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The Sensing of Akarshan: Practices in Place at Kedarnath

Chapter Six
From Narratives and Images to Practices in Place 
Kedarnath is a site that has demonstrated an enduring attractive power for over a millennium, and the exact form of Shiva understood to be present and the most recommended forms of interaction with the efficacious power of the site have been somewhat fluid for much of that time.  Examination of narrative expositions of Kedarnath offer approaches to the place that evoke themes of pursuit, of ascent, of wound, of tenderness, of service (seva), of devotional  relation with Shiva, of liberatory transcendence and becoming Shiva, and of the efficacious power of both what is present in the temple and at numerous sites in the upper Kedarnath end valley. Print images found in Kedarnath show us how the identity of the place spreads out beyond the temple to include the natural environment of the site, and underscore the fluidity of the relationship between the presence of Shiva in Kedarnath and the polyvalent aesthetic, often touristic power of the site’s natural setting. They do not make any explicit mention of Shiva’s buffalo form, of Bhima’s striking with the mace, or of Bhrigupatan, and (unlike video discs) they do not depict any forms of modern yatri or local practice.
There is, however, a great deal about what it is for a person to be present in Kedarnath, and what goes into the experiencing of Kedarnath and its power of akarshan, that comes about through what people do when they are physically present in the place.  Keith Basso views place-making, and place itself, as forms of “cultural activity”, accomplished through “ideas” and “practices”, through which places come to be what they are for those present in them.
 This chapter concerns itself with the doing of, depending on one’s particular ends and disciplinary agenda, what one might call practices, practices of place, embodied cultural activities of place, or place-directed ritualizations. My concern here is to discuss the particular forms of embodied human activity that both shape and reflect experiences of Kedarnath in significant ways and demonstrate how the significant human interactions with the complex agency of the place distribute themselves across various specific sites and contexts in and around Kedarnath proper. 
I regard the work of J.Z. Smith on the relationship between place and ritual as the conceptual point of departure for thinking about the relationship between the two terms “practice” and “place”. Smith has famously written that 

Ritual is, first and foremost, a mode of paying attention. It is a process for marking interest. It is the recognition of this fundamental characteristic of ritual that most sharply distinguishes our understanding from that of the Reformers, with their all too easy equation of ritual with blind and thoughtless habit. It is this characteristic, as well, that explains the role of place as a fundamental component of ritual: place directions attention.”


Given the identity of Kedarnath as a tirtha, this is a key insight for understanding why people do what they do when present in the place. But, what exactly is the place that is doing the directing here? And how and to what does “Kedarnath” direct attention? Kim Knott has observed that, in To Take Place, 
Smith dislodged theory on sacred space from its previous base within a phenomenological conception of both the‘sacred’ and ‘place’, and re-engaged it with social and cultural constructionist approaches from anthropology and sociology.

I have to some extent followed Smith’s invitation for the study of religion to reengage with “social and cultural constructionist” approaches to place but, as I have noted, my utilization of a critical phenomenological approach suggests I do not regard phenomenological and constructionist approaches to be mutually exclusive. It follows that I strike in a middle path in locating the agents involved in the construction and reflection of experiences of place, as William Sax does in his discussion of networks of agency for healing that include divine agents, by acknowledging both the human and platial agencies involved.
  
In a recent re-examination of J.Z. Smith’s To Take Place, Christine Thomas suggests that Smith’s framework “tends to skew the analysis of the book in the direction of ‘world religions’ that function independently of geographical location…”
 As a rejoinder, she suggests, building on existing conversations in archaeology, that “sacred spaces” may also function as agents, “not as sites of the absolutely numinous, but as sites of the exchange of cultural traditions among agents, as physical locations that accumulate and organize the collected lore of a society.”
 Thus, as I detailed in Chapter Three, in my view the “place” that directs ritual attention is a complex agent made up of the overlap of sense experience of the physical and built environments, the encultured meanings and associations bound up with Shiva, Kedarnath, the Himalayas, and tirtha-yatra, the economies and contingencies of pilgrimage tourism, and the information and actions that frame the site. Significant practices in the location of Kedarnath are focused interactions with this platial complex agency.

Several brief excerpts from interviews I carried out illustrate the utility of premising a certain level of indeterminacy in the concatenation of place and practice.  They are both the words of different Virashaiva pujaris, whose job it is to worship Shiva three times a day in the Kedarnath temple for the duration of the season. Niranjan Ling, a retired pujari who lives in Ukhimath and who had spent numerous seasons in Kedarnath, expressed the place/practice relationship in this way:
…Inside the temple there is a mountain. It is the Himalaya mountain inside the temple.  And the Bhagavan [God] there means the mountain.  Whatever qudrat [power] there is there, that qudrat takes the form of god. But if you say to someone worship a mountain, he won’t do it, will he? Worship the mountain, brother no one will do it.  What we old people did is we put the mountain inside the temple. We took that very mountain and built an impressive temple there, where now people come and exclaim “vah vah, what an enormous linga!” That’s whose puja we do -- we are doing the puja of the Himalaya. We do the puja of that lap of Himalaya in which we live…

And Shankar Ling, the Kedarnath pujari in 2007, told me in an interview conducted in his quarters in Kedarnath during the 2007 season, that
Here, Bhagavan [God] and place [sthān] are the same.

If the mountainous place is the same as the god who is in the temple, or the mountain (whether as deity or not) is what is in the temple, then there is potentially a good deal of experiential variability to how the place directs ritual attention, and what “ritual attention” looks like. Thus, the work of this chapter is to illustrate possible relationships among conceptions and experiences of place and the forms and objects of ritual attention through the discussion of specific examples that accurately index this complexity: the ghi malish in the temple, deora (the yatra of a Garhwali deity), the residence of renunciants in Kedarnath, walking and movement in and around Kedarnath, and cricket. I have selected these examples for their utility in several regards. First, they contribute in salient and distinct ways to the experience of Kedarnath as a place. Second, they illustrate that interactions with the religious power of the place spread out beyond the temple and into the entire environment of the Kedarnath end-valley. Third, they illustrate that there are important practices in Kedarnath that are not aimed primarily at interaction with the religious power of the place. Finally, they suggest that in the examples of the actions of actual groups and persons in Kedarnath such typological distinctions often do not hold.
Clarifying Terms: Ritual, Ritualization, Practice, and Practices in Place
Before encountering these examples in detail, it is important to take note briefly of the current state of conversations about place, practice, and ritual. Catherine Bell has offered the term ritualization as something of a replacement for ritual. Her claims in this regard provide one of the recent compass points for thinking about ritual(ization) and religious activity. In her understanding,
…ritualization is a matter of various culturally specific strategies for setting some activities off from others, for creating and privileging a qualitative distinction between the ‘sacred’ and the ‘profane’, and for ascribing such distinction to realities thought to transcend powers of human actors.
 

Bell’s approach here redraws earlier understandings of the relationship between ritual and “religious beliefs” by viewing belief itself as, like ritualization, “irreducibly social in nature”. That is to say, according to Bell ritualizations are not to be primarily construed as epistemic judgments about the world and the cosmos.
  Indeed, Bell herself observes that “…even the basic symbols of a community’s ritual life, can be very unclear to participants or interpreted by them in very dissimilar ways.”
 Yet, even as this formulation allows for the irreducible social diversity that might lie behind the ritual life of a community, there is a level of formalization here, a suggestion that one already knows what might count as community and what might count as ritual life.  This approach to practice does not adequately register the complexity of Kedarnath as place and abode of Shiva and the variable contours of what counts as the entity that is directing ritual attention.  Different forms of human activity in Kedarnath are in a fundamentally complex relationship with each other in which it is possible to discern the agency of the place acting in patterned ways but within which it is not possible to discuss notions such as community or ritual life without selecting out certain areas and phenomena assuming that forms of activity bear stable configurations (of meaning, of power, of significance) to one another. 

The notion of “practice” is also part of the conversation about ritual, ritualization, and human activity. This term, particularly as part of a movement in the study of American religion to pay greater attention to the role of “lived religion”, has come to be part of a gathering attention to what are known as “religious” practices.
 In a very general sense, the term practice may be understood to be a patterned human doing of some significance that is understood to involve the whole person.  Many scholars (such as Basso in Wisdom Sits in Places) use it as a fairly underdetermined phrase that encompasses a wide range of embodied human activity. Others are more specific.

Catherine Bell, drawing on Bourdieu’s famous work on practice as well as others such as Clifford Geertz and Marshall Sahlins, suggests that practice be understood as an “irreducible term for human activity” that is “situational…strategic…embedded in a misrecognition of what it is in fact doing…”
 As Bell notes, the advantage of this idea is that it avoids the mind-body split implied by classical notions of ritual. She also argues that avoiding this error runs the risk of substituting mind-body binary with a Marxist theory-derived binary of theory and practice.  The notion of the doer of practices as a being who is both embodied and socially situated fits well with critical phenomenological view of embodied cultural activity that centers on place. However, a particularly Bellian notion of practice runs the risk, as Laurie Patton has observed, of not acknowledging that people often discuss in fully explicit manner in written, visual, and oral contexts the importance of specifics with which they involve themselves.
 
