
2
History of Pilgrimage to Kailash-Manasarovar

The holy mountain Kailash and the lakes Manasarovar and Rakshas Tal are located in the western
Tibetan plateau between the Gurla Mandhata mountain in the southeast and Kunlun mountain in
the northwest. Being in the trans-Himalayan region, the ma‡Çala created by their positions is
important not only for believers, but nonbelievers also find this place incredibly enchanting.
Though there are no specific references to Mount Kailash in the Vedic texts, it seems that the
Indians were aware of its existence. For instance, it has been mentioned in the ÿg Veda (2.15.6.)
that Lord Indra ‘through his power made the Indus flow in a northern direction.’ On the basis of
this hymn, Frits Staal has pointed out that as the Indus  flows in a northerly direction just a few
kilometres from Mount Kailash, the Vedic people could hardly have failed to notice it (Staal 1990:
290). It has also been pointed out that there is evidence in the Vedic texts for the existence of
ascetics who carried out spiritual practices in the Himalayas (Frawley 1995: 92). Pilgrimage may
well have been one of the many features originally introduced into the BrÈhma‡ical Hindu
religious system by these ascetics (McKay 1998: 168). There are also indications that many
mountains in the Himalayas and beyond began to be associated with spirituality and came to be
regarded as the home of Vedic deities. 

Pilgrimage certainly seems to have become fairly well entrenched in the Indian society by
the time the Vedic Indians established themselves in the middle Gangetic plains and the sacrificial
rites began to give way to alternative practices such as pilgrimage. The Aitareya BrÈhma‡a has
perhaps the earliest textual reference to the existence of pilgrimage. Here, while praising the
šFlower-like heels of the wanderer,› this text points out that šAll his sins disappear, slain by the
toil of his journeying› (Aitareya BrÈhma‡a.7-15 quoted in Bhardwaj 1973: 3). By about 1000
BCE, if not before, Indians must have begun to visit Kailash and Manasarovar as pilgrims. The
RÈmÈya‡a and the MahÈbhÈrata, which went on to šfix the normative values of ¶ryan culture›
(Varma 1988-89: 13) further popularized the Kailash pilgrimage in Indian society. 

The five PÈ‡Çava brothers and their wife, chief characters of the MahÈbhÈrata, are known
to have embarked upon a pilgrimage to Kailash at the end of their earthly lives. However, only
Yudhi–—hir accompanied by his faithful dog is said to have made it in the end, the rest having
perished on the way. Even he lost his toe because his truthfulness had been thrown into doubt due
to a paradoxical statement he had made during the Battle of MahÈbhÈrata. Similarly, Lord RÈma
of the RÈmÈya‡a is said to have paid a visit to Kailash. In the MahÈbhÈrata it is stated that VyÈsa,
the legendary systemizer of the Vedas, had also visited Kailash (SabhÈ Chapter: 43,17). The
Buddha also encouraged his monks and nuns to constantly travel and many JÈtaka stories speak
of the value of pilgrimage to holy Meru (Mt. Kailash). The inscriptions of Emperor Ashok
mention him as having given up war in favour of peace and pilgrimage in the third century BCE.
During his many pilgrimages to the holy places of Buddhism, Ashok paid visits to LumbinÏ and
BodhagayÈ. Legend has it that Lord Kri–‡a paid a visit to Kailash. RÈva‡a, the demon king of
Lanka, is said to have meditated for a kalpa in this region over the shores of Rakshasa Tal,
adjoining the Manasarovar, and succeeded in obtaining a boon of prowess equalling Lord Shiva’s
own. According to folklore, once RÈva‡a lifted Mt Kailash and shook it so hard that scared



PÈravati (who had been upset with ƒiva after a quarrel) scrambled back to ƒiva’s arms. This scene
is beautifully described in a sculpture at the Kailash Temple at Ellora.

