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Ramesvaram Sacred Sand and Ganga Holy Water
The Pilgrimage to Prayaga Starts from Ramesvaram

India, viewed as a holy land (punyabhiimi), is home to thousands of ancient tem-
ples, great saints, monasteries, cultures and traditions. It boasts an abundance of
holy and spiritual places, where ancient practices remain intact even in modern
times, each place in possession of its own set of rituals, guidelines, and beliefs
that people ardently follow. Devotees all over India routinely undertake religious
journeys to these various holy sites, be they temples, rivers, mountains, or monas-
teries. Among the many different pilgrimages at their disposal (e.g., cardham yatra,"
paficakedara yatra,? arupatai vitu,® and so on), one of the most famous pilgrimage
tours (tirthayatra) is the pilgrimage from Rame$varam to the river Ganga (either
in Prayaga or in Kasi), which begins and ends at Ramesvaram. All the three places,
which are among the oldest pilgrimage centres in India, are located about 2500 km
from each other (Kasi and Prayaga in the north, Rames$varam in the south). In spite
of that, since ancient times people have been travelling the long distance to observe
this pilgrimage. Present chapter discusses the procedure and structure of a Hindu
pilgrimage, yatra, with the Ramesvaram-Ganga pilgrimage as the central example.

In the first half of the chapter, I describe the general practice of pilgrimage, its
motivations, benefits, and conditions. I then discuss the destinations of pilgrimage
as they are described in traditional accounts found in the epics and the puranas.
Thereafter, I provide a close-up description of my specific case study, the yatra
from Rames$varam to the river Ganga and back, detailing its myths, requirements,
and customs.

1 The circuit includes four abodes located at the four cardinal points of the subcontinent:
Badarinath in the north, Dvaraka in the west, Purl in the east and Rames$varam in the
south (modern Rameswaram). The ‘small’ Himalayan circuit of four abodes, confined
to Uttarakhand, consists of Kedarnath, Badrinath, Gangotrl and Yamunotrl.

2 The circuit of five sacred places consists of: Kedarnath, Tunganath, Rudranath,
Madhyames$var and Kalpes$var.

3 Six abodes of Murukan in Tamilnadu: Tirupparankunram, Tiruccéntur, Palani (Tiru-
vavinankuti), Cuvamimalai, Tiruttani, and Palamutircolai. A study by Ofer Peres of
this yatra’s origins appears in this volume.
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Pilgrimage (tirthayatra)
In his History of Dharmasastra, P. V. Kane writes:

All religions have laid great emphasis on the sacredness of specific local-
ities and have either enjoined or recommended with great insistence of
undertaking pilgrimages to them. Among the religious duties of a Muslim,
a pilgrimage at least once in his life to Mecca and Medina, the birth-
place of the Prophet Mohammad, is one. The four places of pilgrimage
for Buddhists have been the birthplace of Buddha (Lumbini), the place
where he attained enlightenment (Buddha Gaya), the place where he set
in motion the wheel of dharma (Sarnath) and the place where he passed
away into the state of nirvana (Kusinara). For Christians, Jerusalem has
been the holiest place. (Kane 1953: 552)

Similarly, for people who follow ancient, customary Hindu practices, holy places
play a very important part. Great rivers, mountains and forests have been wor-
shipped for millennia as sacred and are seen as abodes of God.* The concept of
pilgrimage is considered as meritorious and is firmly knitted in the minds of the
people of India; one can undertake the pilgrimage journey according to one’s
personal choice, devotion, and interest.

Performing a pilgrimage: motivations, fruits,
conditions, and obstacles

Hindu pilgrimage can be undertaken for many reasons. Every individual who is
interested in acquiring merits (punya) and destroying his de-merits/sins (pdapa)
can undertake a pilgrimage for this purpose. Some take up a ydtra to appease their
forefathers by performing ancestral rites (Sraddham); others undertake pilgrimag-
es as a substitute for krcchra (austerities),® or to fulfil other religious observances,
while yet others undertake the journey for the sake of a divine experience.

4  Anexample for the centrality of pilgrimage can be found in the Brahmapurana, where
a full chapter is devoted to explaining the four types of tirthas: Daiva, Asura, Arsa and
Manusa (Brahmapurana, Gautamimahatmya, 1.1-33).

5 Krcchra is a general word for several penances. It has a number of varieties such as
atikrcchra, taptakrcchra, sitakrcchra, krcchratikrcchra, santapana, paraka, candrayana
and so on.
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The Grhyasiitras and ancient smytikaras, such as Manu and Yajfiavalkya, do not
speak much about tirthayatra. In the Mahabharata,® however, the performance
of a pilgrimage is compared to a sacrifice to the gods. Sacrifices, it is said, require
numerous implements, collection of materials, the support of priests. Thus, they
can be performed only by kings or wealthy people, but not by poor men. At the
same time, the reward that a man gets by visiting holy places as the result of the
tirthayatra cannot be secured by performing even such sacrifices as agnistoma,
vdjapeya, etc., in which alarge fee and expenditure is involved; therefore, visiting
holy places is superior to sacrifices.”

However, this is not accepted unanimously, as, for example, the Viramitrodaya®
states that those who have the right or obligation regarding yajfias, especially
the householders, do not have the obligation of pilgrimage, because yajfias yield
more fruit than resorting to any tirtha. Thus, according to this text, the status of
pilgrimage is that of a non-obligatory rite, which is recommended for those who
are less capable of performing other, more expensive types of rites; nevertheless,
pilgrimage does yield substantial spiritual results.

The power of pilgrimage is ‘measured’, so to speak, by its ability to be a substitute
for other religious rites. An early expression of the general notion of pilgrimage
(tirthayatra) as a substitute (pratyamnaya) of performing a krcchra penance is
given in Parasara’s code of laws (Parasarasmyti): “One who undertakes a pilgrim-
age of two yojanas is considered as equivalent of undergoing a krcchra penance.”®

Gautamadharmasiitra 26.1-5: athatah krcchran vyakhyasyamabh ||1|| havisyan pratar
asan bhuktva tisro ratrir nasniyat ||2|| athaparam tryaham naktam bhufijita ||3||
athaparam tryaham na kamcana yaceta ||4|| athaparam tryaham upavaseta ||5||
“Next we will describe the arduous penances. During three days a man should eat
in the morning food fit for sacrifice and not eat anything in the evening; during the
next three days he should eat only in the evening; during the following three days he
should not request food from anyone; and during the final three days he should fast.”