Thinking with the linked notions of practice and place requires one or two further caveats. As an analytic term in the investigation of place, practice does many kinds of work. One finds scholars who speak of “practices of place” or practices of “place-making”.
 Such language usually frames experiences of place in which sites come to have positive (sometimes “sacred”) meaning for people through patterned activity and aesthetic experience that matches particular cultural expectations or needs that people bring to such locations and moments. Practice, with or without the prefix of “religious”, is also a way of analytically describing things that people do in particular contexts that preserves the somaticity and mind-body linkages of the doers involved.  
I employ this language of place and practice, but in so doing I will change it slightly so as to circumscribe several possible assumptions on the part of the reader.  Therefore, the subjects of this chapter are practices in place, and not of place. There are several reasons for this distinction. First, there is a rhetorical reason. Notions of practices of place or practices of place making frequently carry with them deeply positive connotations that emerge from phenomenological approaches to geography that take up the idea, found prominently in Gaston Bachelard’s The Poetics of Space, that a coming into place is premised on an archetypal experience of dwelling, of being at home.
 Kedarnath is home to no one – the feeling of being drawn there, of being present, should perhaps not be understood with recourse to a template based on home and dwelling.  And many strategies of place making that involve, for example, the creation of meaning through narrative exposition, are not universally or consistently relevant to the production of experiences of Kedarnath. Second, given that Kedarnath is a tirtha a reader might assume that practices of place are necessarily “religious” practices. I neither wish to preclude this possibility nor presume it, but rather to suggest that in many ways for the case of the complex agency of Kedarnath renders the question of such a distinction moot.  I have chosen the examples in this chapter specifically to signal to the reader this suggestion.
Third, my analytic designation of “practices in place” is an intentional elision of indigenous categories for talking about significant forms of cultural activity in Kedarnath. Practices that one does in a tirtha include the sorts of activities mentioned in various texts and conversations in chapter three: ghi malish, the drinking of water, puja, sraddha. They would not necessarily include cricket, and might include some forms of walking but not others. Corollary to my formulation that the goal of this work to understand Kedarnath as place and as tirtha is to suggest that, in the case of Kedarnath, it is not possible to distinguish practices that center on Kedarnath as a tirtha from practices that construct and reflect its significance as a beautiful and economically important Himalayan place more generally in any final way. As Shankar Ling asserted, it is a place where God and place are the same thing, and where the physical environment is according to some worshipped inside the temple. Yet he himself would not equate playing cricket in a side valley, or walking to Gandhi Sarovar, with what occurs within the walls of the inner sanctum. I honor his observation and develop it through the approach I take here, nonetheless it is important to observe that while one could classify the ghi malish, puja, and the drinking of water and offering of flowers as marked forms of practice or ritualization in Kedarnath, as rīti-rivāj, one would not so characterize walking to Gandhi Sarovar, taking an evening walk, wandering (ghūmnā), or playing cricket. One might possibly designate such activities as customs (niyam).  
Finally, the potential valences of significant practices in Kedarnath are, as I show in this chapter, exceedingly diverse. Thus, what binds them together is not their common meaning in the form of a collectively comprehensible place but rather their location, the intersubjectively experienced fact of their location in Kedarnath around which a  complexly linked set of phenomena cohere. The common referent of different types of human practices in Kedarnath is the place itself rather than a particular idea and experience of its character that is necessarily shared. What is shared is the fact of its attractive power and the complexity of that power’s valence. The significant practices in place on which I focus exemplify different forms and characters of ritual attention in Kedarnath. They focus their attention in different, partially overlapping ways on what is present in the temple, the presence of activities and deities outside the main temple, and the natural environment more broadly. I begin with the most famous and distinctive practice of modern day Kedarnath: the ghi malish. 
 The Ghi Malish in the Temple at Kedarnath
In Kedarnath anyone may touch the linga in the inner sanctum of the temple and massage it with ghi with her or his own hands. In the spring of 2005 I spoke with a middle-aged man in Jaipur who had gone to Kedarnath with his parents as a small child several decades ago.  The only thing he remembered about the time in Kedarnath was that at Kedarnath they had been allowed to massage the linga with ghi. Many Kedarnath locals loudly insist that Kedarnath is the only place where this ghi malish (the massage of the linga with clarified butter) is performed.
 This is not the case, but it is nonetheless the most distinctive practice currently linked to Kedarnath and does stand as a unique practice for many.

Until the beginning of the 2008 season, it was the tradition at Kedarnath that every single person or family may have a seated puja in the inner sanctum itself. This commitment to full accessibility is contrasted by locals with the brief, distant moment of darshan that most yatris receive in Badrinath. The puja itself is fairly standard and may or may not include an abhiṣeka of the linga (a series of baths with auspicious substances), depending on the level of the puja and the availability of materials. Puja thalis (metal trays that hold the materials for puja) typically include a sacred thread, camphor, incense, whole dried rice, oil lamps, vermillion powder, nuts (such as almonds), split chickpeas, and raisins, and more expensive thalis add scarves, plastic flower garlands, and coconuts.
  Even the least expensive puja tray usually comes with ghi whether or not the yatris request it. Puja in the inner sanctum takes place on whichever side of the square metal frame surrounding the linga there is space. Regardless of whether an abhisheka is performed, after the āvāhana (avahana, invocation), saṅkalpa (sankalpa, vow), puja, arati, and puṣpāṇjalī (pushpanjali, offering of flowers) comes the ghi malish. Each member of the family takes semi-solid ghi into their hands and is urged to rub, massage the linga vigorously with ghi while the purohit recites a mantra:
Pāpo’haṃ pāpakarmāhaṃ pāpātmā pāpasaṃbhavaḥ |

I am [full of] papa, I am one whose actions [generate] papa, my atma is full of papa, I am one from whom papa arises.
Trahī māṃ Pārvatīnātha sarvapāpaharo bhava ||

Save me, lord of Parvati! O Shiva, you destroy all papa.
The meaning of the mantra fits the structure of the puja, coming as it does in the apology/supplication/ stating one’s unworthiness and asking forgiveness section that often follows other pujas in the Kedarnath valley. This mantra is different from the mantras for the ghi bath used during an abhisheka (there are several different mantras), and the ghi malish is always done whether or not there is an abhisheka.

For many yatris such touching and massaging of the linga at a major Shaivite temple is a unique moment in their lives that allows them an unprecedented intimacy with a famous and powerful form of God. For others it is merely an elaboration or variation of an abhishekha of Shiva, something with which they are already familiar.  As I discuss in Chapter Four, yatris may not have heard anything about the significance of the ritual or the foundation narratives of Kedarnath before doing the ghi massage. They may or may not correlate the massaging of the linga with ghi with the sense of wounding or asking of forgiveness. For example, a Rajasthani woman from Delhi told me that when she massaged the linga with ghi it reminded her of the act of massaging a baby’s body, placing her in a maternal and decisively non-wounding, non-violent relationship to Shiva. Yatris may or may not have any sense of what the mantra says, though most would recognize the word pap(a).  Other yatris during the high season reported that they just did as they were told, and their purohit offered no explanation for the ghi malish nor did they ask.  Kedarnath tirth purohits almost universally assert that they do not tell explain such details unless they are asked directly. Thus, the narrative expositions of the sort discussed in Chapter Four may or may not frame the carrying out of these practices.
Older tirth purohits are quite insistent that the ghi malish is a traditionally imperative and integral part of puja at Kedarnath yet at the same time are nervous because they cannot offer textual proof for this imperative when they are asked for justification by, for example, yatris from South India,  Kashmiri Brahmans, or Western researchers.  Thus, it is both a marker of the importance of local tradition and at the same time a marker of the lower traditional and educational status often accorded mountain residents by visitors from other parts of India. There may also be the sense that the ghi malish derives from the paradigmatic actions of the Pandavas, particularly those of Bhima, actions that as I showed in Chapter Four possess diverse valence. For some, the goals of the Pandavas justify these actions. For others, there was a transgression that demands healing and apology. And, many visitors may not ever hear a narrative exposition that mentions this episode.

However, it is not clear that the ghi malish will continue in its current form because of the ever-increasing numbers of yatris present in Kedarnath during the high season. A quick perusal of the temple timings will clarify the situation.  The day begins with the Kedarnath pujari offering food (bhog) to Kedarnath-Shiva at around four-fifteen in the morning.  After this comes the time for “special puja”, for which a ticket must be purchased from the Badri-Kedar Temple Committee. Special pujas will frequently be more elaborate and involve more materials and/or greater quantities, and may only be scheduled by purchasing a ticket from the Samiti. Any puja performed during this time must include the presence of a Brahman ved-pathi who is a temple committee employee, even if the patrons of the puja wish to use their own tirth purohit as well. General darshan and puja begin at six a.m. and go until three p.m. It is at this time that anyone who waits in the queue may directly touch the linga and sponsor a puja in which they will perform the ghi malish. Then the temple closes, the inner sanctum is cleaned up, after which come a havan (fire sacrifice), the offering of the second bhog of the day, and decoration of the linga for shringar darshan (adorned darshan).  After the second bhog, only the pujari and his assistants may enter the inner sanctum. The doors open at five p.m. for shringar darshan, and then evening puja and arati commence at six p.m. and last approximately an hour. Most yatris pass briefly in front of the door to the hall between the sabha maṇḍap (public hall, antechamber) and the inner sanctum for a brief shringar darshan from afar.  Around eight p.m. the temple closes until the next morning.  
This is an ideal version of the temple timings. In the high season these timings change dramatically. Special pujas begin as early as eleven p.m., preceded by the (technically the next day’s) morning bhog and go straight through until approximately six a.m. when the doors open for general darshan and puja. Yatris waiting for general darshan and puja can expect a two-five hour wait.  Until 2008, the temple doors would not close for the afternoon until all yatris had been through the temple. However, this policy effectively pushed back the rest of the day’s schedule two-three hours. In the third week of the 2008 season, the temple committee decided (to the best of my knowledge for the first time) to start closing the doors at three p.m. whether or not everyone had received darshan.  Immediately prior to my departure in 2008 the system was bursting at the seams.
There is a widespread but as yet informal consensus that changes in the system of temple puja and timings will have to be made that has not yet, to my knowledge, been publically articulated in a serious way. In my decidedly informal conversations over chai both in Kedarnath and with Kedarnath locals at their homes during the off-season I heard several proposals for ways in which the current system should be changed that reflect a great deal of anxiety about ways that Kedarnath may be changing more generally. I intentionally do not mention the identities or positions of those with whom I spoke about this matter. The first proposal is that the ghi malish and seated puja no longer be carried out within the inner sanctum and that each yatri be given the opportunity for a quick touch of the linga and pouring of water over the linga. Pujas would then be done in the courtyard, without the ghi malish.  Proponents of this view claim that Shiva should be directly accessible in egalitarian fashion to all his devotees and this system will ensure that imperative. Pouring water over the linga is one of the most fundamental and ubiquitous acts through which Shiva is worshipped. The second proposal mentioned is that the procedure during the general darshan and puja period should remain unchanged but that the time set aside by the Temple Committee for special puja be abolished. Proponents of this view claim that the problem is with the system which the Temple Committee has constructed, and that the ghi malish must not be discarded because it is an essential part of what should be done at Kedarnath. 

The third proposal charts a middle path. Stations should be created on each side of the linga for different sections of the puja that families and larger groups would pass through in the same order, with both tirth purohits and ved-pathis in charge of the elements specific to each side. Thus, something like the following:

Side 1:  avahana, sankalpa
Side 2 sacred thread, offerings of sandalwood, rice, camphor, possibly abhisheka 
Side 3: camphor arati
Side 4 pushpanjali, ghi malish, tilak, ashirvad 


This option would also require a greater degree of coordination between the ved-pathis and the tirth purohits than currently exists both in terms of ritual performance and in terms of the collection of ritual fees and donations.