Though some scholars believe that the practice of pilgrimage began in Tibet at the earliest
in the seventh century CE with the arrival of Buddhism from India (Buffetrille 1998: 19), it is
almost certain that it pre-dates the arrival of Buddhism by a considerable period of time. It must
be noted that Tibet did not exist in as much isolation as is generally believed and Indian and
Tibetan cultures have been enriching each other since pre-historic times.  There may have been,
as R.A. Stein suggested, links between BrÈhma‡ical Hinduism and the early ‘unsystemized’ Bön.
Such links may well have been stimulated by the presence of gold and other precious metals in
the Kailash-Manasarovar region. To the followers of Bön faith, Kailash, the soul-mountain of
Zhang-Zhung was an ice-capped pyramid called Gang Tisè as well as Yungdruk Gu Tseg, the
‘Nine-Storeyed Swastika Mountain.’ To the Bönpo, as to the Hindus, the swastika was an ancient
symbol of power. On the southern face of the sacred mountain a vertical gully intersecting with
horizontal striations in the rock emblazoned the sign for the faithful to see. After the arrival of
Buddhism, Kailash was ‘Buddhacised’ in the Tibetan religious system. This process of
‘Buddhacisation’ involved the construction of new understandings of the place through the ritual
appropriation of existing sacred space, often by means of transferring concepts of sacred
geography from Indian sources (Huber 1990). In this process pre-existing indigenous deities were
subjugated or converted into Buddhist deities and Buddhist concepts were superimposed onto the
cult of the territorial god (yul lha). This involved the ‘mandalization’ of the landscape within the
Buddhist understanding (often with the yul lha being incorporated into the ma‡Çala as a protective
deity) and an ‘opening’ of the sacred centre, involving the ‘discovery’ of the parikramÈ path by
a charismatic Buddhist figure. At Kailash the territorial god though may have been subjugated but
was not completely converted. Thus, the original yul lha deity was not completely superceded by
the Buddhist deity (Milarepa) and the Indian model of parikramÈ (pradak–i‡È, ‘moving to the
right’)- an essential ritual act of Buddhist pilgrimage- continued along with the Bön kora of
moving anti-clockwise.

The cosmologies and myths of origin of each of the four religions (Hinduism, Buddhism,
Jainism, and Bön) speak of Kailash as the mythical Mount Meru, the centre and birth place of the
entire universe. Pilgrimage to this mountain, undoubtedly, appears as a recurrent theme at all
times in the art and literature of both India and Tibet. The Kailash pilgrimage has been systemized
within each of these four religious traditions. This process began when the site attracted
mendicants of each faith, whose religious practices further increased the sanctity of the region in
their followers’ perspective. As increasing numbers of pilgrims were drawn towards it, aspects
of landscape, history/myth, and text were used to identify the region as sacred within that faith.

The establishment of Anglo-Tibetan ties at the turn of the twentieth century transformed
the modern pilgrimage to Kailash-Manasarovar. The British felt that pilgrims would work as
harbingers of trace and commerce. Thus, they šconstructed an image of Kailash which presented
it as a desirable pilgrimage centre for all types of Hindus; a construction designed to stimulate the
pilgrimage in order to bring revenue to frontier districts. In the preceding centuries, however, it
was apparently a site visited only by a small group of renunciates of a particular sect› (McKay
1998: 13). šBritish patronage led to dramatic increase in the numbers of Indian pilgrims to the
Kailas region after the 1920s. But it appears that whereas the early pilgrims were renunciates,
Kailas-Manasarovar increasingly came within the range of tours of wealthy and educated caste
Hindu pilgrims, who returned to their worldly lives after their pilgrimage. What was once a land
of heroes and ascetics, was now open to anyone with the necessary fitness, desire, and money ›



