 
the emotional and even ecstatic religious performance they practice.  
Uddhava, however, leaves Vṛndāvan defeated. He understands 
that the saguṇa (‘qualified’, i.e. personal) form of bhakti, with the  
person of Kṛṣṇa as its centre, is the highest form of bhakti.  
The Gopīs’ performative memorization of Kṛṣṇa’s “play” (līlā) is 
a form of bhakti more advanced than what he knew until then. 
God is not all-over in the sense that he is invisible and formless. He 
manifests himself in time and space as a pūrṇāvatāra (‘full manifest-
ation’). In brief, monotheism is more advanced than monism.

IV. Traditional and contemporary pilgrimage
The pilgrimage to mundane Braj plays an important role for 
Krishnaites from the 16th century onwards, when the canonical 
list of holy places was basically laid out. The sacred landscape is 
constantly enlarged and revised until today.267 One of the more 
recent innovation for example is the “temple of the foreigners” 
(aṅgrezoṃ kā mandir), as the Sri Sri Krishna Balaram Mandir268 
(ISKCON or Hare Krishna Temple) is conveniently called in Hindi. 
The construction of the 1970s was not particularly welcomed 
in Vṛndāvan, especially after rumors about drug-trafficking  
and a murder-case on the temple-compound in the late 1980. 
Compared with the more traditional temples in the vicinity, 
the Hare Krishna temple cannot claim particular importance,  
but the presence of foreign devotees has a certain attraction, 

	 267	 Vaudeville 1976; Entwistle 1987.
	 268	 www.iskconvrindavan.com (6.10.2020). The temple name in Latin 
script is used in all languages that are offered on the website.

http://www.iskconvrindavan.com
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particularly their dancing in the temple, which marks the place 
as one of the attractions of Vṛndāvan for the pilgrims, much to 
the chagrin of the leadership of the more traditional orders. The 
relationship between different sacred places is also a relationship 
between different school-traditions and the temples they are 
related to. The status quo provides the basic terms of reference; 
that is why it is difficult for new formations like the Hare Krishna 
to intrude into the territory, even though they are economically 
strong and provide foreign devotees, who contribute to the 
attraction of the place. The Govardhan hill, however, is basically 
puṣṭimārg territory. The famous Giridhar Nāgar in the puṣṭimārg 
temple was initially installed in the 1520s. Non-puṣṭimārgīs stay 
away from the temple-compound and very often from the mount 
itself. Instead, the circumambulation is a common way of pilgri-
mage, affirming the sacred status of the mount. 

The discovery of places of Kṛṣṇa’s “play” in Braj goes hand in 
hand with the production of narrations of the places and their 
relation to Kṛṣṇa, the so-called sthalalīlās (local plays). Besides, 
lyric hymns on certain holy places (sthalapurāṇās, sthalamahāt-
myas) were constantly produced and – continuously important 
even today – descriptions of the attractions in the forest around 
Vṛndāvan that the pilgrim might come across while circumambu-
lating Vṛndāvan (vanparikramā). Popular pamphlets with these 
hymns in Braj and Sanskrit are still on sale at many places at the 
places visited by pilgrims. Vṛndāvan is a growing town of about 
65.000 inhabitants according to the 2011 census. Unfortunately, 
there is not much left of the mystical groves, where Kṛṣṇa is said to 
have met his Gopīs overnight, that still existed in earlier centuries.

The fame of the Braj region has much to do with the missionary 
activities of Krishnaism and popular hymns. Particularly impor-
tant are the hymns composed by a group of poets called Aṣṭachāp, 
eight poets that are believed to belong to the puṣṭimārg school, the 
undisputedly most famous of them being Sūrdās (1478?-1583?).269 
As in the case of almost all devotional poets in a period of South 
Asian history, often called Early Modernity in more recent rese-
arch, the historical figure of the poet is difficult to grasp beyond 

	 269	 Other members of the Aṣṭchāp were Paramānanddās, Nanddās, 
Kṛṣṇadās, Govindswāmī, Kumbhandās, Chitaswāmī, and Caturbhujdās.
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the traditional narratives in hagiographical literature starting with 
Nābhādās’ Bhaktamāl.270 Whether Sūrdās actually belonged to the 
puṣṭimārg or not, it is clear that he had a close relationship to  
the Giridhar Nāgar temple in Govardhan. His poetry, however, 
was adopted in Kṛṣṇa devotionalism beyond all limits and shaped 
the meaning of bhakti to quite some extent all over North India. 
The performance of these hymns in public space and in private was 
important for spreading the sense of sacredness of Braj, shaping a 
religious climate in which the attraction of the pilgrimage to the 
sacred region of Kṛṣṇa’s pastimes played an important role.