A note about purity and the important of proper performance of ritual at Kedarnath is appropriate here.  There is a general sense that, because of the power of the place as an abode of Shiva and because it is Shiva’s abode and not, for example, Vishnu’s abode, that perfect ritual performance and maintenance of purity are not necessary. There is, for example, the oft-mentioned notion of the wind bath (havā snān). This phrase refers to the statement that merely being at Kedarnath and feeling the wind takes the place of bathing prior to entry into the temple. This notion also acknowledges how difficult it is for people to even be in Kedarnath at all, let alone take a bath if warm water is not available. It also underscores the degree to which the efficacious power of the deity and the natural environment interpenetrate.

When I talked with people about these possible changes to what happens inside the temple there were always undercurrents of anxiety and denial.  However, it is difficult to analytically locate this anxiety with reference to the ghi malish itself because of the extreme variability of the following factors. First, the level of yatri knowledge and engagement with this practice is widely variable. Education about the specificity of what is present at Kedarnath is absent much of the time, and much education that is given happens retroactively, after the actual visit is finished or nearing its close.

Second, the experiential valences of the massaging of the linga are extraordinarily diverse. These valences may include any or all of the following: the healing of an originary wound, an apology for one’s papa and hope of purification, a particularly intimate engagement with an important form of Shiva, an expression of maternal affection, the quick performance of a meaningless local custom, the performance of a clearly important action about which one has not yet had the chance to ask, and the performance of an action that is a local emblem of the traditional uniqueness of the site. Third, the right to lead yatris through the ghi malish, perform their pujas, and collect dakshina is hotly contested and raises questions of local traditional authority vs. governmental authority, economic survival, and the relentless growth of infrastructure at the site.
Fourth, performance of the ghi malish is a local imperative that at some level implies a certain relationship with Shiva and allegiance to the paradigmatic model of the Pandavas, yet at the same time Kedarnath is a site where ritual laxity because of the extreme purificatory power of the site is a pre-existing public category through which practices done at the site are viewed. There are cross-cutting theological lenses that bear on what one should do in Kedarnath, and what the connotations of such doings might be. 
Fifth, one can find locals and yatris on both sides of the question of whether to preserve the ghi malish or not. Proponents for any particular solution do not necessarily stand to gain or be harmed economically by that solution even though it might often be the case in an individual instance.

The anxiety that comes up for people in discussing these possible changes should not only be viewed as anxiety about what is done inside the temple the proper forms of interaction with Kedarnath-Shiva, but as a more generalized anxiety about what is happening with the place. There are changes on the horizon that people do not wish to face, but the reasons they may not wish to face them touch on diverse aspects of what makes Kedarnath an important and powerful place as well as their relationship to what they understand to be present in the place.
The conditions and factors implicated in massaging the linga with ghi are clearly evocative of J.Z. Smith’s famous remarks on the relationship of ritual attention and place.  However, as I have demonstrated, there are so many different factors and potential variations of the relationships between factors of what happens during the ghi malish (of actors, of understandings, of feelings, of associations, of needs, of constraints) that a singular focus on what is understood to present inside the temple does not fully characterize the ambit, expectations, understandings, and conceptualizations of the relationships between ritual attention and place in Kedarnath.  Practices in Kedarnath that contribute to experiences of place in important ways are not only directed towards the form of Shiva understood to be present in the temple. Experiences of Kedarnath, as place and as tirtha, are the cumulative result of what is done and sensed inside and outside the temple. The primary claim I make in this work is that at the end of the day experiences of Kedarnath reflect an experience of the complex agency of the site that both centers on what is in the temple and spreads out over the village and the entire Kedarnath end valley. Thus, this chapter is an inquiry of practices in place beyond the temple as well. The ghi malish, while it is one of if not the paradigmatic moments of human activity at Kedarnath, in fundamental ways cannot be understood or theorized apart from other practices in Kedarnath that combine in experiences of the character of the site. It is with this recognition in mind that I turn the practice of deora, of accompanying Garhwali deities when they come to Kedarnath on yatra.

Deora in Kedarnath
The yatras of Garhwali deities, known as deora, and the villagers who accompany them to Kedarnath offer a counterpoint to the temple-centric ghi malish as a practice which engages the place in a way that ranges far beyond the temple.  Examination of these processions also functions as a reminder that there are certain moments in the season where Kedarnath becomes an intensely Garhwali place.  Most of the time Kedarnath feels like a supra-regional (to use Bhardwaj’s classification) North Indian tirtha located in the Himalayas.  The lingua franca of Kedarnath is Hindi, with many tirth purohits also speaking a bit of the different languages or dialects of their specific yajman communities (Gujarati, Punjabi, Sindhi, Bhojpuri, Marathi, Marwari, etc.).  Hindi devotional songs and Sanskrit verses play over the temple loudspeakers, occasionally interspersed with the words in Hindi of famous kathavacakas (reciters and expounders of Puranas and the Ramayana).  Video discs of the Shiva Purana, the Char Dham Yatra, Panch Kedar, and the twelve jyotirlinga play when there is electricity, and most of the pamphlets and literature are written in Hindi, though one also finds Gujarati, Bengali, Tamil, Telugu, and Nepali.  In the main, Kedarnath is a Hindi place as opposed to a Garhwali place, a classification that I would often try out in conversation with locals in Kedarnath that usually received cautious, thoughtful agreement.  

However, occasionally Kedarnath becomes a Garhwali place, when there occur what I term “pulses of Garhwali regionality.”  I mentioned many of these times and activities in the introduction: Bhatuj (Annakut), Bhairavnath puja, Diwali, the concert given by Narendra Singh Negi.  And, Kedarnath becomes an intensely Garhwali place when Garhwali deities come to Kedarnath on deora. Garhwali deities go on deora to Kedarnath (and other places) for combinations of several interrelated reasons.  One common explanation I heard many times was that Garhwali deities come to Kedarnath “recharge karne ke liye” (“to recharge”), that is to say that Kedarnath is a charging station for smaller local deities whose “charge” periodically runs out. Another reason, usually much less discussed for obvious reasons, is for doś nivāran (the expiation of a collective problem with supernatural aspects in a particular village or set of villages) that the deity has often itself recommended through its oracles.  A third reason is simply that the deity wished to go on deora, or that particular members of a village or the entire village wanted to go on yatra and to take the devta with them on the journey. Other possible reasons include the habits of a particular deity to go on deora once every set number of years (once a year, once every other year, once every year on which the ardh Kumbha Mela falls, etc…).  

During my time at Kedarnath there were deoras of Garhwali deities who come every year, of deities who were coming for the first time in 45 years, and deities who had never previously made the trip. My attempts to elicit full explanations led me to conclude that the complex of reasons that go into a specific deora are, in my opinion, beyond the reach of any observer not working with the village where the deora originated. The magisterial work of William Sax on how deity processions in Garhwal, especially the famous procession of Nanda Devi, index issues of gender, marriage, social cooperation, contestation, territory, and tradition provides an excellent window in to the world of what such a procession might look like from the inside, though the Nanda Devi procession is far grander and well known than are most deoras of Garhwali deities.
  
When deities to come to Kedarnath, they behave in many respects like human devotees. For example, when the devta enters the temple it does so technically as the yajman of the tirth purohit for the village.
 I have discussed this point at length with several tirth purohits and they unanimously agree that the devta becomes the yajman during its visit to Kedarnath. A designated human representative (pratiniddhi), often the person whom the deity regularly possesses if a specific person exists, performs the ghi malish and other actions on behalf of the devta. With this general framing in mind I will now describe the deora of Nala Devi (Lalita Mai) to Kedarnath at the end of August 2007.  This description is a composite of my field notes, the far more extensive and detailed field notes of Bhupendra Pushpavan, my own photos and video, and my own observations and memories. I intentionally digress at many points in the description to provide a taste of the kinds of associations and connotations that might have been evoked for local Garhwalis visiting Kedarnath on deora and for Kedarnath locals who became, collectively, hosts for a visiting Garhwali devta.
Nala Devi and Rampur Devi (August 29-30, 2007)

As with many deoras, we could see the Nala Devi procession and hear the sound of her accompanying dhol and damav drums before she actually came over the bridge.
 Nala Devi came through the horse and pony area and over the bridge marking entry into Kedarnath proper a bit before five in the afternoon on the twenty ninth of August. She travels as many Garhwali deities travel: as a collection of murtis inside a frame or palanquin-like container (known in Garhwal as a doli) that is suspended between two poles resting on the shoulders of two or four barefooted men. The murtis and their container are swathed in numerous layers of textile wraps, adornments, garlands, and dozens of scarves. It may happen that a particular murti, usually in the characteristically Garhwali form of a metal mask, will be affixed on the outside of the doli. Thus the actual murtis may or not be visible during the procession; the animating presence of the deity is clearly present but often cannot be seen directly. 
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	Figure 6. 1. Nala Devi, travelling in her doli (palanquin), heads towards the Svargdhari river behind Kedarnath.


This deora of Nala Devi followed almost on the heels of Bhatuj, the occasion in the month of Bhadon when the linga is covered in bricks of boiled rice by representatives of the tirth purohit association. Much of the resident population of Kedarnath had turned out to welcome her as she crossed the bridge. Officials of the Kedar Tirth Purohit Association and members of the Badri Kedar Temple Committee welcomed her with garlands and with the chanting of svasthi vacana mantras. As with many Garhwali deities on the move, her doli was mobile in three dimensions, bending and shaking and bowing. Bhupendra calls this mobility jhuknā (bowing, bending of the head). To me it seems to oscillate between bowing proper and a kind of swaying motion that indicates the active presence of the deity in the doli. The movement of those who have the doli on the shoulders is frequently, when the deity is in such an active mode, jerky and somewhat unstable as is she is pulling them, or forcing them to go in a particular direction. Nala Devi proceeded with this kind of motion down the steps to the small ghāṭ (stepped bathing area) on the bank of the Mandakini river; here she continued to bow to the river until four or five people began to bathe her by dipping vessels in the water and pouring them over the doli. It seemed that her motion indicated that she wished to bathe.
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	Figure 6.2. Nala Devi bowing to the Mandakini river with Kedarnath tirth purohits and other locals in attendance after having crossed the bridge and passed through the horse area (visible on the other side of the river).