6 Mahabharata, Aranyaparva 80.34-38: rsibhih kratavah prokta vedesv iha yathakra-
mam | phalam caiva yathatatvam pretya ceha ca sarvasah || na te sakya daridrena
yajfiah praptum mahipate | bahiipakarana yajiia nanasambharavistarah || prapyante
parthivair ete samrddhair va naraih kvacit | narthany tinopakaranair ekatmabhir
asamhataih || yo daridrair api vidhih sakyah praptum naresvara | tulyo yajiiaphalaih
punyaistam nibodha yudham vara || rstnam paramam guhyam idam bharatasattama |
tirthabhigamanam punyam yajfiair api visisyate ||

7 Asimilar idea is found in the Brahmapurana, too, when Narada asks Brahma to elabo-
rate on the notion that worshipping in tirthas is superior to tapas, yajfia and dana (Brah-
mapurana, Gautamimahdatmya 1.3: tapaso yajfiadananam tirthasevanam uttamam | iti
Srutam maya tatto jagadyone jagatprabho).

8 A vast digest of dharmasastra composed in the seventeenth century by Mitramisra,
I refer to the edition of 1987, p. 20.

9  Parasarasmrti 12.61ab: dviyojane tirthayatra krcchram ekam prakalpitam |
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Another text, Sridhara’s twelfth-century Smrtyarthasara (edition of 1912, p. 153),
assigns to each holy site the value of a particular number of penances, in pro-
portion to the distance travelled. For example:

Bathing at Setu [yields the fruit of] 30 krcchras for one who travels
30 yojanas; if one worships Rames$vara after taking bath [at Setu] will
get the equal fruit of 60 krcchras for the people of Vindhya; the fruit
of [bathing] at Seturames$vara and the Jahnavai is triple; similar [fruit
for] Jahnavi and Kedara; for the people of the countries of the Southern
ocean, bathing at the Jahnavi is six times; similarly, for the people [resid-
ing] at the Ganga region, bathing at Seturamesvara [yields the fruit] six
times; worshipping Skanda [yield the fruit] equal to 30 Krcchras for one
who travels 30 yojanas; similarly, wherever [a waterbody] is regarded
as ‘Ganga’; in all cases, there will be a reduction of distance based on the
difference in language and [intervened by] mountains etc."

The Devipurana, quoted in the Smrtyarthasara, says, “The Pandavas, to obtain
the kingdom and to get rid of their sins, performed tirthayatra along with Krsna,
Narada, Markandeya, the seven Rsis, etc., as a substitute for performing twelve
krcchras for twelve years.” "' Similarly, in the case of the pilgrimage to Rames-
varam (that we shall elaborate upon later), one makes, at the nearby beach of
Dhanuskoti, the following mahdasankalpa described in a ritual manual called
Bharatasthalayatra:*

I perform the great reparatory rite (maha prayascitta karma) in the
form of bathing 36 times in the Dhanuskoti of Ramacandra which is

10

11

12
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Smrtyarthasara of Sridhara, p. 153: setau trimsatkrcchrasamam trimsadyojanagata-
sya| snatva ramesvaradarsane sastikrcchrasamam vindhya destyanam | seturamesvare
jahnavyam ca trigunam phalam| jahnavikedarayos tathaiva| daksinabdhidestyanam
jahnavyam sadgunam| gangadestyanam tu seturamesvare sadgunam| skandadarsane
trimsatkrcchrasamam trimsadyojanagatasya ca | yatra ganga sanyfia’sti tatra caivam |
sarvatra bhasabhedaparvatadina yatrahraso bhavaty eva |

Devipurana as quoted in Smrtyarthasara (1912, p. 150): pandava rajyalabhaya duri-
topasamaya ca | srikrsnanaradavyasasrikanthendrajalomasaih || markandeyapulas-
tyajasaptarsipramukhais tatha | dvadasadvadasabdani krcchrany adaya bhaktitah ||
tirthairakurvannityadi purane srityate katha |

There are many similar examples. The Laugaksi Smrti states that if the prajapatya
krcchra could not be observed to purify a multitude of sins that one had committed,
one can undertake bathing in great rivers as a substitution (ibid., p. 257).

A mahasankalpa is the description of the entire universe and helps one to identify
himself in the universe, which is invoked before commencing any important rituals.
For the text of mahasankalpa, see: Bharatasthalayatra, pp. 76-80.
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a confluence of the Sea and Ocean, which yields the fruit of undergoing
one year of krcchra in single bathing, as compensation for those who
could not carry out 1080 prajapatya krcchras, which is possible [to
carry out] in twelve years, for the removal of all sins such as great sins,
etc.”

It should be noted, however, that some texts prescribe a maximum number of
yojanas for a yatra, above which the benefit derived from each yojana declines.
Even then, some particular trans-India journeys make an exception to this rule,
such as the journey from the Ganga to Ramesvaram, and from the Vindhya moun-
tain-range (in the middle of the sub-continent) to Kedara in the extreme north or
to Rames$varam in the extreme south (Salomon 1979: 126-27).

Some general aspects and conditions for tirthayatra

According to the scriptures, one precondition for a successful pilgrimage is the
pilgrim’s faith. In fact, faith is essential for performing any rite, otherwise, no
ritual will yield its fruit. " The Naradapurana and the Vayupurana state:

A steadfast man visiting tirthas with faith and controlling his senses would
be purified even if he has been guilty of sins; [and if so,] what is there to
say about him whose actions have been pure? One who has no faith, who
has committed many sins, whose mind is not free from doubts [about the
rewards of pilgrimages and the rites there], who is an atheist, and who

13
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Bharatasthalayatra, pp. 62-63: ... mahapatakadi samastapapaksayartham ratna-
kara mahodadhi sangame ramacandra dhanuskotau trigunita dvadasabdasadhyan
asityuttara sahasra samkhyaka prajapatya krcchran, svartipatah anusthatum asaktya
tatpratyamnayatvena ekasnanena abdakrcchraphalapradayam sriramacandra dha-
nuskotyam sattrimsatsamkhyaka snanartipa mahdprayascitta karma karisye.

In general, observing 1080 prajapatya krcchras is considered mahaprayascitta, and
takes 36 years to complete. Taking a bath in Dhanuskoti yields the fruit of observing
ayear of prajapatya krcchra. Therefore, those who cannot perform the mahaprayascitta
as it is can compensate for it by taking 36 bathings in Dhanuskoti.

