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In Pursuit of Maheshvara: Understanding Kedarnath as Place and as Tirtha:
Conclusions
Grasping the Akarshan of Kedarnath
Throughout this work I have highlighted both the special relationship between Shiva and the physical environment of the Kedarnath end-valley and how the cultural significance, economic importance, and efficacious power of the site and its Himalayan environment fuse in the experience of those who are drawn to Kedarnath by the attractive power of the place. This power to attract lies, I suggest, at the base of what makes Kedarnath a powerful and important place for yatris, locals, yatri-tourists, trekkers, and researchers. The complex agency of the place is the common denominator for those who find themselves there. The Mahamandaleshvar from Varanasi who completed a two-month anusthan in Kedarnath as part of his procession through the twelve jyotirlingas once described this attractive power to me in the following terms:

Everyone comes here – people like you come here, people like me. Westerners also come, Christians also come, many Muslims, Hindus – all kinds of people come here and take darshan. Some come for research, some come for darshan, some come for tapas, but Lord Kedarnath is the center-point [kendra-bindu] for everyone. 
“Lord Kedarnath” here refers, as it often does in Hindi, both to Shiva and to the site itself. The Mahamandaleshvar’s observation is accurate and subtle. The site is the common denominator, and many people with different backgrounds and different goals come to Kedarnath and even to large extent perform the same actions. “Lord Kedarnath,” the presence and agency of Kedarnath-Shiva, is at the center of the attractive power of the place.
The Stable Fluidity of Kedarnath’s Complex Agency
I also began this work by pointing out that the power of the place and the fluidity of the ways that the emplaced presence of Shiva are understood to be present in the place themselves arguably constitute enduring historical features of the site. The Shiva Purana suggests that Shiva is especially present in Kedarnath in “his own form”, and Fleming observes that it is not so clear what this actually may have meant. In the present, perceptions and experiences of this form are strikingly diverse. As one Hindi pamphlet puts it, “There there is no constructed (nirmit) murti in Kedarnath. There they worship a three-sided form of a piece of mountain and embrace it (ek trikoṇ rūp kā parvatkhaṇḍ hai jiskī pūjā karte haiṇ.)” 
 A Kedarnath pujari told me that in Kedarnath place and deity are one. Yet at the same time, a group of female yatris from Maharashstra whose family had been coming to Kedarnath for generations but were themselves in Kedarnath for the first time, said that the Himalayas are Shiva’s field of activity (vicaran kṣetra), and that while Shiva is himself formless (nirākār) our feelings (bhāv) cause him to exist in a form (sākār). Kedarnath is the place of Shiva, and yet his mysteriously imprecise relationship to and presence in the place is itself one of the hallmarks of the site. The constellation of verbal, visual, and somatic understandings of how Shiva is present in Kedarnath read as a local set of reflections on how Shiva is present in the world more generally.
Observations about the relationship between expectation and experience were common in my conversations with yatris and locals to constitute truisms: “As your feeling, so your darshan” (jaisā bhāv, vaisā darśan), or “as your faith, so your prasada” (jaisā śraddhā, vaisā prasād). Once in a conversation among myself, a family of yatris, and a Samiti employee, the father in the family related an account in which he had, on three separate entrances into the temple on the same visit, experienced actual sight (sakshat darshan) of an anthropomorphic Shiva. But when the man then took his family into the temple he saw nothing. In this conversation the temple committee employee said that he has been working in Kedarnath for decades, and that although he has never himself experienced sakshat darshan, he does feel that there is some sort of power in the place. Yet on the other hand, anyone can be and become God at any time. His words, clearly the result of much thought and reflection, express both the attractive power of Kedarnath as a site, the presence and power of Shiva’s presence there, and the complex and contingent ways that these different facets of the site might combine in experiences of the place.
Yet, it must be underscored, for many present in Kedarnath the importance of the site spreads out beyond the form of Shiva in the temple, or even the broader traces of Shiva’s presence in the locale and in the Himalayas more generally. This broader significance is evident in the range of significant practices found in and around the place of Kedarnath: massaging and embracing the linga, drinking the water from Udak Kund, walking out into the end valley and gathering flowers, and walking up into the sides of the valley and beyond for the purposes of trekking.  The natural environment also attracts and possesses efficacious power in its own right that is produced through a combination of religious, scenic, and physical factors. An excellent example of the power of the Himalayan beauty of Kedarnath’s setting is a fictional example from a short story by Satyajit Ray, “Crime in Kedarnath”.
 Ray originally wrote these stories as didactic piece on Indian culture for children. While fictional, these stories offer an eloquent and accurate picture of the worldview and mores of his middle class Bengali audience, who constitute one of the core visitor groups to Uttarakhand.
 In this episode the crime-solving trio of Feluda Mitter, Lalmohan Babu, and Feluda’s nephew Tapesh are drawn to Kedarnath on a case, and are speaking with a fellow Bengali they meet on the road. He says to them 
I have been to Kedar and Badri twenty-three times. It’s got nothing to do with religious devotion. I go back just to look at their natural beauty.  If I didn’t have a family, I’d quite happily live there. I have also been to Jamunotri, Gangotri, Gomukh, Panchakedar, and Vasukital. Allow me to introduce myself.  I am Makhanlal Majumdar.’ Feluda said ‘namaskar’ and introduced us. ‘Very pleased to meet you,’ said Mr. Majumdar. ‘A lot of people are going to all these places now, thanks to road transport. They are not pilgrims, they are picnickers. But, of course, buses and taxis can do nothing to spoil the glory of the Himalayas. The scenic beauty is absolutely incredible.’