She then came up through the main bazaar, thronged on all sides with people. By the Kali Kamli Dharamshala, local Garhwali women were throwing flowers and rice, as they do on many auspicious occasions when a devta is present, and some were tying on scarves/turbans (pagṛī) on to the doli.
 People were shouting Jai Kedarnath, Jay Ganga, Jay Lalita Mai. She turned into the lane for the Udak Kund, the enclosed water tank whose water yatris are often told is especially efficacious for the destroying of papa and made pranam at the small adjoining Navadurga (nine Durgas) temple. The Navadurga temple is usually only a devotional focus during specific, Devi-related times. Navaratri is the only time during the season when I saw the Navadurga temple as a site of marked collective local attention. Thus here Nala Devi was herself acting presumably as a yatri would who is particularly devoted to the Goddess. Permanent Kedarnath forms of Devi do not, with the exception of Navaratri and the occasional devotional attentions of someone who is a particularly ardent devotee of the Goddess, attract a significant amount of ritual attention in Kedarnath. Devi is much more prominently present in her form of Gauri-Parvati, in Gaurikund, at the trailhead for the ascent to Kedarnath. However, numerous Garhwali devis visit Kedarnath on deora. 
Nala Devi then went back to the main road of the bazaar and proceeded into the courtyard of the temple. One acharya was going with the doli, saying mantras, and applying sandalwood tilak.  Lalita Mai (Bhupendra uses this name for her at this point in his notes and not Nala Devi) came onto one man, whom Bhupendra found out was her naur, her designated vehicle. The man made motions, and was given water.

The Theatre of the Devta's Arrival

There is a theatrical aspect to the arrival of Garhwali dolis in Kedarnath, and specifically into the temple courtyard, that should not be underestimated. The importance of what is present in the temple is briefly decentered when a different deity is publicly present in the site. Villagers travel with their deities and enter Kedarnath in groups of anywhere from thirty to three hundred, accompanied by drumming.  Several deora-yatris are often possessed. The potential for possession increases as the doli nears the temple, and reaches its height in the courtyard of the temple. The devta becomes more active, the drumming quickens.  Often the deora yatris begin to dance one of the circular dances that are often claimed as hallmark of Garhwali culture, and frequently several people (women and men) become possessed at this time. The arrival of devtas into the courtyard with their dolis and insignia (nyauj-aur-niśān), their drummers and their villagers, is a dramatic moment of high spectacle. 
Once, for example, a deora yatri village woman denied entry to the temple in the late afternoon by a committee official because it was not yet time for shringar darshan become possessed and then peremptorily forced her way past the committee official who, himself a Garhwali, found himself no longer in a position of authority.  Such moments are radical juxtapositions of several sorts: the active presence of Devi in the place of Shiva’s hyper-presence, and the mobile presence of a deity in a person in a place that enshrines a self-manifest, immobile form of Shiva.

In such moments the devta and those with the devta claim the courtyard and the village as their own and announce their presence and that of the deity.  I was able to observe such moments in 2007 perhaps a dozen times. When a deity enters the courtyard, hundreds of locals stop their Kedarnath-related business and gather to watch the devta and the deora yatris – the courtyard transforms from a place of interaction between locals and yatris from the plains to a variation of the Garhwali mela where the village gathers to watch the devta dancing/being danced (devta nācna, devta nācāna). As when such possession happens in more typical village and town settings, everyone present becomes particularly focused and serious, extremely engaged with what is happening and what is becoming present.

Yatris from the plains are frequently unable to interpret what is happening at such a time.  Some assume that it is in fact Kedarnath-Shiva who has come into the courtyard.  Others do not register immediately that it is a devta.  Still others recognize it is as a devta, take darshan and pay respect, without necessarily understanding how exactly this particular devta has come to be where it is.  A minority of yatris ask a local to explain to them what is going on. Yatris from Himachal Pradesh, the mountainous western neighbour of Uttarakhand, and yatris from Kumaon (the region comprising the eastern part of Uttarakhand) do immediately recognize what is happening, since similar rituals occur in these neighboring regions. It is a brief time, usually less than half an hour, when the attention of Kedarnath locals shifts away from the business of engaging yatris (with the exception of the tirth purohit whose yajmans the deora-yatris they are). Such scenes well exemplify the observations by anthropologists such as Gananath Obeyesekere regarding the heightened agency often afforded by possession.
 The live presence of the devta in a person definitely works to, among other things, claim the space and create new possibilities.  
Nala Devi Arrives at the Temple

Thus, with devotional focus, attendant spectacle and fanfare, Nala Devi entered the courtyard, performed one parikrama (circumambulation) of the temple, and after bowing to the Ganesha who guards the door of the Kedarnath temple she was taken off the shoulders of her bearers and placed in front of the still-closed door of the temple, where she received a small puja.
When the temple opened for shringar darshan, Nala Devi was picked up and entered into the inner sanctum. Bhupendra and I tried to follow but were unable – we could not even manage to enter by the side door because the press of locals was so great. However, we were able to come up with a fairly accurate description of what happened by piecing together information from those who were inside and what happened a day later when one of the other local devtas, Rampur Devi, arrived in the temple.  Thus, at the time of shringar darshan Nala Devi was lifted from her doli and placed onto a niche in the back wall of the inner sanctum immediately behind the linga.  This niche is reserved for three local Devis when they visit Kedarnath: Nala Devi, Rampur Devi, and Phegu Devi (Phegu-Devi is the village Devi of Lamgaundi, the central village/region of the tirth purohit community).  When other Garhwali devtas come on deora to Kedarnath they are not placed in the niche and do not spend the night in the temple.  Nala Devi, as one of the three, after being placed in the niche would remain there until the next morning when it was time for puja.
That evening I went to the dharamshala where many of the Nala Devi deora yatris were being hosted.  There were enough yatris to require that they be spread out between different dharamshalas.  Such an arrangement is, incidentally, a demanding situation for the tirth purohit.  Traditionally speaking the role of the tirth purohit in Kedarnath involves, in addition to carrying out all the ritual needs of their yajman, finding them lodgings and arranging meals. They are hosts. However, unlike a lodge owner (there are in Kedarnath both dharamshalas and lodges) who may discuss the charges for services rendered up front, the tirth purohit cannot.  He provides hospitality and performs puja and then cannot insist on the amount of the fee (dakshina) he will receive.  Thus, part of being a tirth purohit in Kedarnath is arranging expensive services (food for an entire village, for example) without necessarily knowing what he will receive in return.  The situation invokes both traditional values of hospitality and seva and at the same time is shot through with uncertainty and anxiety because the patrons will not necessarily reciprocate with payment in the appropriate manner when the time comes.  When a tirth purohit’s Garhwali patrons come, however, I have noticed that they are usually much less worried about payment and view their hospitality actions more through the lens of Garhwali inter-village relations. It is customary for Garhwali villages to welcome deora groups with food and lodging as they journey on processions and yatras, and to expect such hospitality when they themselves are on deora.  
At one of dharamasalas where the Nala group was being lodged, Bhupendra and I spoke with an elderly man from Nala and one of the older Kedarnath tirth purohits in whose dharamshala’s canteen we were seated.  According to them this was the third time that Nala Devi had come to Kedarnath.  The first time had been at least four decades before, and Nala Devi had come not in a doli but in a basket carried on someone's back.
  There were differing reports about the second time – it seems to have been approximately twenty or thirty years ago.  The man also reported that Nala Devi had come via Triyugi Narayan, a reminder of the importance of the site for Kedar valley locals. The Nala man spoke about the phenomenon of why Nala Devi comes to Kedarnath on deora.  He explained that she comes in order to obtain shakti (power). He went on to link her reasons for coming to his own, saying that there was certainly shakti in Kedarnath and that if there was not, then how would he, such an elderly man, have had the power to come to Kedarnath as he did? He had previously gone with Nala Devi to Kedarnath, Madmaheshvar, Devprayag (an important southern Garhwali site at the juncture of the Ganga and Alakananda rivers), Barahath (in the Uttarkashi district of Garhwal), and Uttarkashi itself.

Nala Devi Deora, the 29th of August, Bhairavnath

Early in the morning on the twenty- ninth the deora yatris went to the temple and having done parikrama entered it; to the sound of the dhol and damav they brought Nala Devi out into the courtyard. About the time when Nala Devi came near to the Nandi who stands immediately in front of the main temple door, she came onto a local man who was not her designated naur – Bhupendra reports that someone applied sandalwood-tilak to the man who had become possessed and he calmed down (“śānt  ho gayā”).  He also put in his notes that the doli of Nala Devi was roaming around the courtyard, back and forth, and to him it seemed that she was torn between her desire to stay at the temple and her desire to bathe.  Bhukund Bhairavnath briefly came onto his naur as well, a Kedarnath tirth purohit from the village of Rudrapur in the Kedar valley. This appearance, while brief, meant that Nala Devi was being welcomed and invited to make herself at home by the guardian of the valley. A day later when Rampur Devi came out of the temple in the morning and was about to head out of the village, Bhairavnath also became present. At that point Bhairavnath said to Rampur Devi, through his naur, “You people have permission to move around, this is my command and salutation to you.”
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Figure 6.3. The shrine of Bhukund Bhairavnath as it looks down on Kedarnath.
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Figure 6.4. Close up of several murtis of Bhairavnath at the shrine.