This is stated, for example, in the Smyrtisarasamuccaya, quoted in the Viramitrodaya
(1987, p. 14): mantre tirthe dvije deve daivajiie bhesaje gurau | yadrst bhavana yasya
siddhir bhavati tadrst | anena sraddhaya phalavaptir iti spastikrtam |

“Just according to one’s thought or faith on mantras, pilgrimage, brahmin, God, fortune-
teller, physician and teacher, his fruit will be such. With that it is clarified—[one]
obtains the fruit by faith.”
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is examining on bad reasoning—these five do not reap the rewards of
pilgrimages.”™

The Vayupurana™® prescribes the following general conditions, “Those who wish to
perform the tirthasraddha should abandon desire, anger, and greed, and should
have truthfulness and compassion.” The Mahabharata speaks in a similar vein,
setting the greatest emphasis on the cultivation of high moral and spiritual qual-
ities, if the complete reward of pilgrimages is to be reaped:

He whose hands, feet, and mind are well controlled and who possesses
knowledge, austerities, and good fame derives the [full] reward of pilgrim-
ages. He who is away from receiving gifts and is content with what little he
gets and controlled, and he who is free from hypocrisy (or deceit) obtain
the rewards of pilgrimages. He who is free from impurities, self-support-
ed, (not engaged in wicked undertakings for earning), moderate in diet,
has subdued his senses, and is [therefore] free from all sins, obtains the
rewards of pilgrimages. He who is free from anger, firm in protecting truth,
and seeing himself in all beings will obtain the rewards of pilgrimages."’

Thus, the general idea seems to be that pilgrimages may help to remove the sins of
men who do not possess the above characteristics, while those who possess these
acquire a great amount of merit in addition. To this should be added that, accord-
ing to the Naradapurana, if one undertakes the pilgrimage incidentally, he gets
only half of the “fruit,” and if one goes on pilgrimage for the sake of others, one will

15
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Vayupurana 77.125-27: tirthanyanusaran dhira sraddhadhano jitendriyah | krtapapo
visuddhyeta kim punah subhakarmakrt ||

Also, Naradapuranall, 62.15c-17b: tirthany anusarandhirah sraddhadhanah samabhitah |
akalpako nirarambho laghvaharo jitendriyah || vimuktah sarvasangais tu sa tirthaphal-
abhag bhavet | tirthany anusarandhirah sraddhadhanah samahitah || krtapapo visudhyet
tu kim punah suddhakarmakrt | asraddhadhanah paparto nastiko’cchinnasamsayah ||
hetunisthas ca paficaite na tirthaphalabhaginah | nrnam papakrtah tirthe papasya
samanam bhavet || asraddhadhanah papmano nastika sthitasamsayah | hetudrasta
ca paficaite na tirthaphalabhaginah ||

Vayupurana 105.40-41: tirthasraddham prayacchadbhih purusaih phalakanksibhih |
kamam krodham tatha lobham tyaktva karya kriya ‘nisam || brahmacaryekabhojt ca
bhusay1 satyavaksucih | sarvabhiitahite raktah sa tirthaphalamasnute ||
Mahabharata, Aranyakaparva, (Tirthayatraparvan) 80.30-33: yasya hastau ca padau
ca manas caiva susamyatam | vidya tapas ca kirtis ca sa tirthaphalam asnute ||
pratigrahad upavrttah samtusto niyatah sucih | ahamkaranivrttas ca sa tirthaphalam
asnute || akalkako niralambho laghvaharo jitendriyah | vimuktah sarvadosair yah sa
tirthaphalam asnute || akrodhanas ca rajendra satyastlo drdhavratah | atmopamas ca
bhiitesu sa tirthaphalam asnute ||
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get the fruit of one-sixteenth of a pilgrimage.'® The Tristhalisetusarasangraha,'
while explaining the word ‘prasangena’ as ‘vanijyarajasevadiprasangena’, i.e., as
part of his trade or official duties, states that bathing at a pilgrimage site while
on a work assignment and not as a part of a pilgrimage per se accrues only
a marginal merit.

There are several preconditions for pilgrimage. One major condition is the
presence of the pilgrim’s wife. This is not unique to pilgrimage, as any religious
activity, including pilgrimage, is to be performed along with one’s wife. In fact,
according to the Padmapurana, if a man performs any dharmic activity without
his wife, the same will yield no fruit.?® An example for this is found in Valmiki’s
Ramayana, where, while preparing for the asvamedha sacrifice, Rama instructs
Bharata to make a golden statue of Sita as a substitute for her person, since she
was not with him at that time.?" Specifically with regard to pilgrimage, the Brahma-
purana, as quoted in the Tristhalisetusarasangraha,? elaborates: “[by] leaving
one’s wife and undertaking a pilgrimage, all one’s virtuous results are in vain.”

Another general aspect of pilgrimage is related to one’s means of transporta-
tion. Although nowadays long-distance pilgrimage journeys are most often done
by railway, bus, or car, traditionally, pilgrimage was to be done only on foot. For
example, the Naradapurana states that if one goes on a pilgrimage using vehicles
out of feelings of supremacy, desire, or ignorance, his pilgrimage is fruitless, and
therefore he has to abandon the journey.? The Viramitrodaya further states—if
one undertakes a pilgrimage on a cow as a vehicle, he will be considered a mur-
derer of a cow.?* Also, there is no fruit from the [pilgrimage] if going on a horse,

18 Naradapurana 11, 63.37: ardham tirthaphalam tasya yah prasangena gacchati |
sodasamsantu labhate yah pararthena gacchati ||

19 Tristhalisetusarasangraha, p. 2: tirtham prapya prasangena snanam tirthe samdcaret |
snanajam phalam apnoti tirthayatrakrtam na tu ||
“If someone goes to a pilgrimage place incidentally and bathes, he will get the fruit of
taking bath in the sacred bathing not the fruit of pilgrimage.”

20 Padmapurana, Bhumikhanda, 59.8: ptitam punyatamam sviyam bharyam tyaktva prayati
yah | tasya punyaphalam sarvam vrtha bhavati nanyatha || [...] bharyam vina ca yo
dharmah sa eva viphalo bhavet |

21 Rama conducted the asvamedha with the statue as a substitute of Sita, saying
(Ramayana, Uttarakhanda, 91.25): “the golden image of my wife [Sita] to be initiated
at the sacrifice, let illustrious Bharata go before.” kaficanim mama patnim ca diksarham
yajiiakarmani | agrato bharatah krtva gacchatv agre mahayasabh ||

22 Tristhalisetusarasangraha, p. 1: putam punyatamam bharyam yo va tyaktva prayati
hi | tasya punyaphalam sarvam vrtha bhavati nanyatha |

23 Naradapurana 11, 62.33-34: aisvaryal lobhamohad va gacched yanena yo
narah |nisphalam tasya tattirtham tasmad yanam vivarjayet | goyane govadhah prokto
hayayane tu nisphalam | narayane tadarddham syat padbhyam tac ca caturgunam ||