V. Traditional and modern criticism of pilgrimage
In the canonical “History of Hindi literature” (Hindī sāhitya 
kā itihās, 1942), Rāmcandra Śukla defined the period between 
1375 Vikrama Saṃvat and 1700 Vikrama Saṃvat (= 1317/1318–
1642/1643 CE) as bhaktikāl, the period of devotional literature. 
This term is based on the theological content of some of the lite-
rature composed during this epoch; much of devotional literature 
that is still performed today is related to composers of bhaktikāl, 
but the extant corpus does not go back to manuscripts dating to 
the lifetime of the ascribed composers themselves. The modern 
Sūrsāgar for example, a 20th century edition of the corpus ascribed 
to Sūrdās by the Nāgarῑ Pracāriṇῑ Sabhā, contains about 5000 
hymns. The tradition is cumulative, and numerous hymns that 
form part of the tradition have been composed in Sūrdās’ style, 
but not by the historical composer.

What I would like to point out here is the importance of the 
binary of saguṇ and nirguṇ that Rāmcandra Śukla insists upon. 
Saguṇ bhakti is a devotion to a personal God, who is present in his 
statues, at holy places, and appears in history through a diversity 
of manifestations, particularly through his avatārs. Nirguṇ bhakti 
is supposed to focus on God’s formless and universal appearance, 
and particularly in one’s self. Nirguṇ bhakti is therefore critical 
of temple-service, bathing-rituals, social and religious hierarchies, 
and pilgrimage as such. The two forms of bhakti often go together 
in one way or another. Even poems under the name of Sūrdās 

	 270	 Compare Callewaert & Snell 1994.
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may contain a eulogy of God as being identical with one’s self. 
Śukla’s effort was to give both forms of bhakti a clear-cut identity, 
while including them in a conclusive history of Hindi literature 
and Hinduism at the same time.

One of the most prominent devotional poets of the nirguṇ 
bhakti tradition is Ravidās (15th–16th century), a contemporary of 
Caitanya and Vallabhācārya. As in the case of Sūrdās, it is hardly 
possible to decide on the original corpus of Ravidās; much of  
the poetry that is ascribed to him is not composed by the histo-
rical poet-saint. One poem ascribed to Ravidās goes like this:

Where should I go? 
You are everywhere.271 

And the poem continues: 

Why do you hold back your love, Keśav? 
Remove my misfortune! 
Ravidās says, I have become completely absent – 
My mind fled, where should I go? 
You are everywhere, Lord Govinda, 
I am immersed within You alone.

In other words: the suffering from Kṛṣṇa’s absence is detached 
from any geographical space. The poem transforms the focus on 
Kṛṣṇa into a more monistic, panentheist interpretation of God’s 
reality within the world. The hymn can illustrate the transforma-
tion of Krishnaism into some form of iconoclastic monism, which 
does not leave any room for sacredness of a geographical space. 
The hagiographical sources clearly report how this conceptuali-
zation of Krishnaism is related to the protest against the social 
hierarchy along caste lines.272 Perhaps the most famous saying of 
the tanner (camār) Ravidās is: man caṅgā to kaṭhorī meṃ gaṅgā, 
“If the hart is pure, the Gaṅgā can be found in a small vessel 
(filled with water)”. In other word, purification is not bound to 
the access to prestigious bathing-places that are reserved for caste 
Hindus, particularly at Banaras and other famous places of pilgri-
mage along the river Gaṅgā.

	 271	 Ravidās 38 in Callewaert & Friedlander 1992:127. 
	 272	 Hawley 2005:64.



106 Songs on the Road

While the historical Kabīr, like Ravidās, was based in Banaras, 
perhaps the most prestigious places of pilgrimage along the Gaṅgā,  
many poems in the Kabīr tradition explicitly declare the pilgri-
mage to Kāśī (Banaras) as well as the pilgrimage to Mekka as  
being meaningless. Similarly, mandir (temple) and masjid 
(mosque) have no meaning. Instead, God dwells in the human self 
and nowhere else: 