William Sax has observed, in the context of a study on the cult of Bhairavnath among Garhwali Harijans, that Bhairavnath is a primary focus of local devotion and a far more active presence in the daily lives of most Garhwalis than Shiva. His identity in Garhwal centers on his ability to provide protection and justice.
 More generally, his character as the lord of spirits residing at the edge of demarcated times and spaces and guarding the transitions between them is much the same as his far better documented character in Nepal.
 Indeed, I was once advised by a Kedarnath tirth purohit that I would do better to take Bhairavnath or Hanuman as my personal deity (iṣhṭa devta) than Shiva.  Surprised, I asked why. The reply came that Shiva and his reasons for helping or not were ultimately mysterious; while all-powerful he was in many ways both unaware of the world and also fundamentally bhola, naive and like a child. Bhairavnath and Hanuman, on the other hand, are accessible and active deities who come when you call and will immediately get to work on your behalf.  On another occasion, I was discussing Bhairavnath’s relationship to Shiva with two local employees of the local hydro-power plant that powers the government facilities at Kedarnath.  I had been feeling confused as to whether, in the contexts of Kedarnath and the Kedarnath valley, Bhairavnath was actually another form of Shiva, or whether it made more sense to regard him as a lieutenant of sorts. The analogy we reached in the conversation that was satisfactory to all parties was that Shiva was the actual electric generator powered by the flowing water – full of vast amounts of power. Bhairavnath was the electric heater warming us as we spoke, a heater powered by that electric generator.  The heater is an obviously smaller conduit for electricity, yet there is no direct way of accessing the electricity present in the generator without plugging in a smaller, external device.
Bhukund Bhairavnath is colloquially known as the kul-devta (lineage deity) of the Kedarnath Tirth Purohit Association. The Kedarnath tirth purohits worship him with a havan and puja several times each season, and these occasions are one of the most visible moments of the season when the tirth purohits are in charge of the proceedings and the temple committee is relegated to an extremely secondary role. Indeed, one of the havans of 2007 serendipitously followed close on the heels of the day on which the Kedarnath Tirth Purohit Association received word that, in their ongoing legal battle with the Badri Kedar Temple Committee, they had won an appeal at the Uttarakhand High Court in Nainital regarding their rights to collect dakshina (in this context, ritual fees) in and around the temple. The havan was already scheduled, but the celebratory and victorious tone of the puja was at least in part explicitly related to the legal victory.  
At the beginning of the season, shringar arati of the Kedarnath linga cannot begin until Bhukund Bhairavnath has been worshipped on one of his appropriate days, which in 2008 delayed the beginning of shringar arati by several days. In the month of Shravan, locals from as far as Gaurikund make the trek to Kedarnath to worship Bhairav. In addition to entering the Kedarnath temple (where most of them do not carry out the ghi malish), they make a point of bringing roṭ ( very thick flat bread cooked with jaggery sugar and water) and oil for offering at his shrine up the eastern side of the valley. Some come every day or every Monday for a month to his shrine. His shrine is open to the elements – every time the association has asked him through his naur whether he would like them to build him a temple he refuses. I have also noticed, reinforcing Bhairavnath’s character in Kedarnath as a protector, that several of the important police officers in Kedarnath would make a point of doing pranam to Bhairavnath while standing in the temple courtyard during shringar arti at time when the pujari would offer the arati flame in Bhairavnath’s direction from the temple steps.
Nala Devi Visits Mahant Chandragiri
It is at this point that Nala Devi began to engage Kedarnath beyond her approach to the temple and her residence in the inner sanctum for the night. Her itinerary for the day in many ways constituted a map of people, locations, and practices outside of the temple that are significant to Kedarnath. Having received permission from Bhairavnath to move about the area, from the courtyard Nala Devi headed out of Kedarnath to the north with the deora yatris to bathe in Svargdhari, one of the tributaries that form the base of the Mandakini river (itself a tributary of the Ganga). The government has created a massive barrier wall that begins just behind the northwestern edge of Kedarnath village and runs diagonally northeast behind Kedarnath so that the Svargdhari does not overrun its banks and flood the village (something that used to happen occasionally during the monsoon season). Her bath in the Svargdhari (recalling that there is bathing ghat at the entry to Kedarnath village in which she had already bathed) can be read as an acknowledgment of the numerous sites of power (many of them rivers) described in the Kedarakhanda that lie just to the north of Kedarnath village.
On the way to bathe, however, Nala Devi stopped briefly at the free food kitchen (langar) of Mahant Chandra Giri, a renouncer (formerly a businessman) and member of the Juna Akhara who has been a fixture in Kedarnath for decades.  He runs one of the two places in Kedarnath where renunciants can obtain free food (the other being the Kali Kamli dharamshala), and provides shelter for yatris unable to find accommodations. His primary practice, to which he is intensely devoted, is to feed everyone who visits prasada, something I only learned in the breach after I once refused to be fed at the langar and was scolded. Mahant Chandragiri is a fixture at the evening arati but would rarely make an appearance in the temple during the day, preferring not to stay away from the preparation of the day’s prasad at the langar for too long.

Nala Devi also stopped briefly and bowed at the recently built hall of Adishankaracarya before continuing to Svargdhari. Upon arrival at the banks of Svargdhari Nala Devi dipped her umbrella/canopy (chatr) in the water.  Her doli was then seated on the banks and all of the scarves and insignia were taken off, put down, and immersed separately in the river, a procedure which took about an hour.
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Figure 6.5. Bathing Nala Devi on the banks of the Svargdhari.

The bathing concluded with a small puja. Ganga (Svargdhari) water was sprinkled over Nala Devi, and the dhol and dhamav players also sprinkled Ganga water over their instruments. With cries of Jay Ganga, Jay Lalita Maya, Jai Kedarnath the doli was picked up again and, after some discussion of whether to go first to Bhairavnath, Nala Devi returned to Kedarnath. She returned by a different path, entering into Kedarnath from the northeast, and went to the Badri Kedar Temple committee compound and stopped by the bhog mandir is located (where the food offered in the temple is prepared).  The ved pathis all came out and prostrated in front of her, and she bowed to them.  People then started asked for the bhanḍarī, the committee officer in charge of the rations, supplies, and preparation of the offerings for the temple.  This is one of the temple committee posts at Kedarnath that, according to the chairman of the Kedarnath Tirth Purohit Association, legally must be filled by a member of the Kedarnath Tirth Purohit association.
  The Bhandari officer came and Nala Devi thanked him for providing supplies for her and her deora yatris; the group was the guest of the temple committee while in Kedarnath. Yatris will sometimes come to this area to have an audience with the pujari. Otherwise, this is primarily a local area. 
Nala Devi Performs Puja in the Temple
Nala Devi then re-entered the temple for puja.  Other yatris who were in the temple at that time were hastened out as quickly as possible. The doli was put down opposite the linga and important local purohits and the important members of the deora yatri group sat on either side.  Bhupendra wrote that the tirth purohits were carrying out the puja on behalf of Nala Devi (“ḍolī kī aur se pūjā karvā rahe the.”) He also observed that materials for the puja were provided by the temple committee.  It turned out that this puja, unlike most of the pujas done in the Kedarnath temple, was basically a collective puja that stood in for individual family pujas done by members of the deora yatri group.  Thus, each family present was instructed to say its name and zodiac sign (rāśī) near the beginning of the puja so that they would be included in it. Those wearing a sacred thread took it off to make their vow of ritual obligation (sankalpa) and then put it back on.  Nala Devi’s weapons and insignia were also placed on the linga during the puja, presumably also for recharging.
 The inner sanctum was by this time empty of any other yatris, though one tirth purohit was quietly reciting the Rudri (the Rudrāṣhṭādhyāya, a section of the white Yājur Veda) in the corner.

Several verses were recited from the Durga Saptaśatī (The 700 verses to Durga) and the puja proceeded through a fairly normal sequence: Ganesh puja, praising of Ganesh, concentration (dhyān) on Brahma, Vishnu, Mahesh, Shankar (Shiva), and Kedareshvar (Shiva-in/as-Kedarnath) in turn, along with relevant verses. The tirth purohit poured water on to the linga, on behalf of Nala Devi, and offered whole rice, applied tilak, offered the sacred thread, recited verses in praise of Shiva from texts such as the Śivamahimnastotra (Praise of the Greatness of Shiva), and performed camphor arati for Shiva.  That the tirth purohit did these actions was somewhat irregular – usually when devtas visit either their naur or designated representative performs the actions on behalf of the devta.  However, the tirth purohit who did these actions was also from Nala village, which may explain his participation. The deora yatris were told collectively at various points during the puja to bow their head to the linga. After the arati the tirth purohit did the ghi malish on behalf of Nala Devi. A day later with Rampur Devi these actions were done by her naur. Everyone, deora yatris and Nala Devi alike, did a parikrama of the linga before leaving the inner sanctum, stopping on the way out to worship Parvati and Virbhadra. Upon emergence from the temple Nala Devi then did a parikrama of the temple from the outside and headed up the side of the valley for Bhairavnath puja.
Nala Devi Heads Towards Bhairavnath

At this point activity bifurcated. A group of ten to twelve purohits remained by the Havan Kund, a covered raised platform on the eastern side of the temple that is both the standard location for large fire sacrifices (havans)  in Kedarnath and the base of operation in the temple courtyard for renunciants.  They began a havan sponsored by tirth purohits from Rudrapur (the Kedar valley village that is the natal village of Bhukund Bhairav’s naur).  Nala Devi went up to Bhairavnath, where a brief puja was performed that we did not have the chance to observe closely. Many yatris make the small trek (approximately fifteen to twenty minutes in each direction) to Bhairavnath if they have the time and energy to spare. Yet few yatris, except for the nature oriented trekkers who possess both inclination and have planned to include time for a longer stay, then proceed to wander about on the high plateau immediately behind the Bhairavnath shrine. Here Nala Devi began again to display a marked desire to move about the broader area of the Kedarnath end-valley.
Nala Devi’s actions here illustrate the ways in which significant practices (of both deities and humans) in Kedarnath do not limit themselves to focused interactions with sites of religious power. From Bhairavnath Nala Devi began to wander (ghūmnā, to travel without fixed purpose). This wandering distinguishes the three local, Kedar valley Devis who come to Kedarnath from the other Garhwali devtas.  Nala Devi, Phegu Devi, and Rampur Devi all are known to potentially wander over much of the length and breadth of the Kedarnath end-valley. This practice of wandering is one of the “practices in place” I discuss a bit further in the chapter. It is the word used by locals when they describe a jaunt by foot they have taken that was not for a specific purpose other than to enjoy a walk; in this sense Nala Devi was acting like a Kedarnath valley local in Kedarnath, which she was. She first headed south on the Bhairavnath plateau half way down the eastern side of the valley, down to a large and visible rock known by some as “old Kedar”.

 I, shivering and sick in my blankets a day later as a result of trying to keep up with Nala Devi, learned from Bhupendra a day later that when Rampur Devi and her deora yatris finished with Bhairavnath puja, they then all proceeded to dance with each other and with Rampur Devi for almost an hour.
  While much of the activity of processing a devta on a doli, or celebrating the presence of a devta during a mela,  is referred to as both seeing the devta dance  (nācnā) and causing the devta to dance (nācāna), this to me sounded like something else – that the villagers from Rampur were actually dancing with their Devi. It sounded extraordinary, and I was jealous that I was too weak to have gone myself.
From Buḍha Kedār Nala Devi came down the hill near the helipad, the site (which I discuss in greater detail in the part of this chapter on walking) that has come to represent the face of vikās, (“economic and technological development”), the face of all that is changing about Kedarnath, the region and the world.
 By this point a cold rain had begun to fall. As Nala Devi started to turn north, the deora yatris began trying to convince Nala Devi to stop wandering and head back to the bazaar.  Bhupendra and I remembered their conversation as something like the following: “Speak, what should be done, if you need to keep wandering then say so, but in this rain we cannot help you wander any more. Also now it is necessary to go into the bazaar, everyone has invited you. We would like to take you to at least half the places in the bazaar today–the rest is up to you (bākī terī marzī).” This serves as an important reminder of the challenging conditions one finds at Kedarnath. At almost twelve thousand feet, walking wet and barefoot around the end valley in a cold rain with the temperature only a few degrees above freezing was difficult enough that the deora-yatris were willing to challenge their deity. Given that the satisfaction and beneficence of the deity is a large part of why villages bring their deities to Kedarnath, this is a telling indicator of the physical state of the deora-yatris at this point. 