Yet at the same time, the story continues on and strikes a different tone:
Ramwara [Rambara, the midway point between Gaurikund and Kedarnath] was at a height of 2500 meters. The scenery around us was absolutely fantastic. Lalmohan Babu went into raptures, recalling scenes from the Mahabharata. He declared eventually that he would have no regret if he fell and died on the way, for no one could have a more glorious death….

In the remaining three and a half miles, only one thing happened that’s worth mentioning. The tall spire of the temple of Kedarnath came suddenly into view after leaving Ramwara. Most of the travelers stopped, shouting, ‘Jai Kedar!’ Some folded their hands and bowed, others lay prostrate on the ground. But only a few moments after we resumed walking it vanished behind a mountain. We could see it again only after reaching Kedarnath. I learn afterwards that the brief glimpse we had caught earlier was considered a special darshan. It was called a deo-dekhni…
It was half past five in the evening by the time we reached Kedarnath. It had not yet started to get dark, and the mountain tops were all shining bright.  

It is impossible to describe what one feels on reaching a flat plateau after climbing uphill for several hours on a steep and narrow road. The feel uppermost in my mind was a mixture of disbelief, reassurance, and joy.  With this came a sense of calm, peace, and humility. Perhaps it was those peaks which towered over everything else that made one feel so humble. Perhaps it was this feeling that evoked religious ardour, a reverence for the Creator.

A large number of people were sitting, standing, or lying on the rocky ground, overcome with emotion, unable to say or do anything except shout, ‘Jai Kedar!’….

I had expected Lalmohan Babu to want to rest after our difficult journey. But he said he had never felt more invigorated in his life. ‘There is new life in every vein in my body,’ he said. ‘Tapesh, such is the magic of Kedar.’
 