24 Viramitrodaya, p. 34: goyane govadhah prokto hayayane tu nisphalam | narayane
tadardham syat padbhyam tac ca caturgunam ||
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and if someone uses a human being as a vehicle, he will get half the fruit; if
one goes on foot, he will obtain four times of the fruit [of pilgrimage]. But, the
Karmapurana quoted in the Viramitrodaya says that if someone is not able to go
on pilgrimage due to health, he is allowed to go in a vehicle drawn by humans,
a mule, chariot attached with horses, and that will not be considered as a fault.®

When going on pilgrimage, there is the question regarding the identity of
the priests—should one bring one’s own priests, who, naturally, belong to the
same tradition, or should one use local priests? The latter option is the one en-
dorsed by several digests, such as the Krtyakalpataru?® that says, quoting from
Devipurana on tirtha, that one should not enter upon an examination of the worth
of brahmanas at holy places. At the same time, brahmanas who are known for
certain to possess defects deserving of condemnation should be avoided. Another
example is found in the Varahapurana, which, with regard to the Mathura pil-
grimage, says that at Mathura a pilgrim should prefer to honour a brahmana
born and brought up in Mathura over a brahmana who has studied all the four
Vedas (but is a stranger to Mathura). Those who reside in Mathura, indeed, are in
the form of Visnu, the wise men see him as [Visnu] and the ignorant see him as
not.”’

Places of pilgrimage

How does a place become a pilgrimage destination? The Mahabharata explains
why some parts of the earth, or some waterbodies, are considered holy: “Just as
some parts of the body (right hand or ear) are held to be purer [than other body
parts], similarly, some localities on earth are held to be holy, and some places
are graced by sadhus with their brilliance, therefore, those parts of the land
and the water bodies are sacred.””® Thus, tirthas are held to be holy on three
grounds: on account of some wonderful natural characteristic of the locality, on
account of the peculiar nature of some watery place, or because some gods or
sages resorted to them for bathing, austerities, and so on. A similar statement is

25 Viramitrodaya, p. 34: narayanam casvatart hayadisahito rathah | tirthayatrasvasak-
tanam yanam dosakaram na hi ||

26 Krtyakalpataru, p. 10: tirthesu brahmanam naiva pariksyeta kathaficana |

27 Varahapurana 165.57-58: caturvedam parityajya mathuram pujayet sada | mathurayam
ye vasanti visnurupa hi te narah || jiiainas tan hi pasyanti aqjiia pasyanti tan na hi |

28 Mahabharata, Anusasanaparva 108.16-18: sartrasya yathoddesa sucayah parikirtita |
tatha prthivya bhagas ca punyani salilani ca || parigrahac ca sadhtinam prthivyas caiva
tejasa | ativa punyabhagas te salilasya ca tejasa ||
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found in the Naradapurana, which explains the greatness of pilgrimage in the
following passages:

Please hear the reason for the holiness of tirthas on earth. Just as some
spots in the body are remembered as important/superior, tirthas are
declared as holy because of the supernatural power, glory of the earth
or water, and also because of the grace of seers.”

As the name tirtha (“crossing”) may suggest, many of the pilgrimage sites are con-
nected to waterbodies. Thus, we find the following statement in the Sankhasmrti.
A Hindu scripture outlines the duties and rituals for different stages of life: “All
the springs and mountains are sacred, all rivers are sacred especially the Jahnavi
(i.e., Ganga).”*

The names of many pilgrimage sites are listed in the epics and the Puranas.
These lists vary from text to text. In the Mahabharata’s Aranyaparva, for example,
there is a very long list of tirthas, running for about 500 verses, spread over four
chapters (80-83), in which are given the names of the tirthas, their speciality, the
fruit of taking a bath there, specific people who benefited by taking a bath and
worshipping in those places, the bathing procedure, and so on. The list ends with
the advice of sage Pulastya to Kauravya [viz. Bhisma]: “Therefore, O Kauravya
(Yudhisthira), you also should undertake the pilgrimage [...] to please your an-
cestors, the gods and the rsis.”*

A later example can be found in Sridhara’s twelfth-century Smrtyarthasara,
which lists thirty-eight places as sacred and as those that yield liberation in an
equal manner to Gaya:

By worshipping the following liberation-yielding places, one will obtain
the [fruit of] taking bath in Gaya, they are: Gaya, Mahanadi, Seturames-
vara, Somes$vara, Bhimesvara, Sriraﬁga, Purusottama [in] Padmanabha,

29 Naradapurana, Uttarakhanda 62.46-47: bhaumanam atha tirthanam punyatve karanam
srnu | yatha sartrasyoddesah kecin mukhyatamah smrtah || prabhavad adbhutad
bhiuimeh salilasya ca tejasah | parigrahan muninam ca tirthanam punyata smrta ||

30 Sankhasmrti quoted in Viramitrodaya VII (1987, p. 14): sarve prasravanah punyah
sarve punyabh Siloccayah | nadyah punyah sada sarva jahnavi tu visesatah ||

31 Mahabharata, Aranyaparva 83.90-94: evam tvam api kauravya vidhinanena suvrata |
vraja tirthani niyatah punyam punyena vardhate || bhavitaih karanaih parvam astikyac
chrutidarsanat | prapyante tani tirthani sadbhih sSistanudarsibhih || navrato nakrtatma
ca nasucir na ca taskarah | snati tirthesu kauravya na ca vakramatirnarah || tvaya tu
samyagvrttena nityam dharmarthadarsina | pitarastaritastata sarve ca prapitamahakh ||
pitamahapurogas ca devah sarsigana nrpa | tava dharmena dharmajfia nityam
evabhtositah ||
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Naimi$a, Badaryasrama, Punyaranya, Dharmaranya, Kuruksetra, Srisaila,
Mahalaya, Kedara, Puskara, Rudrakoti, Narmada, Amratakesvara, Kub-
jamra, Kokamukha, Prabhasa, Vijaye$a, Purindra, Paficanada, Gokarna,
Sankukarna, Bhadrakarna, Ayodhya, Mathura, Dvaravati, Maya, Avant],
Gaya, Kafic, Salagrama, Sambhalagrama, Kambalagrama, and others.
Varanasi is the superior among them.*?