Nala Devi began to head back to the bazaar. On the way she stopped at Retas Kund, and like thousands of other yatris have done, a sound was made (in this case a conch was blown) and bubbles came up through the water in the pool as everyone watched.  She continued on through the center of Kedarnath and went to the hall of Adi Shankaracarya on the eastern side of the village in response to the invitation of an important renunciant from Varanasi who bore the title Mahamandaleshvar, a title that indicates both his particular level in a monastic hierarchy (reputedly that of the Juna Akhara, though I did not manage to confirm this) and signifies that he is the head of his own monastery (maṭha) in Varanasi. That is to say, she proceeded to the site associated with the samadhi of Shankara, traditionally understood to be a founder of one of the most important renunciant monastic orders, the dashanamis. 
Following the example of renunciant practice in Kedarnath symbolized by Shankara’s place of samadhi, the Mahamandaleshvar was carrying out a two month anusthan (extended period of devotion and meditation) in Kedarnath as part of his program to carry out a series of anusthans in each of the twelve jyotirlingas.  He was himself a Garhwali who had been living in Varanasi for almost thirty years, having originally gone as university student to study Sanskrit grammar. The Kedarnath anusthan was in many ways for him a return home.  The hall of Shankaracarya is a recent structure that houses inside of it the “original” Shankaracarya Samadhi Sthal (the place of Shankara’s passage into liberation) and murti as well as a new, gigantic linga made of crystal. 

For most of August and September, the hall of Shankaracarya was the site for the public daily puja and atirudra yajna (an especially elaborate form of the Rudri/Rudrashtadhyayi fire sacrifice that lasted for the entirety of the two months of the anushtan) of the Mahamandeleshvar.
 The Mahamandeleshvar had hundreds, if not thousands, of followers visit him during his two months in Kedarnath, especially in the last week, culminating in a celebration of the last moment of the yajna  (pūrṇāhuti, “last offering”) in which all present make the final offering into the fire together, a celebration that involved conservatively several hundred people.  Most of his activity took place in the hall of Shankaracarya and his own quarters, and he ventured only rarely to the temple.  It was explicitly clear in discussion with many of his followers that his presence was the primary motivating factor for their journey—most of his followers organized trips to the temple around the timings of the Mahamandaleshvar’s puja and the atirudra yajna.  
The Mahamandaleshvar and the Brahmins he employed for his yajna (comprised of both local tirth purohits and Garhwali Brahmins from other parts of Garhwal) worshipped Nala Devi with verses from the Durgasapashati and the svasthi vacana mantras. Then all the deora yatris were given chai and snacks. Nala Devi then left the hall of Shankaracarya and went to the bazaar. In the bazaar, Nala Devi stopped at almost each shop, where she was garlanded with flowers and scarves, sometimes worshipped with a small puja, and given small gifts of money and rations, and then asked for ashirvad. Several older local women who were visiting Kedarnath for several weeks (wives, aunts, and grandmothers of Kedarnath tirth purohits) garlanded her. At this point in her visit her activity was no longer that of a yatri in Kedarnath. In the bazaar she was a Garhwali deity on deora in a bazaar filled with people from her own area, people to each of whom she owed darshan and ashirvad and who were bound by the especially high level of reciprocal obligations of offering implied by her status as a local Devi of the Kedarnath valley. 
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Figure 6.6. The doli of Nala Devi bowing as she is worshipped in the Kedarnath bazaar.

At this point the deora yatris again requested/told Nala Devi to go straight back to her (resting) place because, “We cannot help you to wander any more in this rain.”
 She then returned to the dharamshala where she was based and remained there at rest until eight in the evening, when she received arati.  While she was resting, at about five thirty, Rampur Devi (the second local Devi of the season) arrived and was greeted in much the same fashion.  When Rampur Devi came through the bazaar she in fact stopped at the turning that would have taken her to the dharamshala where Nala Devi was resting. It seemed for a moment that she wished to go visit Nala Devi (they are often understood to be sisters); for a moment the crowd did not know what she was going to do. However, after a moment Rampur Devi turned the other way and headed to Udak Kund before herself proceeding to the temple courtyard. Her arrival in the courtyard and the temple and entrance into the temple for the night followed much the same pattern as that of Nala Devi the day before. The next morning, while Rampur Devi had gone north to bathe in the Svargdhari river, Nala Devi and her deora yatris got ready for departure. Some of the yatris were having their family details recorded in the bahi (the records tirth purohits keep of the visits of their patrons) by the tirth purohit. Nala Devi went and performed parikrama of the temple before visiting more shops and several lodges on her way out of Kedarnath.  
The visit of Nala Devi (and Rampur Devi) to Kedarnath marked one of the moments when Kedarnath became a “Garhwali place”, a place where Garhwali attitudes surrounding the presence of devtas on the move superseded the business of pilgrimage and many other normally operative distinctions between locals and yatris. In 2007 approximately fifteen or twenty different Garhwali devtas, either singly or in groups, visited Kedarnath.  Many of these devtas visit from the Uttarkashi district of Garhwal, such as the group of devtas (Rudreshvar Mahadev, Narsingh, Someshvar, Madri-Devi, Draupadi-Devi) who arrived into Kedarnath on July 29, 2007.
 I learned that that particular Rudreshvar Mahadev is in fact the kul-devta of sixty-villages and is taken on deora by different groups from among those sixty five villages on different years, sometimes consecutively. Jitu Bagdval, whose performance tradition I mentioned in Chapter Four, came from the Uttarkashi side for the first time ever in 2008 as part of a group of devtas of whom the main deity was Huneshvar Mahadev.
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 Figure 6.7. The i.d. card of a member of an very well-organized deora group taking their deity Huṇeśvar Mahādev on the Char Dham Yatra along with Durgā Mātā, Brahmanāth, Nāgrājā  (Krishna), and Jītū Bagaḍvāl.
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Figure 6.8. Huneshvar Mahadev enters the temple along with the other devtas, here visible by means of their nyauj-aur-niśān (Garhwali: emblems and insignia).

The visits of such devtas in Kedarnath are some of the moments when Kedarnath briefly becomes a place of primarily Garhwali concern, worth highlighting precisely because such moments constitute such a fascinating counterpoint to the activities of most yatris in Kedarnath that inflect through more north Indian, pan-Hindu, and Hindi registers.
  The attracting power of the place and of Shiva reveals itself through the visits of Garhwali devtas a place capable of attracting (and recharging) deities as well as humans.

Renunciant practice in Kedarnath

The primary form of renunciant practice in Kedarnath is to physically reside in Kedarnath. In addition to the very public seva of Mahant Chandra Giri, there exist a range of practices in which renunciants engage. Some of them are public in nature: the Ramanandi ascetic in the process of spending five years at each of the Char Dham who recites Aum Namah Shivaya approximately one hundred and fifty thousand times a day, several month long anusthans (described in the introduction) that involve a daily series of puja and havan, the dashanami ascetic who quietly, after the high season has ended, pours water on the linga every day in the early morning, the several who (garbed as Shiva himself) take up positions of performance and crowd control in the courtyard during the evening arati, the practices of hospitality and narrative exposition directed at yatris, the request for donations from the same yatris. There are also without doubt a number of important private practices of which I was not aware and did not sufficiently prioritize the development of a relationship that would have made such information obtainable, many of which might be quite esoteric practices aimed at the generation of specific kinds of power (several renunciants were rumored to be aghoris). I know that there were several long term renunciants in Kedarnath whom I almost never saw, one of whom was a woman. The long term custodian of the Bhairavnath shrine lives in a structure that emerges out of a cave near the shrine itself on the side of the valley wall up from Kedarnath, and keeps black dogs, the animal form of Bhairavnath. Unfortunately, I never successfully had a long conversation with him and was unable to find out much about his activities and concerns. 
In my conversations with the dashanami renunciant Hanuman Giri whose custom is to enter the temple and pour water on the linga, the thread that ran through his words were his emphasis, almost as a refrain, on Shiva’s identity as both formless (nirākār) and form-possessing (sākār). And the thread that, to my eye, runs through all forms of renunciant practice in Kedarnath is that, whether public or esoteric, inwardly-directed or yatri directed, their primary goal is simply to be in Kedarnath. Whatever practice is undertaken, its effect is amplified by being in Kedarnath (and dev bhumi more generally). They may or may not enter the temple; many renunciants do not, or if they do so, do it rarely. The Ramanandi renunciant told me that, while he goes in the temple more than many renunciants, he does not feel that it is particularly necessary since Kedarnath is itself already located in Shiv-bhumi (the land of Shiva). Renunciants may do japa, they may have particular texts or mantras that they recite and sing (Aum Namah Shivaya, the Rudri, the Shivamahimna Stotra, the Tandava Stotra), but much of their aims are accomplished by simply being in Kedarnath, humans emulating Shiva living in Shiva’s Himalayas in an area where he is especially manifest. They have merely to reside in the place as incipient forms of Shiva themselves.
Walking and Movement

As I mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, both deora and the ghi malish are construed as lexically distinct activities at the indigenous level in a manner very similar to how I discuss them in this chapter.  Living the life of renunciant also, at a more general level, fits into an existing indigenous conceptual category of practice: the life of renunciation (sannyasa). That is to say, my framing of these phenomena as analytic subjects corresponds with how they are framed indigenously – as important practices in the Kedarnath that is the abode of Shiva.  However, there are important forms of practice in Kedarnath that reflect its co-extensive characters of place and tirtha.  To this end I apply the intentionally mundane, lowest common denominator analytic frame of “walking and movement” to look at a range of related practices in which this sensing occurs that spread out around the Kedarnath end-valley. This analytic frame intentionally does not match the ways in which locals and yatris might characterize and regard as distinct different kinds of walking  and movement that happen at different times and for different purposes; I focus instead here on how they are all linked as practices that move through and about Kedarnath.