The relationships between the natural environment and the power that many experience inside and outside the temple are close and not easily disentangled. The “magic of Kedar” would seem to result from the experience of the visit as a whole, rather than a particular aspect of it. And in sites such as modern day Kedarnath, colonial and post-colonial discourses on the practice of yatra, tourism, and the scenic beauty of the Himalayan landscape must be reckoned as part of this “magic”.
The power and attractive force of Kedarnath as an important site in the pilgrimage tourism industry in India also combines with these “magical” aspects of the site to constitute the complex agency of the place as a whole. The same complex agency that transforms the lives of those who make requests on their visits to Kedarnath, who see Shiva in the crest of the Himalayas, who drink the water and rub the remainder of the ghi from the ghi massage onto their faces and hair, that same complex agency creates the conditions for the building of lodges, helicopter sites, cable television, and the laying of internet specific fiber-optic cable. Many in the Kedarnath valley explicitly revere Shiva in his Kedarnath form because Kedarnath is the main economic axis of their lives: the language of devotion and “religious power” (to use Sax’s phrase) runs in the same channel as the language of economic significance. This religious power is itself a composite of understandings and experiences of Shiva’s presence and agency in the place and the efficacious power of the Himalayan environment more generally. Yet other locals in the same position make a sharp distinction and freely acknowledge that, for them, their presence in Kedarnath has little to do with the traditional importance of the site. As one put it, “For yatris this is heaven, for us it is our livelihood.” Experience of the power of akarshan exercised by Kedarnath may or may not be subsumed and wholly framed by the analytic categories of religious power, sacred power, and the agentive presence of Shiva. Yet at the same time few would contest the significance of these influences on experiences of the place.
Contrast and Complement: Narrative, Image, Practice
Part of the aim of this work is to recommend the utility of viewing Kedarnath as a complex agent that draws people to itself through its power of akarshan. The complex agency of Kedarnath frames both its identity as place and as a Shaivite tirtha, as a place that is an abode of Shiva. For some the presence of Shiva fully overlaps with the entire physical environment. For others, it does not. For yet others, characteristics of the physical environment are the primary experiential axis. Yet the site is the common meeting point that draws them. One of the main goals of this work has been to create something of the feeling of the attractive power of Kedarnath in the experience of the reader. This is as much a methodological exhortation as it is the satisfaction of an aesthetic goal on my part, but in both senses it is a specific response to the character of the place.

Forms of discourse, practice, and representation centered on Kedarnath engage this common meeting point in a number of ways and exercise their own forms of overlapping agency. That is the second aim of this work: to sketch the character of these salient forms, and note points of difference and overlap among them in what they reveal about the character(s) of the site. Narrative expositions of Kedarnath, when they occur in the many forms discussed in Chapter Four, offer links to the example of the Pandavas and the vast and complex corpus of Shaivite knowledge and practice in the subcontinent. They describe the efficacious power of particular locations in the environment of Kedarnath, and the special hyper-presence of Shiva in Kedarnath in his “own form”. They offer a number of modes of relation to Shiva, as devotee, as seeker of transformative power, as incipient Shiva. They recommend intimacy with the god through “touch”, yet also on occasion speak of grasping and wound. Narrative expositions of Kedarnath, examined as a system, resist identifying in unitary fashion precisely how Shiva is present in Kedarnath, and what the valence of human interaction is with him there. And, such narrative expositions may or may not occur in the context of a specific visit to Kedarnath.
Print images of Kedarnath, viewed in aggregate, offer a striking argument for treating the multiple aspects of the place as a single complex agent. Their uses of multiple subject composition and photomontage index in a concrete, single visual moment the irreducibly co-terminous and variously inflected relations of the physical environment of Kedarnath with the ways Shiva is understood to be present in that environment. The history of this visual genre and the ways it deals with the relationship of deities to landscape also serves as a striking reminder of the post-colonial and globalized contexts in which the natural beauty of the Himalayas and the burgeoning practice and trade of pilgrimage and nature tourism unfold. And, given the complex agency of the site as a whole, we may understand these print images as themselves a form of prasada, a material that has been transformed through interaction with a power and efficacious deity and place and then taken home.