There is nothing but water in the holy pools. 
I know, I have been swimming in them. 
All the gods, sculpted of wood or ivory can’t say a word. 
I know, I have been crying out to them. 
The Sacred Books of the East are nothing but words. 
I looked through their covers one day sideways. 
What Kabīr talks of is only what he has lived through. 
If you have not lived through something, it is not true.273

VI. From performance to transformation
Another case of religious criticism of pilgrimage is to be found 
in the Sikh tradition, another product of South Asia’s impressive 
transreligious spirituality of the Early Modern epoch. According 
to the traditional biography (Janamsākhī), Guru Nānak (1469–
1538), the historical founder of the Sikh religion, used to travel 
from one holy place to another during a long period of his life. 
He was particularly interested in visiting traditional places of 
pilgrimage – Muslim and Hindu. The story of his visit to Mekka 
and Medina are well known in the Sikh community until today. 
Though being non-Muslim, he turned towards Muslims with 
his message that the real pilgrimage to Mekka is not a physical 
journey, but a spiritual. 

Janamsākhī 5 reports Nānak’s spectacular fourth travel towards 
the West, to Mekka and Medina: He started to wear shoes made 
from leather and even leather-pants. He put a garland of bones 
around his neck and painted a red point on his forehead. As a 
child he used to wear blue clothes and now once again he put on 
blue clothes when he went to Mekka. He met a Hajjī (pilgrim to 

	 273	 Bly 2004:44.
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Mekka) and put up a joint overnight-stay. The Hajjī asked him: 
“My Darvīś (holy man), you don’t have a wooden beggar’s bowl, 
no leather-bag, no marijuana-pipe – nothing! Are you Hindu or 
Muslim?” Nānak answered: 

The Fear of You, o Lord God, is my marijuana; 
my consciousness is the pouch which holds it. 
I have become an intoxicated hermit. 
My hands are my begging bowl; 
I am so hungry for the Blessed Vision of Your Darshan. 
I beg at Your Door, day after day. 
I long for the Blessed Vision of Your Darshan. 
I am a beggar at Your Door – please bless me with Your charity.274

Darśan – in bhakti-terminology the visible appearance, for 
example of the Lord in the temple in form of his statue or of 
sacred places – is a centrepiece of Hindu devotionalism. Nānak 
transforms the traditional meaning of darśan into something that 
no longer relates to a fixed location. Darśan is a form of spiritual 
presence in front of the non-worldly divine. Nānak is a radical 
critique of the institution of pilgrimage. At the same time, certain 
holy places of the Sikhs developed into places of pilgrimage in the 
young Sikh community, starting during Guru Nānak’s lifetime.

Nānak’s relation to pilgrimage as an institution was paradoxical. 
He used to join pilgrimage-parties disguised as a pilgrim in order 
to preach about how useless the belief in the religious reward for 
religious journeying was. One of these journeys, mentioned in the 
Janamsākhī, was a visit at the Kumbh Mela in Allahabad. Nānak’s 
spiritual friend and pupil Mardānā, a Muslim musician, accompa-
nied him. They used to sit in the camp of the pilgrims and attract 
people to them by singing and holding sermons. Some monastic 
orders (akhāṛā) that had their camps close by considered killing 
Nānak, since he distracted pilgrims from meeting the monks and 
explained to them how useless it was to go on pilgrimage. One 
day Nānak followed one of the abbots (mahants) of an akhāṛā 
to the Gaṅgā, where the mahant would take his holy dip in the 
water; the following dialogue is reported:

	 274	 Guru Granth Sahib 721: www.srigurugranth.org/0721.html (24.1.2019)

http://www.srigurugranth.org/0721.html
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In a soft, gentle but clear voice he asked the mahant: ’Why did you 
bathe in the river?’ ‘Why did I bathe in the river?’ the mahant repe-
ated Nanak’s words incredulously. ‘You know well enough why 
we all bathed in the river. It was to wash away our sins.’ ‘What 
did you wash with your bath?’ ‘My body’, the mahant replied, not 
yet getting the drift of Nanak’s subtle questioning. ‘Did your body 
commit your sins?’275

Nānak’s point is that ritual purification with water is useless, since 
the person is responsible for his sin (pāp), not his body. Purification 
is an inner process that involves the mind.

The Janamsākhīs are full of this kind of narratives, in which 
Nānak does not teach directly, but demonstrates the absurdity 
of certain religious acts and beliefs by questioning the believers 
– the “maieutic” method of Socrates. In the end, many of the 
listeners to Nānak’s questioning become aware of the wrongs 
of their doings or beliefs and, in the case of the abbots at the 
Kumbh Mela, Nānak ends up turning against his earlier convic-
tion on the usefulness of pilgrimage and ritual purification by the  
Gaṅgā’s water. 