Ramesvaram sacred sand and Ganga holy water
1) The story

The Rames$varam-Ganga pilgrimage includes a visit to either Prayaga or Varanasi
(and sometimes to Gaya as well), after which one is to return to Rames$varam
again. In the current chapter, Prayaga is considered the main destination, given
the larger number of sources that suggest it as the place for the specific practices
of this pilgrimage: in addition to the regular ritual procedures in each of the
sites, this pilgrimage also includes the carrying of sand from Rame$varam to
the Ganga and taking back Ganga water to Rames$varam. This is explained by
an oral tradition, which is claimed to belong to the ninth skanda (“canto”) of the
Srimadbhagvatapurana, as part of the story of the origin of Ganga.*

According to the legend, the great king Sagara of Iksvaku dynasty was ruling
Ayodhya. He had two wives, namely Ke$inl and Sumati. Ke$ini had a son called
Asamanjasa, while Sumat1 was blessed with sixty thousand sons. Once, Sagara
performed the asvamedha sacrifice and, as a part of the ritual, the sacrificial
horse was to be released to wander in the nearby kingdoms. The Kings of those
kingdoms had to either surrender and offer gifts or tie the wandering horse
and fight the King. The sacrificial horse, after passing through many kingdoms,

32 Smrtyarthasara (1912, p. 152): gayam mahdanadim seturamesvaram somesvaram
bhimesvaram srirangam padmanabham purusottamam naimisam badaryasramam
punyaranyam dharmaranyam kuruksetram srisailam mahalayam kedaram puskaram
rudrakotim narmadam amratekesvaram kubjamram kokamukham prabhasam vijayesam
purindram paficanadam gokarnam sankukarnam bhadrakarnam ayodhyam mathuram
dvaravatim mayamavantim gayam karicim salagramam sambhalagramam kambala-
gramamevamadi muktiksetrani samsevya labhate gayasnanam | sarvesam varanast
visistaiva |

33 While this section indeed tells a very similar story, the crucial difference is that, in
the current text, Kapila muni’s asrama is in the “north-east” and not in Rames$varam
(Srimadbhagavatapurana 9.8.9).
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eventually arrived at the asrama (hermitage) of Kapila Muni (“sage Kapila”)
which is believed to be in Rames$varam.

Kapila Muni was seated in a state of silence, when the sixty thousand sons of
Sagara came looking for the horse. Assuming that Kapila Muni, who was sitting
with his eyes closed, have captured the horse, they shouted at him, disturbing
his transcendental state. Enraged at being disturbed, the sage opened his eyes,
resulting in sixty thousand sons of Sagara burning down to ashes. Sagara, who
was worried for his sons, sent his grandson, Am$umantha (son of Asamanjasa),
to find the whereabouts of his sixty thousand sons and the sacrificial horse.
Amg$umantha reached the Kapila’s asrama and learned about the incident. Sage
Kapila advised him that only the celestial river Ganga can wash off the sins
of his uncles. So Ganga had to flow over the heap of ash. Then Sagara, his son
Asamanjasa, Am$umantha, and his son Dilipa, made many attempts to bring
the celestial Ganga down, but failed. Finally, King Bhagiratha, the son of Dilipa,
took up the task, performed a severe penance, and was successful. He routed the
Ganga to the ocean (sagara), which is now called the Bay of Bengal. It is further
said that Ganga, after it enters the ocean, used to touch the shore in Rame§varam
near agnitirtha, where the ashes of the ancestors of Bhagiratha were present.
However, in Treta Yuga, when Rama and his army of monkeys (vanarasena) built
the bridge to Lanka, Ganga could no longer reach the sands of Ramesvaram.
Hence it was made a custom for the pilgrims to carry some sand from agnitirtha,
which holds the ashes of Sagara’s sixty thousand sons, to Kasi, and immerse it
in Ganga’s waters.

The reason for carrying back some Ganga water and using them to anoint Sri
Ramanathasvami, the deity of Rames$varam temple, is further explained. As time
went by, not only the waters of Garnga could not reach Ramesvaram, but also many
other rivers appeared, which were draining out into the Bay of Bengal, such as
the Godavari, Krsna, and Kaverl. Thus, it was no longer a “Ganga ocean“ (Ganga
Sagara); it became the confluence of many rivers, apart from Ganga. Therefore,
pilgrims bring real Ganga water, unmixed with other rivers’ water, in order to
immerse the ashes of Sagara’s sons in Kapila’s asrama at Rames$varam.

Thus, the mythological explanation of the complementary acts of immersing
southern sand in northern waters and pouring back northern waters on southern
sands (by anointing the image of God in Rames$varam), is a continuation of an
ancient ancestral rite, performed to liberate the sons of the ancient King Sagara.

2) Ramesvarayatra
There are certain preparatory rituals and procedures to be performed prior to

undertaking any pilgrimage, one of the most common being sraddha—an offering
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to one’s ancestors (made on any auspicious occasion). The Brahmapurana, for
example, says:

Before commencing the pilgrimage and after returning from it, one should
perform vrddhi-sraddha with a great quantity of ghee.>*

The Vayupurana says, in the context of pilgrimage to Gaya:

Those who have undertaken the pilgrimage to Gaya should perform
sraddha accordingly, dressed in ragged garments, circumambulating the
village. They should proceed to the next village and consume the remain-
der of the sraddha, then every day they should continue the journey
without receiving any gifts. They will obtain the fruit of performing the
horse sacrifice in each step he proceeds to tirthayatra.®

With regard to the visit to Ramesvaram (“setu”), the Skandapurana suggests an-
other variation, and adds fasting and worship of Ganapati:

He who wishes to undertake a pilgrimage should fast on the previous
day, at home, and worship Lord Ganesa, the ancestors, brahmins, and
the [other] relatives, according to his capacity. Having completed the
fasting, he should start [the journey] happily. After returning from the
pilgrimage, he should perform the sraddha to his ancestors and thus he
will obtain the fruit.*

The procedure of pilgrimage to Setu (viz. Rames$varam) is prescribed in the chap-
ter called “Setuyatrakrama” in the Skandapurana:

On the next day, after the personal purification, one should make
a sankalpa: “1 will undertake a pilgrimage to Setu” (setuyatram karisye
‘ham) and then, while reciting astaksara/paficaksara mantras, with min-
imal consumption of food and controlled senses, he should depart to
Setu (Rames$varam). On his way, the pilgrim should read the glory of Setu

34 Brahmapurana, as quoted in the Viramitrodaya VII (p. 26): tirthayatrasamarambhe
tirthat pratyagame °pi ca | vrddhisraddham prakurvita bahusarpih samanvitam |

35 As quoted in the Viramitrodaya VII (p. 29).

36 Skandapurana quoted in Tristhalisetu (1915, p. 4): tirthayatram cikirsuh pragvid-
hayoposanam grhe | ganesam ca pitrn vipran bandhifi chaktya praptijya ca || krta-
paranako hrsto gacchen niyamadhrk punah | agatyabhyarcya ca pitrn yathoktaphal-
abhag bhavet ||
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(setumahatmyam) or Ramayana or Puranas, and refrain from unnecessary
talk. In addition, he should give alms (dana) to mendicants.?”