 Visual representations of Kedarnath in print form, however, are synoptic rather than narrative. The information they offer about Kedarnath concerns the best way of representing the essential underlying character of the site. They do not offer narratives as such, do not refer to touching or wounding or embrace or pursuit – they offer foci for memory and devotion that may or may not evoke these themes.
Practices in the place of Kedarnath, viewed broadly, illustrate the intimate and sensuous quality of interactions with the place, and how the ritual attention contained in such significant practices focuses on the end valley as a whole as well as what is inside the temple. Some of these actions are understood as interactions with Shiva, some with Shiva and the abode of Shiva, and some with the Himalayas more generally in their overlapping persona as repository of efficacious natural power and exemplars of natural mountainous beauty. While it is certainly true that bodily interactions with deities and places are arguably one of the hallmarks of popular religious practice in South Asia, there is nonetheless something distinctive about the insistence on intimate interaction with place and deity one finds in Kedarnath both at present and historically. The story from the Shiva Purana underscores that the Pandavas interacted with Shiva through touch (sparsha) rather than through a strictly visual act of darshan. Drinking water from the Kedarnath area has been a continuously enjoined practice for approximately a millennium. The practice of embracing the linga appears to have been replaced to some extent by the ghi malish. And numerous forms of walking, residence, and movement centered on the Kedarnath end valley suggest that in many ways it is simply enough, and very special, to be an embodied person in that location. Then there are the ways that locals in Kedarnath mark the importance and power of the site devotionally (the worship of Bhairavnath), vocationally (as tirth purohits, employees of the Samiti, lodge-keepers), and in resistance to the tirtha-focused nature of their vocational obligations (cricket, the evening walk).
How these elements, and others, combine to produce experiences of place for specific individuals and groups is something that must, from the point of view of this study, at the end of the day be measured person by person. Many yatris, after they have emerged from and circumambulated the temple, sit down in the courtyard for a moment and quietly relax, assimilating all that has just happened and processing where they are. Understanding all that such a moment might be for a specific person would itself be the work of years, yet it is possible to make a start. It is an ethnographic fact that the constituent elements of narrative exposition, print image, and practice on which I have focused in this work form, in significant part, the parameters of what might be experienced when present in the site. What I offer in this work is a way of thinking about the nature of these parameters. The contexts of discourse, environment, yatra economy, representation, and practice that I discuss in this work inform the lives of almost all of those present in Kedarnath, whether for a day or for six months.
Many yatris say that what they feel in Kedarnath is shanti. But what does a word like this, whose denotative meaning is “peace”, mean in such a context? A man, known to me as Chandu bhai (Chandu brother), who has been coming from Gujarat to Kedarnath since 1983, and who spends about forty days in Kedarnath each year once offered me a very thoughtful and personal definition. He said that there are two elements that draw people to Kedarnath: a “magnet power” that attracts people and the natural beauty of the site. When the thread or flow (tar) of these elements becomes one with the tār inside a person that union produces shanti.  Others link the feeling of shanti to the feeling of satisfaction (santuṣṭi). They feel shanti because by virtue of being in a place like Kedarnath they have left all the worries of their daily lives behind, and they feel satisfaction because by being in Kedarnath they have affirmed their connection to the complexes of Hindu traditions of which yatra is an emblem. Still others come to Kedarnath with the hope of help; shanti and/or santushti are desiderata while still in the place. The effects of the visit have yet to be revealed while still present in the site. A group of Rajasthani women told me that, when they came before the linga, they felt it as a chance to ask for help on behalf of their children. The potentially efficacious power of the Kedarnath linga emerges as their primary motivation, beyond whatever they may or may not have thought and felt about the place more broadly.