To walk and move in the end-valley of Kedarnath is to simultaneously engage the shape of the Himalayas, the difficult beauty of the environment and its weather, the level of development and infrastructure that is a testimony to human effort and economic necessity, the set-apartness of Kedarnath as a site from the rest of the world, and the postulate of Shiva’s presence and power in the place. These are all part, in some way or other, part of the place that is sensed and experienced. Specific examples illuminate the ways in which these aspects are linked: the last two kilometers of the journey from Gaurikund to Kedarnath (walking or being carried), walking in the valley to gather flowers, walking to and from Gandhi Sarovar (Corabari Tal), Vasuki Tal, and the Mahapath as a forms of tourism and trekking, and walking out of Kedarnath to engage in a specific devotional/contemplative practice.
Walking from Garud Chatti to Kedarnath

During the last two kilometers of the path from Garud Chatti to Kedarnath, just past the Ramanandi ashram and the small Garuda shrine, the world changes. The altitude crosses the three thousand meter mark and hypoxia begins to be a possibility. The path turns a series of corners that brings those on the path into a different weather system from the rest of their journey. If it is a clear day the high Himalayas spread out at the end of the trail.  If it is a rainy and foggy day (or night) the cold and dampness double in intensity as oxygen diminishes.  Footsore, tired yatris get a second wind at the sight of the end of the trail. Their drive to reach their destination is renewed, their pace quickens as they begin a final push. One is reminded of the old Nala deora yatri’s words on the attractive shakti of the site that if this shakti did not exist then how would he have been able to reach? Many in Kedarnath, both locals and yatris, marvel at how it is able to draw people, people who would never think they would be capable of such a feat. Visitors to Kedarnath, myself included, are frequently in shock at their own ability to have reached such a challenging place. Those who ride on horses and mules straighten in their saddles when they pass the point at which the temple becomes visible: devdarshini.
The path from Gaurikund, especially these last two kilometers, is often a unique experience in the lives of yatris, especially women. As one tirth purohit put it, many of these female yatris have never ridden a horse before, never been outside of pardah, have never been touched by non-familial men such as those who help them on and off their horse. Then, as he put it, they ride into the ghora parav of Kedarnath like queens.  Other yatris on horseback may arrive slumped over, their leg muscles so tired that they have no regard for who helps them off of the horse, whose arms catch them.  One’s experience of arriving into Kedarnath frames the place, as my first description of such an arrival frames this work. 
Oddly enough, it is sometimes in this last two kilometers that many yatris have their first view of a helicopter – the helipad with its arriving and departing flights is on the opposite, directly parallel side of the valley from the foot approach to Kedarnath. And only in the last half kilometer, when the path crests a rise, does the full extent of built Kedarnath come into view, the full extent of what humans have done in order to gain a foothold in the environment.  This movement into Kedarnath, then, is a coming into consciousness and experience of development and infrastructure, of helicopter technology and cell phone towers, of high Himalayan panorama, of thin air and difficult weather, and into the attracting power of Shiva-in-the-Himalayas. Once a Rajasthani woman told me that she experienced sakshat darshan from devdarshini – she saw Shiva’s face emerging from the peaks directly ahead.
For a local returning to work after a visit home the site of Kedarnath is a reminder of the money he may be able to earn, the world famous abode of Shiva with which he has a personal, traditional relationship, his return to an almost all male local world which is both, in Kedar valley and Garhwali terms the big time, the cosmopolitan place, and the necessity that prevents him from being in his home with his family. Many Kedarnath tirth purohits routinely walk a couple of kilometers down the path on a walk that is at once a leisure activity known as an “evening walk” in Hindi and a trolling for potential guests and yajmans.  Other tirth purohits will also take an evening/late afternoon walk down the helipad side and past it down to the end of the plateau on the eastern side of the valley, almost down to the point opposite Garud Chatti, just as they might do if they were at home in their village, without vocational concern.  
Gathering Flowers and Gathering Brahma Lotuses
Locals also walk out of Kedarnath to gather flowers. Members of the Badri Kedar Samiti walk out of Kedarnath to gather flowers to be used in the temple service, and tirth purohits walk out to collect flowers for use in the puja of their own yajmans. In both cases it has been clear, both in word and deed, that it is an agreeable task, an opportunity for enjoyment while performing an obligation. Local Garhwali women who are relatives of tirth purohits and staying for a month or two in Kedarnath (usually in August, September, and October) will walk out of Kedarnath in twos or threes and return several hours later with flowers that they will then offer in the temple. On these walks they often intentionally circumambulate the entire village of Kedarnath at a distance of several kilometers. This is walking with devotional purpose.
There is also the more arduous journey that is made to gather Brahma lotuses (brahmakamal), a lotus that reputedly only grows above fourteen thousand feet. One must gather these lotuses in bare feet, having fasted and bathed.   Even for young, fit Kedarnath locals, to whom this task is delegated, the gathering of these Brahma-lotuses takes between two to four hours of constant movement at high altitude.
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Figure 6.9. Brahmakamal for sale in the Kedarnath bazaar.


If not used for a yajman’s puja the sale of Brahma lotuses are highly profitable. They are also dried and stored for less immediate use. The gathering of Brahma lotuses is also one of several areas of life in Kedarnath where nascent environmental concerns are slowly becoming public. At one point in 2007 there was a demand from a man claiming to be a state official that locals cease plucking and selling Brahma lotuses on the grounds that it injurious to the environment – this suggestion was met by a wave of outrage at the idea that the government might curtail something that related to the livelihood of locals. Now, going up into the mountains surrounding Kedarnath is also a reminder of the ways that the site may be changing.  How many years are left before Brahma lotuses may not be picked? While concerns about the environmental impact of plucking Brahma lotuses do not yet seem to have a place in public discourse about Kedarnath, and indeed in some ways cannot because of the importance and sensitivity of questions of livelihood, privately many locals are concerned about the environmental impacts of development more broadly. In the aftermath of the Brahma lotus incident, another private worry surfaced in conversations in the bazaar: that the snow and ice may melt and the source of the Mandakini river and its tributaries may dry up, at which point no one would be able to live in Kedarnath for even a day.

Gandhi Sarovar and Beyond

A sizable number of those who visit Kedarnath come explicitly for the experience of being in a unique place of high Himalayan beauty. Many of those who come in this way are either Bengalis or westerners occasionally accompanied by a local man acting as a guide, and the one thing that many such visitors do in Kedarnath is make the approximately five kilometer round trip journey northwest behind Kedarnath to the famous, small glacial lake known in Hindi as Gandhi Sarovar (reputedly a portion of Gandhi’s ashes were once scattered there) and more locally as Corabari Tal. The more adventurous trekkers make the day-long trek to Vasuki Tal, a much more arduous and risky endeavor.  Sometimes such trekkers actually arrive at Kedarnath from Vasuki Tal, having departed from Triyugi Narayan the day before and taken a path that circumvents the Gaurikund valley and leads directly to Vasuki Tal.  Finally, there are the mountaineers who carry oxygen and who occasionally arrive and depart Kedarnath via the northeastern valley system traditionally known as Mahapath, the path by which the Pandavas departed Kedarnath on their way to heaven. 
In my field notes I recorded a conversation with three Bengalis who arrived in Kedarnath during June of 2007. They had come from Rhansi (on the way to Madmaheshvar) with six porters on a trek that took them nine days and included a stretch of three to four kilometers on a glacier; they felt that they had narrowly escaped death several times. They found a high altitude Devi temple where they did puja, and then after resuming their crossing they saw a piece of a glacier fall right in front of them. They said that if it had fallen differently they would have all died. Then, they came to Kedarnath via, in their own words, the river Svargdhari and Mahapath. 
On another occasion I spoke with a Bengali man who had travelled to Kedarnath eighteen times, visited the Panch Kedar, Amarnath, and trekked through glacial passes. Invoking the well-known phrase (and movie title) “Shiva is what is true and beautiful” (satyam Śivaṃ sundaram), he said that he was especially effected by both the linga and the natural environment. And on a third occasion, speaking with a Bengali journalist from Calcutta and his wife (who had applied the red sindhur to her forehead that in many places signifies one’s identity as a married woman explicitly for the visit in Kedarnath), I registered that they were very intent on distinguishing between their actions in Kedarnath (going to the temple, sponsoring a puja and receiving prasada), and the reasons for their visit to the temple (so that they could bring prasada back home for their parents and grandparents). They viewed their presence in Kedarnath as merely part of the general phenomenon of middle-class Bengalis who go on vacation to the Himalayas. There appears to be a marked tradition of such journeys in Garhwal among Bengalis; one finds that at lesser known shrines (such as Madmaheshvar) the majority of non-local visitors are Bengalis. In each of these instances what is in the temple of Kedarnath shares focus with the grandeur and attractive power of the natural environment, yet at the same time the two are not wholly distinct from each other. And the valences of interaction with both are multiple. Trekking tourism, while not (yet) the majority reason that people come to Kedarnath, is one of the primary focii of the development of tourist infrastructure at the state level and occupies a large share of how planning and development in the region are discussed and conceptualized.
  The natural beauty of the Himalayan environment is another part of the attraction of Kedarnath for visitors (many but not all of whom self-identify as yatris).  However, the attractive power of the Himalayan environment, and the ways in which it is sensed and experienced through walking and movement in the Kedarnath end-valley, are ultimately polyvalent. The air, the mountains, the water, and the mountainous panoramas are, depending on the moment and the mood, signifiers of the religious power of the Himalayan landscape, Shiva’s presence in the landscape, and the beauty that makes it a tourist destination often inflected after a model of nature and trekking tourism originating in the West that has particularly resonant overtones in the Himalayas that are the home of Mount Everest, the paradigmatic goal of Western trekkers. Anyone present in Kedarnath, and especially anyone who walks out of the village on a clear day, cannot help but somatically engage many of these elements at the same time. 
Playing Cricket in Kedarnath

With my focus on walking and movement I suggest, as a counterpoint and complement to Shiva and devta-oriented practices, a range of ways in which locals and yatris engage the natural environment of Kedarnath. This engagement may be colored in various ways – as economic practice, devotional practice, nature-oriented practice, as forms of practice that function as an explicit acknowledge of human capacities for perseverance and endurance, as forms of practice that engage the development of the site over time.  Walking and moving through the Kedarnath environment for both locals and yatris is a deeply somaticized and associative engagement with some combination of these themes.

I would also like to consider in this chapter an important form of activity in Kedarnath that neither involves yatris or trekkers nor, as do local forms of devotion to Bhairavnath, engages local Garhwali religious worlds in any explicit way. That activity is playing cricket. After the high season and subsequent monsoon rains, many (usually younger) Kedarnath locals walk up out of Kedarnath, past Bhairavnath and the small dwelling of the renunciant who maintains the Bhairavnath shrine, to a small bowl shaped side valley whose flat and level center forms what is surely one of the most picturesque cricket pitches in the world. The games are heated, a high point of the season.