As stated in the Bharatasthalayatra (pp. 471f.), in Rameg$varam, the pilgrim should
first bathe in the sea, at the place where the bridge (setu) was built to Lanka. Af-
ter bathing, he should draw a bow on the sea sand, place a fruit on it and make
a tarpana®® with sesame seeds to gods, rsis, ancestors. He should offer the sand
(on which the tarpana has been performed) in the water which was collected
from the shore, which is called pasanadana there. Having done that, he has to
offer water from his hairlocks (sikhodakam) and his garments (vasodakam), as
a mark of the completion of ceremonial bathing. He then recites Gayatri-mantra
and offer gifts to a Brahmin. Similarly, he has to make a sankalpa, snana, tarpana
and dana in each of the baths in the sacred tanks in the following stage of the visit
(there are different fruits of taking a bath in each of the tanks). Then, he should
make a mahasarnkalpa and, along with his wife, take a bath, for the uninterrupted
completion of the pilgrimage.

The next part consists of taking baths and performing rituals in the various
tirthas in and around Ramegsvaram. The pilgrim should first go, along with his
wife, to Adisetu,® and worship lord Ganesa. He should then make a sankalpa
and pray to all gods and the gods of the directions, to allow them to take a bath
in all of Rames$varam’s tirthas, starting from Cakratirtha up to Dhanuskotitirtha.
There are sixty-four tanks in total, out of which twenty-two (see Fig. 1) are present
inside the temple (some people prefer a dip in all the sixty-four tanks and some
only in the temple’s twenty-two tanks).*

37 Skandapurana, Setuyatrakramavidhi 51.5-10: setuyatram karisye’ham iti sankalpya
bhaktitah | svagrhat pravrajen maunt japann astaksaram manum || paficaksaram
namamantram japen niyatamanasah | ekavaram havisyast jitakrodho jitendriyah ||
padukachatrarahitastambiilaparivarjitah | tailabhyangavihinas ca strisangadi vivar-
jitah || madhye margam pathan nityam setumahatmyam adarat | pathan ramayanam
vapi puranantaram eva va || vyarthavakyani santyajya setum gacched visuddhaye |

38 Tarpana (literally “satisfying”) is a libation of water to the gods and deceased ancestors.

39 Adisetu is a strip of land about one km wide and about fifteen km long on the eastern
end that resembles an arrow poised for release. On one side of it is the Indian Ocean
and on the other—the Bay of Bengal.

40 Currently there are twenty-two sacred wells inside the Ramanathasvami temple
in Ramesvaram; they are: Siva-tirtha, Mahalaksmi-tirtha, Gayatri-tirtha, Sanku-
tirtha, Sarasvati-tirtha, Sethumadhava-tirtha, Kavaca-tirtha, Gandhamadana-tirtha,
Gavaya-tirtha, Nala-tirtha, Nila-tirtha, Cakra-tirtha, Brahmahattivimocana-tirtha,
Savitri-tirtha, Suriya-tirtha, Candra-tirtha, Ganga-tirtha, Yamuna-tirtha, Gaya-tirtha,
Sadyamrta-tirtha, Sarva-tirtha and Koti-tirtha. The Skandapurana (Brahmakhanda, Setu-
mahatmya 2. 104-14) lists the following twenty-four sacred ponds in Rames$varam:
caturvimsatitirthani santi setau pradhanatah | prathaman cakratirtham syad vetala-
varadantatah || tatah papavinasakhyam tirtham lokesu visrutam | tatah sitasarah
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At the end, one should go to Dhanuskoti and make a mahasankalpa:

For the expiation of all sins such as great sins (mahapataka), I shall per-
form the great atonement in the form of thirty-six baths in Dhanuskoti of
Sri Ramacandra, which bestows the fruits of performing 1080 prajapatya
krcchra undertaken in three times twelve (i.e., thirty-six) years of per-
formance, of those who cannot undertake [that many krcchra] as that
much, as a substitute here [in Dhanuskoti] by one bathing will yield the
fruit of undertaking krcchra for one year, in that manner [I will perform]
thirty-six bathings.*'

In all the above-mentioned tirthas, one should perform tirtha-sraddha individu-
ally; if not possible, one can perform a single sraddha by offering (pindas) with
cooked rice.

In addition to these, one should, of course, worship the main deity of the temple,

that is, Siva as Ramanathasvami.

3) Ramesvaram sacred sand and Ganga holy water

From the sea near Dhanuskoti/Ramesvaram, one should collect the sand (see Fig. 2)
and divide it into three lumps. One should invoke the first one as setu-madhava,
the second as bindu-madhava, and the third as venl-madhava, worship them in
the place of Setumadhava shrine (i.e., in Rame$varam) and then disperse the first
one (viz. setu-madhava) in the Ramesvaram sea. The second one, bindu-madhava,
is given as a gift (dana), along with money, to a brahmana.* The third sand lump,

41

42
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punyam tato mangalatirthakam || tatas sakalapapaghni namndca’mrtavapika |
brahmakundam tatas tirtham tatah kundam hanimatah || agastyam hi tatas tirtham
ramatirthamatah param | tato laksmanatirthah syaj jatatirtham atah param || tato
laksmyah paran tirtham agnitirtham atah param | cakratirthan tatah punyam sivatirtha-
matah param || tatas sankhabhidhan tirtham tato yamunatirthakam | gangatirthan-
tatah pascadgayatirthamanantaram || tatah syat kotitirthakhyam sadhyanam amrtam
tatah | manasakhyan tatas tirtham dhanuskotistatah param || pradhanatirthany etani
mahapapaharani ca | kathitani dvijasresthas setumadhyagatani vai ||
Bharatasthalayatra, p. 62-63: [...] mahapatakadisamastapapaksayartham ratna-
karamahodadhisangame ramacandradhanuskotau trigunita dvadasabdasadhyan
asttyuttarasahasrasamkhyaka prajapatyakrcchran svarapatah anusthatum asaktya
tatpratyamnayatvena ekasnanena abdakrcchraphalapradayam sriramacandradha-
nuskotyam sattrimsatsamkhyaka snanarupamahdaprayascittakarma karisye |

This is what is currently being practised. However, the Skandapurana dealing with this
issue can be understood to mean that one sand lump is to be dispersed (as Venimadhava)
in Prayaga and another in Bindumadhava in Varanasl.



Fig. 1 Sarvatirtha one
of the twenty-two tirthas
inside the Ramanathas-
vami temple. Photo by
R. Sathyanarayanan.