The specifics of what Kedarnath might be for any particular person present at the site suggested by these few quick examples remain, from the point of view of this work, ultimately unknown. But what I offer here is a model, generated through visual culture analysis, textual analysis, ethnographic engagement, and a critical phenomenological attitude towards place that delineates the overall contours inside of which experiences of place emerge for individuals and groups when present in Kedarnath. Such a model serves as a beginning for such more specific inquiries.
Beyond the Case of Kedarnath
For Kedarnath, the investigation of place is the investigation of Shiva, or more specifically an investigation of the texture of Shiva’s presence in a specific place. The two are not one and the same, yet they are also not in any stable way distinct from one another. But what are the implications of the example of Kedarnath for the investigation of Shaivism and places of religious power more generally? The first implication is that the examination of modern Shaivism through the lens of place sheds new light on both metaphysical questions of Shiva’s nature and his relationship to the world.

Don Handelman and David Shulman end their philosophical exegesis on the deeds of Shiva in the forest of pines with broader reflections on what these stories say about the nature of Shiva. From this narrative corpus they bring a view of Shiva to articulation that engages, at a general theological level, Shiva’s “tensile”, “generative, processual” nature, his tendency to “always be on the edge of disappearance…”
 Kedarnath is in a sense a site of such an attempted disappearance. Yet the site of such an attempt itself has become a place of hyper-presence in which Shiva is non-distinct from the marshy soil of the valley he inhabits. The rock of the Kedarnath linga anchors Shiva’s processual nature in the wet ground of the Himalayas and reconfigures our understandings of how this processual nature relates to the world. 
The character of Kedarnath also evokes particular formulations found in the schools of Kashmiri Shaivism. The notion of Kedarnath’s attractive power of akarshan, of the shakti of the place, combined with the identity of the site as a jyotirlinga, is evocative of the doctrine of vibration found in the Spanda (Vibration) school.  In this school, vibration constitutes the “dynamic, recurrent and creative activity of the absolute.”
 Viewed in this way, the attractive power of Kedarnath is a local, material example of this dynamic and recurrent pulse. It is a physical analog and index of the metaphysical spanda.
In Kedarnath there is a tactile immediacy to Shiva‘s fluid nature that more conceptual views of his character have difficulty registering. If a linga of light is enshrined at Kedarnath, it is enshrined in a setting that pulls that light into the swampy, marshy ground whose earth-water mixture indexically evokes the union of Shiva and the Goddess in her form of Ganga, and that spreads out beyond the temple. And this elemental power of the site cannot be separated from its active participation in the economic networks of pilgrimage tourism, something that such metaphysically oriented models do not directly address. The nature and presence of Shiva in Kedarnath are emplaced in all these ways. The complex nature of this emplacement is itself a significant datum for those working on Shaivite thought and ritual; it suggests that broader anthropological and geographical concerns are of signal relevance for such inquiries.  And such divine emplacements must be considered on a case by case basis. Ann Grodzins Gold writes of the profound effect that seeing and bathing in the ocean for the first time had on Rajasthani yatris in Jagannath Puri, who called it “taking waves”.
 This effect, however, did not link indexically to the presence of Jagannath Vishnu in Puri in a manner comparable to Shiva’s presence in the marshy soil of Kedarnath.
The case of Kedarnath further demonstrates that inquiry, whether anthropological, philosophical, or historical, into modern Shaivite thought and practice need not limit itself to Shaivite communities defined by initiation (dīkṣā). One of the most recent works in the field of Shaivism is a translation and commentary by Richard Davis of a famous and still popular ritual manual for the observance of Shaivite temple festivals in South India by the medieval scholar Aghorasiva.
 Aghorasiva is one of the luminaries of the Shaiva Siddhanta tradition. The manual goes far beyond mere instruction; towards the end of the work it explicitly and systematically correlates the stages of the festival to the five fundamental activities of Shiva: maintenance, emission, reabsorption, veiling, and grace.
 Yet there are many important sites of Shaivite importance and practice that are not framed by such coherent and well attested documents and social formations. Many of those present in Kedarnath are not from Shaivite communities, and Kedarnath is only one stop on a larger yatra. Locals typically do not speak in terms of Shaivite affiliation or initiation; as residents in Shiv-bhumi (the land of Shiva) such matters are redundant.
 One could argue that journey to Kedarnath itself constitutes a form of temporary Shaiva initiation.
There is scope for the consideration of Shaivite phenomena of thought and practice beyond contexts in which they are explicitly and formally identified as such. This recommendation will certainly prove useful for places other than Kedarnath; Varanasi comes immediately to mind. Yet treatments of Varanasi have focused either on its primarily Sanskritic and symbolic registers (Eck, Singh), its linkages to death and dying (Parry), the history of its Shaivite institutions (Smith), or the visual representations of a particular sub-community or spatial unit inside the city (Gaenzle and Gengnagel).
 Even in the case of Varanasi, about which a great deal has already been written, there remains room for the coherent theoretical reflection of how the set of discourses and practices by which the place is presently constituted relate to the scholarly consideration of Shaivism. 
My analytic treatment of the place of Kedarnath as a complex agent further demonstrates that scholarly accounts of places of religious power and significance will remain incomplete unless they address the specific contours of the religious power of the place in ways that go beyond designations of sacred and holy. I do not mean to imply that all such places be viewed as complex agents; this is a theoretical formulation that is in important ways a response to the specifics of Kedarnath. Yet even a thoroughly secular scholarly account of a place of religious power and significance not concerned with conversations such as those I engage about Shaivism should still register the nuances of that religious power and how it relates to the character of the place or, to recall Sax’s critique, it will be an incomplete account. If, depending on the specifics of the case, the notion of complex agency does not prove appropriate in the anthropological investigation of such places, then the burden lies on the scholar to formulate a different theoretical framework that is equal to the task. The catalyst of the theoretical approach of this work was the idea of akarshan as it emerged in several conversations in Kedarnath in 2007 during my fieldwork; the notion of Kedarnath as complex agent was an elaboration from that beginning. There is considerable utility to using indigenous concepts found in the context of fieldwork as the basis for subsequent theoretical formulations of place. However, by definition, such formulations would be responsive to their own contexts of examination and might look very different from this work. 
The conceptual linkage of place, deity, and complex agency also promises to be a generative concept with which to approach Hindu thought more broadly. As I discussed in Chapter Three, complex agency as a way of thinking about the actions of Hindu deities in the world has already gained a foothold through the works of Sutherland, Sax, Mines, Baltutis, Chakrabarty, and Inden. Yet there remains a great deal to engage and theorize about the ways in which the idea of complex agency may help to understand how Hindu deities are present in the world, and how that presence connects to their “real” natures. There are numerous indigenous ideas found in South Asia that provide resources for conceptualizing such connections between deity and world, and the analytic re-envisioning of such ideas remains an area for creative theorizing.  Gayatri Chakravorti Spivak has made one such thought experiment. She writes:

It is not too fanciful to say that a possible dvaita “structure of feeling,” if there are such structures, would be the future anteriority of every being as potentially, unanticipatably avatār in the general sense. It is within this general uneven, unanticipatable possibility of avatarana or descent – this cathexis by the ulterior, as it were, that the “lesser” god or goddess, when fixed in devotion, is as “great” as the greatest…

David Haberman is also breaking new ground in this regard. Both in his recent work on the goddess/river Yamuna and in his forthcoming work on tree shrines in north India, he has been developing the concept of svarūpa (real, essential, own form) as a way of thinking about the relationships between persons, deities, and the natural world.
 Given the primacy of emplacement for the experience of being in the world and the processes of knowing and constituting the world noted by theoreticians of place and space, the conjoining of place, deity, and complex agency in the context of Hindu thought adds a generative new stream to the ways in which the nature and presence of deities in the world are already under theoretical consideration. 
Departing Kedarnath at the End of the Season
It is therefore appropriate on numerous levels that I end this work with a vignette from the end of the season. The end of the season in Kedarnath is one of the season’s significant events. In the days and weeks immediately prior, Kedarnath empties; the influx of Bengalis on vacation for Durga Puja has ended and many locals want to be home with their families on Diwali. This means leaving several days before the official close of the season. But on the penultimate day of the season the population rises again; many repeat yatris make it a point to come for the beginning and end of the season. Distinguished political and religious figures make the journey, and the ranks of the police and military swell as they secure the site for the winter. Phone lines are taken down, and pipes are taken up for the off-season. On the final morning the military actually runs its own bhaṇḍārā (food kitchen) for all those still remaining in the village.

The final night of the season is marked by what is known as samadhi-puja. Samadhi typically refers either to an advanced level in the procession of a conscious self towards realization or to the death of a holy person who, it is assumed, will not return into the cycle of samsara. Thus, for example, the traditional site of Shankara’s death in Kedarnath is known as his place of samadhi. But what this term means in reference to a self-manifest and immobile form of Shiva is, as the following scene describes, perhaps best viewed as a semantic and ritual extension of these more established concepts.

In preparation for samadhi puja, the inside and the outside of the temple received the adornment of flowers in the same manner that happened on the occasion of Bhatuj (the occasion on which the Kedarnath linga is covered with a pyramid of bricks made from boiled rice). In 2007 a Haridwar man whose custom it is to accompany the Kedarnath opening and closing processions each year provided the flowers. We are friends; we have been on four Kedarnath processions together, starting in 2000. The temple opened to the public for the viewing of samadhi puja at two a.m. on the final day of the season. While there were only several hundred people in Kedarnath at this point the press inside the temple was considerable because everyone wanted to be as close to the inner sanctum as possible. The pujari and Samiti ved pathis poured buckets and buckets of ghi over the linga and then adorned it with multiple lines of fragrant paste (gandh). They placed flowers and fruit liberally on and around the linga, and then proceeded to cover the linga with multiple layers of bhasma (ash made from cow dung), dhotis, and flowers.  The scene was, for me, evocative of passage into sleep. It felt to me as if Kedarnath-Shiva was being tucked in for the winter, returning to a quiescent and self-contained state until the opening of the next season. Everyone received the bhasma from this samadhi puja as prasada. 