On the several occasions that I watched (and was even allowed to bat when the stakes were low) cricket matches several threads of the spectacle leapt out at me. First, even the strongest and fittest locals at Kedarnath would quickly tire when running between the wickets.  Playing cricket in a side valley at approximately twelve and a half thousand feet is challenging for everyone.  Second, playing cricket was an occasion for experimenting with and affirming different kinds of social relations.  According to my cricket playing friends, teams were organized along different lines on different days: tirth purohits vs. other locals, all Ukhimath siders (including tirth purohits and non-tirth-purohits) vs. Lamgaundi and Guptkashi siders, Kedarnath locals vs. police and military.  Friends whose community and business concerns put them on opposite sides of the fence down in Kedarnath would hold hands.  Lastly, shot through the entire game was a feeling of resistance, what in an American idiom could well be called the feeling of “playing hooky”.  Remembering my own long years of practice as a tennis player, I had commented admiringly on the batting skills of one of my Kedarnath local friends and said he must have practiced a great deal.  He snorted and said that every single person in Kedarnath who was any good at cricket was good because as a child he had repeatedly snuck away to play cricket knowing that the price of playing was a beating when he returned home, and if I wanted to call that “practice” then yes, he had practiced a great deal.
Arjun Appadurai has famously suggested the power of cricket in India to engage “national attention and nationalist passion” is because of its extreme utility as a vehicle for engaging the “means of modernity”: media spectacle, merchandising, and participation in the world notion of “sport”.
 It offered Indians from all walks of life the chance to both participate in Indianness and savor the feeling of having decolonized a formerly British sport.  Appadurai writes elegantly that
The erotic pleasure of watching cricket, for Indian male subjects, is the pleasure of agency in an imagined community that in many other areas is violently contested…This pleasure is neither wholly cathartic nor wholly vicarious, since playing cricket is close to, or part of, the experience of many Indian males. It is however, magnified, politicized, and spectacularized without losing its links to the lived experience of bodily competence and agonistic bonding….


Appadurai’s analysis helps us to understand cricket in Kedarnath. The pleasures of being able to celebrate the imagined community of Kedarnath in a way that is both agonistic and without violent communal contest, that engages bodily competence in spectacular fashion, that pleasurably reifies the maleness of an already masculine environment – these pleasures are undeniable.

Yet at the same time Appadurai’s view requires nuance in the context of Kedarnath.  The nation is not the only imagined community here –the community of Kedarnath, imagined and real, is also a community.  And there is a palpable presence of agency – but agency in what field of action? I read the pleasure of agency in playing cricket at Kedarnath as, among other things, the pleasure of being an agent in Kedarnath, that is to say of being an agent in a sub-national field of action where one’s presence is significantly constrained by the complex agency of the place. To play cricket is not only to celebrate the successful decolonization of cricket from the British – it is also to “play hooky” from the structures of economic constraint that attract locals to Kedarnath for the season. It is to “play hooky” from a place whose development and current condition are sliding out of step with traditional understandings of what is supposed to be. It is an engagement with the means of modernity in very specific, Kedar valley ways. It is a celebration of social bonds with people whom economic and traditional structures of Kedarnath itself place into opposing position as opposed to people whom narratives of communalism place into opposition. That is all to say, playing cricket in Kedarnath is in some sense a resistance, a claiming of agency over and against what I term the complex agency of the place as a whole, here valenced not as the complex agency of Shiva but as the complex agency behind the structure of pilgrimage touristic constraint that draws locals away from their families and forces them to bear a high degree of daily uncertainty about their potential earnings. The structures of agency and engagement with the “means of modernity” are much as Appadurai claims – many of the essential concerns with the means of modernity, however, are local in scope in addition to national and international.
Practices in Kedarnath: the Engagement of Both Place and Tirtha
The examples I have discussed in this chapter, taken together, begin to suggest the range of ways that particular persons (yatris and locals) might sense and engage Kedarnath on any given day, or over longer periods of time.  They further show that such practices, recalling the observations of J.Z. Smith, are each in their own way practices that demonstrate a relationship to significant aspects and locations in Kedarnath. Taken together, however, they suggest that what is important and powerful in Kedarnath is both inside and outside the temple, both something that is touched by hands, felt on the skin, felt in the feet, encountered through language, and negotiated through economic exchange and social relationships. Kedarnath, as place and as abode of Shiva – as complex agent, directs the ritual attention of those present in the place. But it does so in a variety of salient ways whose range I have sketched in this chapter. Practices in the place of Kedarnath engage it as an abode of Shiva, an abode of God, a uniquely compelling place of natural beauty that may not last forever, a powerful site for the “recharging” of Garhwali deities where they themselves come on deora, and a place to earn one’s livelihood. At the center of this network is an attractive and efficacious force that both resides in the temple and spreads out through the village of Kedarnath and the entire end valley.
There is a wide range of practice, visual representation, cultural knowledge and association, and social and economic contexts that bear on the production of experiences of Kedarnath while present in the place. I have already discussed the ways in which narratives about Kedarnath offer a views of the place that do not wholly overlap with popular visual print representation. Narrative expositions of Kedarnath evoke themes of power, pursuit, violence, intimacy, relation, and self transcendence. Print images of Kedarnath present a Kedarnath whose essential character demonstrates a relationship between temple, deity, and physical environment that is irreducibly fluid and often co-terminous. The attention of this chapter to practices in the place of Kedarnath adds an embodied, critical phenomenological view of how, in particular moments and locations, all of these elements fuse together in the experience of particular persons. The wind bath (hava snan) is a good example of what I mean. I once spoke with a man who had come to Kedarnath many times before and always bathed. This time he had not, nor had he wanted to (or been able to afford) to pay for hot water. So he did not bathe before entering the temple, and as he walked down to Gaurikund took comfort in the long standing idea of the power of the wind bath.  The notion of the wind bath is both a reflection of the efficacious power of the place to purify, the actual physical conditions of the site, and an economic environment in which hot water is an expensive luxury item. 
To begin understand what Kedarnath was for this man, we need to think about how narrative exposition, visual representation, and embodied practice might combine in his experiences of Kedarnath. What sort of print image does he think best represents Kedarnath? What narratives, if any, frame Kedarnath for him? What does he say he felt in the temple? Where else in Kedarnath did he go, and what did he do? How might montage representations of the site, narrative expositions of the place that tack back and forth between the religious power of the local in general and Shiva’s specific presence temple, and his own particular somatic engagements with the place combine to produce what he felt while in Kedarnath? This is where the conclusion begins.
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� Ghī māliś, ghī lep, ghī lepan, ghṛt lepan, in order of increasingly Sanskritized Hindi, are all words that refer to the action in question. Of these, ghī māliś is the most common expression. I therefore use ghi malish.


� North Indian yatris, without correlation to a particular region, would occasionally tell me that touching and massaging of the linga were practices that occur at certain temples in their home region. Paul Muller-Ortega (personal communication, June, 2009) has witnessed a select group of devotees massaging the linga at Mallikarjuna, a jyotirlinga located in Andhra Pradesh. However, in many other north Indian settings, and in all South Indian settings of which I am aware, such an act would not be possible for the average devotee.


� Plastic flower garlands came into fashion roughly seven to ten years ago.


� I am indebted to Vijay Negi of Mussoorie for the idea that in Garhwal processions function almost as encyclopedias of Garhwali culture.


� Almost all Kedarnath tirth purohits are responsible for a particular area inside of Garhwal in addition to their other yajman groups.


� Nala Devi is also called Lalita Mai.  Sanskritists who began the Lanman reader with the story of Nala and Damayanti will be fascinated to note that the village of Nala connects itself to this story.


� Kali Kamli is one of the oldest dharamshalas in Kedarnath, and part of a charitable trust whose dharamshalas were once the standard for carrying out the Char Dham.  Starting in Rishikesh, one finds Kali Kamli dharamshalas at almost every staging point, or chatti, along the Char Dham path.  For example, there are Kalikamli dharamshalas in Kedarnath, Guptkashi, Ukhimath, and Rudraprayag.
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�The Kedarnath deora procession also did not involve a doli prior to the 1950s.  


� “Āp log cal sakte haiṇ, ye hamāra ādeś hai.”– reported by Bhupendra Singh Pushpavan.
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� Personal communication.


� Weapons and other insignia of deities are often in Garhwal regarded as powerfully charged objects. In the context of the Pandav Nrtya, each character has a specially designated weapon with which they dance that is regarded as full of shakti. Sometimes possession begins when someone grasps the weapon or object. It therefore stands to reason that such objects could also be “recharged”. See � ADDIN ZOTERO_ITEM {"citationItems":[{"locator":"84","uri":["http://zotero.org/users/6497/items/WCRGZ3MC"]}]} �William S. Sax, Dancing the Self: Personhood and Performance in the Pānḍav Līlā of Garhwal (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 84, 97-100.�


� Buḍha Kedār. There is also a Buḍha Madmaheśvar located on a hill above the valley in which the current Madmaheshvar temple is found. There, however, there is actually a very small and simple shrine with a linga inside. Additionally, there are other “Kedars” not part of the five Kedar series: Basukedār (located south of Lamgondi, arguably the beginning point of the Kedarnath valley pilgrim trail of centuries past) and another Buḍha Kedār, which I have not seen, reputedly on the path that departs Triyugi Narayan and crosses the mountains that divide the Kedar valley from the Uttarkashi district. I do not yet have a hypothesis for the names of these places but plan to visit Buḍha Kedār eventually.


� Rampur Devi, it will be remembered, is another one of the three local Devis with special privileges in Kedarnath who in 2007 arrived in Kedarnath on deora one day after Nala Devi and pursued an almost identical agenda while in the place.


� It is also site of the tragic helicopter accident that resulted in the death of a local youth, an event that became the focus point for an immense groundswell of resentment both about the Kedarnath helicopter service, the role of the Badri-Kedar Temple Committee, and the ways in which the political economy of the region is changing.





� Given Shankara’s importance, both to the history of Kedarnath and more generally in the subcontinent, it is surprising that his samadhi place is not more of a consistent ritual attention by the majority of yatris. It may receive more attention from particular groups and individuals for whom Shankara is especially significant. My hunch (that is to say, a topic for further inqury), based on events in 2007, is that the new hall surrounding the samadhi place functions as the primary indoor location for large non-temple based rituals and gatherings sponsored by private individuals. Such events might or might not be directed towards Shankara specifically. The other such space is, of course, the Samiti’s auditorium. 


� Bhupendra remembered their words in this way: Ab siddhe āpne sthān par calo, ese bāriś meṇ ham tujhe aur nahīṇ gumā sakte haiṇ. “


� An ongoing research question for me, something that I have discussed with many Kedar valley locals, is why most Garhwali devtas that come to Kedarnath come from the Uttarkashi and Tehri side, rather than from the Kedar valley itself or the Badrinath side.


� The opening and closing processions between Kedarnath and Ukhimath, on the other hand, mark a much more complex and composite processional phenomenon.  


� See discussions of Bengali trekkers and Garhwali tourism in Chapter Two.
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