Fig.2 Pilgrims are doing
sankalpa at Rames$varam
to undertake a pilgrimage
to Prayaga after collecting
sand (invoking as three
Madhavas: Setumadhava,
Bindumadhava and
Venimadhava) from
Dhanuskoti. Photo by

R. Sathyanarayanan.

Ramesvaram Sacred Sand and Ganga Holy Water
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called veni-madhava, is to be taken to Prayaga and dispersed in the water of the
Ganga there. Early evidence of this practice of carrying sand from Rame$varam
to the Ganga and bringing the holy water Ganga to Ramesvaram appears in the
Skandapurana:

If a man takes sand from Setu (viz. Rame$varam) and disperses it in the
Ganga, having divided it, in Madhavapura—he will reside [after his death]
in Madhava’s city, [Vaikuntha]. [If] a learned person, who wishes to go
to the Ganga, sets off toward the Ganga after having made a sarnkalpa
at Setumadhava shrine,*® that pilgrimage will be fruitful. Also, [if] one
brings [back] Ganga water, anoints Ramesa [with it], and pours it at Setu,
he will, by all means, obtain the brahman.*

This passage from the Setumdahdatmya may be the source for the present-day
practice of the Rames$varam-Ganga yatra.

4) Prayagayatra

Having completed the pilgrimage to Rames$varam, the next stop in the Rames-
varam-Ganga yatra is the conjunction of the Ganga and Yamuna in Prayaga (the
present day Prayagraj/Allahabad). The importance and greatness of Prayaga
has been stated already in the supplementary (parisista) verses to the Rgveda:

Those who take a bath in the confluence where the white and black rivers
(viz. Ganga and Yamuna) meet—go to the heavens. The brave men who
abandon their bodies [there]—will enjoy immortality.*

43 This beautiful Setumadhava temple is located inside the complex of the Ramanathas-
vami temple in Rames$varam.

44 Skandapuranam, Setumahatmya, 50.112-15: grhitva saikatam setoh gangayam niksiped
yadi | vibhajya madhavapure vaikunthe sa vasen narah || ganga jigamisur viprah
setumadhavasannidhau | sankalpya gangam nirgacchet sa yatra saphala bhavet ||
anltya gangasalilam ramesam abhisicya ca | setau niksipya tadbharam brahma prapnoty
asamsayah ||

45 Rgveda-parisistha 22.1 (p. 779 in Satwelkar’s 1957 edition of the RV): sitdsite sarite
yatra samgathe tatraplutaso divam utpatanti | ye vai tanvam vi srjanti dhira ste janaso
amrtatvam bhajante ||
Here the word dhirah may also indicate the forceful abandoning of their life (sui-
cide), but still, it is not a fault (although suicide is considered a crime according the
Dharmasastra). Perhaps we can also understand this passage as saying—*If one stays
here until one dies.”
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On the day before this pilgrimage, one should shave, fast, and perform the ances-
tral sraddha with ghee. The pilgrim should make the following sankalpa:

I along with my wife undertake the pilgrimage to Prayaga (Prayagayatra)
for the removal of physical, verbal, and mental sins committed in this
birth and in any other births, and also for obtaining the eternal worlds
of Brahma, Visnu and others, by lifting my ancestors from different
hells.*

The sequence of procedure to be followed in Prayaga is given thus: “First one
has to plunge into the water [in the holy river], then shave one’s hair and then
he has to take a bath. Afterwards, he should perform the sraddha.”*’

The practice of shaving one’s hair is not uncommon in the context of pil-
grimage. In fact, according to Tristhalisetusarasangraha, “shaving and fasting
in all pilgrimage places is common except Kuruksetra, the wide Viraja, and
Gaya.”“*® At the same time, shaving one’s hair is regarded sinful in non-ritual
contexts. Thus, the Tristhalisetusarasangraha also states that “he who shaves
the hair without [the context of] a pilgrimage, or a yajfia, or the death of his
parents—he is [like] a son who committed patricide.”*® The reason for shaving
one’s hair is clearly stated in the Bharatasthalayatra: “Any sins similar to that of
great sins (brahmahatya...) are resting in the hair, therefore one has to shave the
hair.”*

Going back to the Prayaga pilgrimage—after shaving the head, one begins the
rituals with the following sankalpa: “For the removal of all my sins committed
physically, verbally, and mentally, in this birth or in any other births, for lifting
my ancestors from the different hells, and for obtaining the eternal worlds of
Brahma, Visnu, and others—I undertake the prayaga yatra.”>'

46 Bharatasthalayatra, p. 2.: [...] mama sapatnikasya itha janmani janmantare ca kayika
vacika manasika sakalapapaksayartham—asmatpitrnam nananirayoddharanadvara
sasvata brahmavisnvadilokapraptyartham ca prayagayatram karisye.

47 Bharatasthalayatra, p. 6 fn.1: parvam vagahanam tirthe mundanam tadanantaram.
tatah snanadikam kuryat pascac chraddham samacaret ||

48 Tristhalisetusarasangraha (1936, p. 9): mundanam copavasas ca sarvatirthesvayam
vidhih | varjayitva kuruksetram visalam virajam gayam ||

49 Tristhalisetusarasangraha (1936, p. 10): vina tirtham vina yajiiam matapitror mrtim
vind | yo vapayati lomani sa putrah pitrghatakah ||

50 Bharatasthalayatra (1971, p. 2): yani kani ca papani brahmahatya samani ca | kesanasr-
itya tisthanti tasmat kesan vapamy aham ||

51 Bharatasthalayatra, p. 2: [...] mama iha janmani janmantare ca kayikavacikamanasika-
sakalapapaksayartham— asmatpitrnam nananirayoddharadvara sasvata brahmaloka
praptyartham ca prayagayatram karisye.

51



R. Sathyanarayanan

In Prayaga, one offers one’s hair at the confluence of the three (Ganga, Yamuna,
and Sarasvati *?) rivers, which is called Venidana. Two fingers’ breadth of shaved
hair is put on a plate, along with kunikuma (turmeric) powder and other auspicious
items (mangaladravya), alongside additional precious metals, gems, and money.
All these are then offered into the confluence of three rivers, while uttering: “Let
all my sins be destroyed by offering hair in the confluence, let the fortune grow
even in my other births.”* This offering of hair (venidana) is performed during the
first pilgrimage only, and not every time. After this offering, the pilgrim disperses
the venimadhava, which has been carried from Ramesvaram, in the confluence at
Prayaga, and some people collect the holy water from here to go again to Rames-
varam to perform abhiseka of lord Siva there.