The temple then closed to the public for several hours while people prepared for departure and the Kedarnath doli received its final adornments and was placed in the temple (I presume near the linga). It emerged from the temple around eight in the morning, and representatives of the Samiti locked the temple. The drums and bagpipes of the Garhwali military band sounded, along with the Garhwali drums that accompany the deity on deora. Snow had begun to fall in Kedarnath several days before the end of the season. Combined with the sunshine of the morning, this meant that the first several kilometers of the journey were over a footpath covered with melting ice. When the procession departs Kedarnath at the end of the season the area, even more so than during the season, officially becomes the province of Bhairavnath. Locals tell stories in which the temple key is forgotten and left behind, and rather than allow a human presence to reenter the village after the doli has left, Bhairavnath himself returns it. 

At the end of the season the Kedarnath doli does not stop in Gaurikund; Parvati has herself left Gaurikund a day before for her winter residence. This way, I was told, Kedarnath-Shiva will not feel tempted to visit with her on his way to Ukhimath. A detailed examination and discussion of the Kedarnath procession and how it relates to its local contexts is the subject for a separate, shorter work.  I will, however, offer several observations about the tone of the procession and its arrival in Ukhimath. The opening of the pilgrimage season and the opening procession to Kedarnath are a time of excitement, fanfare, expectation, and hopes for a good season. The Kedarnath doli receives a military accompaniment, organized welcomes by schools and colleges, and national media coverage. On the procession back to Ukhimath, the dominant feeling and tone I observed was one of satisfaction, thankfulness and relief. The season had been sufficient, and those who welcomed and worshipped the doli knew that they had earned an amount sufficient for the off-season. There was a sense of satisfaction at the successful conclusion of the season. 

Yet the Kedarnath doli does not receive the same level of personal and communal devotional attention as the doli of Madmaheshvar-Shiva. Madmaheshvar is the second Shiva of the Panch Kedar and is located directly north of Ukhimath; the Madmaheshvar doli also departs and arrives into Ukhimath. I observed that the character of the Madmaheshvar processions that similarly open and close the season and that depart and arrive into Ukhimath are in sharp contrast to the Kedarnath processions. With the Madmaheshvar doli, its departure from Ukhimath is rather quiet. People are sad that Madmaheshvar is leaving and do not wish to draw attention to their sadness. When Madmaheshvar returns to Ukhimath it is the single most important event in the Ukhimath calendar, more so than when the Kedarnath doli arrives, even though Kedarnath is far more famous and important to the economic life of the region. The primary markers of Madmaheshvar’s arrival into Ukhimath are the heights of devotional intensity reached as Madmaheshvar enters particular villages. The Madmaheshvar doli shakes as it travels, renders judgments on land disputes, and listens to the calls of those in need for justice.  The Kedarnath doli does not do these things; it is rather a moving emblem of what is perennially present in Kedarnath, the importance of the pilgrimage season, and the worldwide renown of a jyotirlinga that is one of the sites of the Char Dham Yatra.

This is perhaps a good moment to take leave of Kedarnath. The procession, accompanied with the sounds of drums and bagpipes that sonically evoke the India’s colonial period and with the dhol and the damav that sonically evoke the local Himalayan contexts of Garhwal, enters Ukhimath. Local school children and Ukhimath residents accompany the doli as it nears the Aumkareshvar temple, the site of a marriage between the daughter of a rakshasa (Usha) and the grandson of Krishna (Aniruddh). The Rawal of Kedarnath, a Virashaiva jagadguru and himself a walking form of Kedarnath, welcomes the doli, and then he is himself worshipped. The travelling form of Shiva installed in the doli has arrived in Ukhimath, and a different Kedarnath-Shiva murti will receive worship in the Aumkareshvar temple, as do forms of each of the Panch Kedar. The high Himalayas in the distance, sometimes shining with white-reflected snow, sometimes dark with their own special severe weather, remind anyone who looks northward to the horizon that the complex agency of Kedarnath-Shiva rests and waits to become again a place possible for humans to reach.  
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