VII. Conclusion
Reform Hinduism of the 19th and 20th centuries overwhelmingly 
followed the arguments against physical pilgrimage and either 
radically turned against it or believed in the metaphorical form 
of pilgrimage as spiritual transformation. The revival of vedānta 
tried to distinguish itself from the ascription of the divine to 
images, temples, ritual oblation, and places of pilgrimage. Besides, 
colonial vedānta often could see nothing but the superstition of 
pilgrims and the exploitation-strategies of greedy traders of reli-
gion in the notorious Paṇḍās, the priests at places of pilgrimage. 
If they had a positive attitude to the vocabulary of pilgrimage, it 
would be as metaphors for spiritual transformation.

This aversion to the localization of sacredness and the whole 
idea of spiritual transformation is present even in Mahatma 
Gandhi’s critical statements on Zionism. The true Zion, he writes, 
is spiritual and not located in the outer world.

	 275	 Dhillon 2015:116f.
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Zionism in its spiritual sense is a lofty aspiration. By spiritual sense 
I mean they should want to realize the Jerusalem that is within. 
Zionism meaning re-occupation of Palestine has no attraction to 
me. … The real Zionism of which I have given you my meaning is 
the thing to strive for, long for and die for. Zion lies in one’s heart. 
It is the abode of God. The real Jerusalem is the spiritual Jerusalem. 
Thus he can realize this Zionism in any part of the world.276

Even Hermann Kallenbach, Gandhi’s German-Jewish friend 
and supporter from his early activist days in South Africa, could 
not win over Gandhi’s support for the Zionist movement, when 
he was sent by the World Zionist Organisation to India. Not 
even the open and massive antisemitism in Nazi Germany made 
Gandhi warm up for the idea of a Jewish state in Palestine; he 
insisted on a spiritualized conception of Zion. Gandhi used a 
trope that goes back to nirguṇ bhakti, in which the pilgrimage 
is a description of an inner travel, rather than a physical, and a 
form of spiritual transformation. Kabir says in one of his most 
famous couplets:

�Musk is in the navel; the hare looks out for it all over the forest 
(without finding it). 
�In this way, God is to be found in everyone; the world doesn’t 
see him.277

The saguṇ bhakti, however, continually supported the idea of 
localization of the sacred and of spiritual rewards through pilgri-
mage. In historical practice, saguṇ and nirguṇ somehow went 
hand in hand. The distinctive identities of the two types of bhakti, 
which Śukla tries to establish, are somewhat artificial. They do 
not mark exclusive alternatives, but two ends of a spectrum with 
authors and traditions floating freely between the two. Beyond 
that, the two types of bhakti inspire each other mutually and 
craft their identity in constant interaction with each other. As for 
many poetical traditions, looking into the detail of the theological 

	 276	 Interview in The Jewish Chronicle, London, October 2, 1931. Chapter 5  
in Lev 2012 looks in more depth into the complex relationship of Gandhi to 
the idea of Zionism and Judaism. Thanks to Shimon Lev for this reference.
	 277	 kastūrī kuṇḍal basai mrigā ḍhūṃḍhai ban māhīṃ / aise ghaṭ ghaṭ meṃ 
rām hai duniyā dekhai nāhīṃ // (Kabīr 1957:76)
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content, saguṇ and nirguṇ hardly form excluding alternatives, but 
rather mark the poles within the open range of devotional options.

It can be difficult to decide in detail whether a certain poem is 
more towards one pole of meaning or the other, saguṇ or nirguṇ. 
One of the efforts which negotiates between personalism and 
monism is the doctrine of the divine as being acintya bhedābheda, 
unthinkable separate and non-separate (from the individual 
self) at the same time. This theological argument is taken up 
by ISKCON-founder Prabhupad in the paradoxical formula (in 
English) “Supreme Personality of Godhead”, which is the subtitle 
of his book about Kṛṣṇa278, a formula that can only be understood 
in the context of the Indian tradition of reasoning on the nature 
of the divine and its manifestations, on the non-personal divine 
and the divine as person. The theological discourse on pilgrimage 
in Hindu tradition as a whole is embedded into the context of 
this discourse. The question is: How and where exactly does God 
manifest himself?
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