After dispersing the venimadhava sand, one should make a mahasarnkalpa and
take a bath at the confluence. Then, he should make another sankalpa for the
tirtha-sraddha (as was previously explained regarding the Ramesvaram yatra). Be-
fore commencing the rituals of tirtha-sraddha, he should make reverential homage
as a supplement to the sraddham (sraddhanga-tarpanam). In this supplementary
sraddhangatarpanam, he first performs homage to gods (deva-tarpana), then to
the sages (rsi-tarpana), and then a tarpana for his ancestors (pitr-tarpana).>* After
performing the homage to ancestors, one should also pay homage to all the living be-
ings, starting from the celestial to the creatures in the water, earth and air, uttering:

Let all these beings be satisfied with the water given by me. Also, the
libation of water is given to refresh those who are in all hells, who are
experiencing punishment. Those relatives and non-relatives, or relatives
in other births, let them be satisfied with the water. Wherever the afflict-
ed souls suffer from hunger and thirst, let this water with sesame seeds
bring happiness to them.®

52 Sarasvatl is a mythological river that, according to tradition, intermingles with the
Ganga and Yamuna in Prayaga.

53 Bharatasthalayatra, p. 2-3: venyam venipraddanena sarvam papam pranasyatu | jan-
mantaresv api sada saubhagyam mama vardhatam |

54 The tarpana to the ancestors has a specific order given, for example, in the Tristhall-
setusarasangraha (1936, p. 13): “First the father, then mother, a fellow-wife of father,
maternal grandparents along with their wives, wife, sons, brothers, father’s brother,
maternal uncles along with their wives, daughters, sisters, daughter’s son, sister’s son,
father’s sister, mother’s sister, mother-in-law, father-in-law and teacher, these are the
[people] satisfying in the pilgrimage centres and mahdalaya days.”adau pita tato mata
sapatnajanant tatha | matamahah sapatnika atmapatni tatah param || sutabhratrpitrvyas
ca matulas ca sapatnikah | duhita ca svasa prokta dauhitro bhagineyakah || pitrsvasa
matrsvasa svasrus ca svasuro guruh | ete syuh pitaras tirthe tarpane ca mahalaye ||

55 Bharatasthalayatra (edition of 1971, p. 5): devasurastathanagah yaksagandhar-
varaksasah | pisacaguhyakas siddhah kusmandas taravah || jalecara bhuimicarah
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Fig. 3 Offering pindas (cooked rice balls) mixed with the sesame seeds to one’s
deceased ancestors. Photo by R. Sathyanarayanan.

At this point, one has to perform the ancestral rituals (tirthasraddha) with pindas
(cooked rice balls) mixed with the sesame seeds to deceased ancestors (pindadana,
see Fig. 3).

Conclusion of the pilgrimage

Having completed the rituals in Prayaga, one should go back to Rame$varam
and perform the sraddha with many gifts (dana) to brahmins, according to one’s
capacity. One should worship Ramanatha (i.e., Siva of the Rames$varam temple)
and Setumadhava, with incense (dhiipa), lamps (dipa), food offering (naivedya),
etc. It is in this stage that the pilgrim uses the Ganga water he brought for per-
forming ritual bathing (abhiseka) to Ramanatha.

vayavadharas ca jantavah | trptimetena yantvasu maddattenambuna’khilah || narakesu
samastesu yatanasu ca ye sthitah | tesam apyayanayaitad diyate salilam maya || ye
bandhava’bandhava va ye’nyajanmani bandhavah | te trptimakhila yantu ye casmat-
toyakamksinah || yatra kvacana samsthanam ksuttrsnopahatatmanam | idam aksayyam
evastu maya dattam tilodakam ||
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There are different practices followed when bringing holy water from Varanasi
or Prayaga. The Tristhalisetu advises that the holy water to Ramesvaram has to
be brought from Prayaga.

In an alternative practice for the end of the pilgrimage, the devotees head to
the holy spot—the Triveni Sangam in Prayaga. Here, after the rituals, the devotees
disperse the lump of sand (venimadhava) brought from Rames$varam. They then
visit Lord Vis§vanatha in Varanasi to collect the water from the river Ganga before
heading back to Rame$varam. The devotee then stops at Ramanathasvami temple
at Ramesvaram and offers the holy Ganga water to the Lord ( before distributing it
to the near and dear ones). With this the tirthaydtra to Kasi is completed. Although
this practice is presently more familiar, the pilgrimage between Rame$varam
and Prayaga is better anchored in the textual tradition.

Having concluded the pilgrimage (KasI to Rame$varam or Prayaga to Rames-
varam), one should return home after stated restrictions, feed a great feast to the
brahmins and others; with that Ramanatha satisfies and grants all his desires, as
stated in the Skandapurana.®®

Conclusion

Although India was historically divided into many kingdoms, and the people of
India followed distinct practices, pilgrimages were inclined to foster the idea
of the essential and fundamental unity of India. Places like Kasi, Prayaga, and
Ramesvaram, were held sacred by all Hindus, whether they hailed from the North,
South, East, or West. The Hindu community, divided as it was into numerous
castes and their specifications, continuously fostered the practice of pilgrimage,
which tends to level up all men by bringing them together through their visit to
the same holy rivers or shrines.

Undertaking a pilgrimage (tirthayatra) and, particularly, taking a holy dip
(snana) in such a place, is considered to yield the fruit of performing the krcchras,
to get rid of one’s sins and crimes. As we have seen, performing ancestral cere-
monies is central to any pilgrimage, and is considered to yield the liberation of
one’s ancestors and virtue to oneself, as stated in the sankalpa.

The practice of exchanging Rame$varam sacred sand and Ganga holy water is
traditionally considered to be for the liberation of the mythological King Sagara’s
sixty thousand sons, through washing their ashes—assumed to be intermingled

56 Skandapurana 51.74-75b: parvoktaniyamopetah punar ayat svakam grham | brah-
manan bhojayad annaih sadrasaih paripuritah || tenaiva ramanathosmai prito’bhistam
prayacchati ||
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with the sands of Rame$varam—with the Ganga’s water. With time, however,
the water brought back to Ramesvaram came to be used for performing the
ritual bathing of Lord Ramanatha.*” This may be a process of merging together
the mythological cause with the temple practice, through the assumption that
the water used for ablution would anyway flow to the sand where Kapila Muni’s
asrama used to stand and bring liberation to Sagara’s sons. The mythological
narrative behind the practice may also be connected to the strong emphasis on
ancestral ceremonies that are prescribed, as we have seen, when performing this
pilgrimage. However, the textual traditions do not indicate such a connection,
and performing of ancestral ceremonies takes place in pilgrimages to many oth-
er holy places (e.g., Kasi, Kafici, Ayodhya, and holy rivers such as Godavarl and
Krsna). Therefore, I think the performing of ancestral rituals at pilgrimage sites
has a different purpose and the exchanging of the sand and the water in these
two places, different.

Undertaking the holy dip (snana) will yield the fruit of performing the krcchras
to get rid of one’s sins and crimes committed by one, and performing the ancestral
ceremonies will yield the liberation (as stated in the sarikalpa) for one’s ancestors
and accrue virtue to the performer.
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