(McKay 1998: 180). 
Lieutenant Henry Strachey, who travelled to western Tibet in 1846, records having met

two Hindu sadhus. The first described as an ‘intelligent, smart, and decent sanyasi’ had been
roughly apprehended by the Tibetan authorities on arrival, and only permitted to perform the
upÈsanÈ and ritual bathing at Manasarovar under escort. He had been refused permission to do
the parikramÈ of either the lake, or of Mount Kailash. The second sadhu, whom Strachey
describes as a ‘yogi’ of poor appearance and a half-fool had no such problems. Strachey attributed
this to the Tibetans’ not unreasonable suspicion that an intelligent sadhu could be a British agent
(H. Strachey, 1848: 84). It was not so easy even for sadhus to perform pilgrimage as not only
dacoits but also the Tibetan authorities created hurdles in their way. Strachey’s report does suggest
that what we might call the ‘hard core’ of pilgrims to Kailash were still sadhus, and it is consistent
with the textual evidence suggesting that this was, historically a renunciate pilgrimage (McKay
1998: 177). It could be that only people with resources or those ‘who had not have anything to
lose’ took the risk to go. A family man with poor resources could not afford either the expenses
or the risks and hardships. Thus, in the pre-1959 period commoners generally avoided going on
pilgrimage to Kailash. Wealthy people, however, were known sometimes to have hired others to
perform the pilgrimage for them. Pilgrimage to Tibet besides being dangerous and expensive was
also time-consuming. In the pre-1959 days, it used to take as much as three months. Now it can
be performed in less than a month via the Lipu Pass and in about two weeks via the Kodari-
Zhangmu Pass of Nepal. 

Paucity of evidence makes it almost impossible to assess the numbers of pilgrims and
traders visiting Kailash and Manasarovar up to the twentieth century. It is hard, for instance, to
know whether the treaty negotiated by the British at Lhasa in 1904 which gave Indian pilgrims
free entry into Tibet had any real effect upon numbers entering. In 1907, Sherring was told that
about 150 sanyasins visited annually but that every twelve years during the Kumbh year up to 400
attended (Sherring, 1906: 144). Bharati gives the figure of 600 pilgrims visiting Kailash and
Manasarovar in 1951 (Duncan 1801: 37-52). There are very few examples available of female
pilgrims for the period prior to the takeover of Tibet by China. One such pilgrim was the wife of
General Zorawar Singh who is said to have lived on the banks of Manasarovar for a couple of
years during the early 1840s. However, the first batch of Indian women from Gujarat (barring the
Bhotia women who frequently travelled to this region), performed the parikramÈ of Kailash and
Manasarovar in the year 1937 (Pranavananda 1949: 226). A portion of Mahatma Gandhi’s ashes
was immersed in Manasarovar on 8 August 1948 by Mr Surendra and his colleagues.

Many fascinating experiences of people, inspiring both awe and admiration, are associated
with trips into western Tibet. Swami Pranavananda performed 36 and 33 koras of Kailash and
Manasarovar respectively. His book is a goldmine of information on the Kailash-Manasarovar
pilgrimage (KailÈs-MÈnasarovar, Calcutta: S.P. League Ltd, 1949). An Indian trader called
Purangir went on a pilgrimage to Kailash in 1788 after being given support by the Panchen Lama
for ponies, fuel, and servant-cooks at each staging point. He travelled with three attendants and
made the usual parikramÈ and took bath in the Manasarovar (Bysack 1890: 99). A sanyasin called
Purana Puri, who had chosen the urdhbÈhu (arms raised) attitude for twelve years, performed the
pilgrimage to Kailash and Manasarovar during 1770-80 (Duncan 1801: 37-52). In the twentieth
century, Sven Hedin of Sweden is perhaps the best known explorer from the West to have
explored this region during 1907-09. Entering Tibet via Ladakh, he spent over two months around
Manasarovar, sailing on it. He wrote an illuminating account of this region in his books (Trans-
Himalaya: Discoveries and Adventures in Tibet, 3 vols, London: Macmillan & Co, 1910-1913;



My Life as an Explorer, reprint, New York: Kodansha International, 1996).


