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Varanasi through the Ages - A Glimpse 
 

 

Ghats of Varanasi 

 

The story of the holy city of Varanasi is a combination of legend and historical facts. Kashi 

has been described in 15,000 verses in the Kashi Khanda of the Skanda Purana. According to 

it, this city is in the world but not limited by it. It is in the middle of the universe, but not in 

the midst of the universe. Goddess Parvati, in her admiration for the city, exclaims to Lord 

Shiva at one point in the Kashi Khanda, óEven though it sits upon the earth, Kashi is not an 

earthly city.ô1 Lord Brahma, the creator, says, óMany times have I, who spread out the 

creation, created the world. But Kashi is of another sort, created by Shiva himself.ô2  

The Mahabharata refers to an ancient kingdom called Kasi with its capital at Varanasi, the 

latter being founded by Divodasa, believed to be a descendant of the dynasty of the Vedic 

Aryans and the founder of the Indian system of medicine, Ayurveda.  

The settlement of Varanasi as a ócityô dates back roughly to the period 2000ï1800 BCE, 

when the Aryans are said to have moved into the Gangetic plains. Kashi has been referred to 

as an affluent kingdom, a land of sacrifice and a centre of learning in various historical 

sources such the Vedas, Upanishads and other regional and Sanskrit literature. 

Kashi became one of the important Tirthas of the Jainas, from the eighth century BCE, the 

period when the 23th Tirthankara, Parshvanath was born in this city. Sarnath, a suburb of 
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Kashi flourished as a Buddhist centre from 535 BCE onwards when Gautam Buddha 

preached his first sermon here.3  

The history of Varanasi becomes clearer from sixth century BCE onwards as reflected in the 

Buddhist texts, Jataka tales, the Mahabharata and the Puranas that were written around this 

time. During this era, the worship of Puranic gods as well as the rise of Shiva, Vishnu, 

Krishna, other cults and rituals associated with the temples along with the development of 

popular rites of puja and pilgrimage grew in prominence.  

It was around the 8th and 6th century BCE that the sixteen great kingdoms, called the 

Mahajanapadas existed in the northern part of India.4 Several texts make frequent reference to 

these Mahajanpadas out of which Kashi was one of the significant centres along with 

Magadha to its east and Kosala to its north. During this time, Kashi was an important trade 

centre. The presence of the river Ganga and multiple trade links enhanced the commercial 

prospects of the city.  

The Shungas in the 1st century supported Brahminism. Pushyamitra Shunga performed the 

Vedic Ashvamedha twice in Varanasi. After the Shungas, the Kushanas came to power and 

extended their rule here. In 635 CE, when the famous Chinese explorer Hiuen Tsang visited 

the city, it was an important settlement of innovative thinking and spirituality along the 

Ganga River.  

By the end of Gupta rule in the 6th century CE the stronghold of the Hindu pantheon became 

momentous in Banaras, giving way to several devotional movements. In the early medieval 

period, Varanasi had passed from one ruler to another ï from the Maukharis of Kannauj to 

the Gurjara-Pratiharas (9th century). In the mid-10th century, it was under the rule of the 

Pratihara dynasty and had expanded southward.5 Varanasi grew as a centre for art, culture, 

thought and religion that drew intellectuals and artists from across the Asian and European 

continents. They came to the city in search of inspiration and like-minded discourse.  

The city remained under the control of several Hindu kingdoms till the Delhi Sultanate 

established its rule over the city. In 1206 CE, with the establishment of the Delhi Sultanate, 

the entire Ganges valley came under Muslim domination. It remained in Muslim hands for 

over 500 years. The history of this period is complicated, and various Muslim dynasties 

which came to power through the centuries were far from monolithic in their policies toward 

the sacred sites of the Hindus. There were certainly high moments in these centuries, when 

Kashi recaptured something of its lost glory. There were times of ambitious temple 

construction and stimulating scholarly activity. The religious life of the city was under almost 

constant threat. At least six times during these years the temples of Kashi were destroyed. 

óFollowing the sack of the city by the forces of Muhammad Ghuri, temples were destroyed 

again in the 1300s under Firuz Shah Tughluqô.6 The architectural and living culture of 

Banaras was disrupted repeatedly and underwent constant changes in terms of demolitions, 

constructions and re-constructions by the Tuqhlaqs, the Sharqi kings, the Lodis, and finally 

by the Mughals.  
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The Puranas of Kashi were further elaborated and revised. The Kashi Khanda reached its 

final form around the mid-14th century. The Kashi Rahasya, with its eclectical and mystical 

view of the city, and the Kashi Kedara Mahatmya, which glorified the southern sector of the 

city, also gained popularity. Following Lakshmidharaôs example from the 11th century, 

digests on various matters of dharma were compiled, as well as manuals for pilgrims.  

A new religiousness was rising all over North India, comprised of Bhakti devotionalism and 

Tantric counter-culture between the 15th and 17th century. These were peopleôs movements 

that shared distaste for ritual, the brahminical establishment, and the caste system. The life of 

devotion was no longer the prerogative of the elite but of all, regardless of class and caste. 

With the Bhakti movement, a vibrant new poetic literature composed in vernacular languages 

surpassed Sanskrit literature.  

The two Bhakti poet mystics whose verses are most beloved today are Kabir and Tulsidas. 

Kabir was from a very low-caste julaha weaving family who, according to some, were recent 

converts to Islam. In his terse, satirical couplets, Kabir ridicules all religions and Kashiôs 

traditions of ritual and pilgrimage. He expresses devotion for personal god who is 

undefinable in human terms. Like Kabir, Tulsidas wrote in Hindi. But unlike Kabir, he was a 

Vaishnav, a firm follower of Ram and Hanuman. His subversion of the Sanskrit pandits lay in 

rendering religious literature into the language of the people. His translation of the Ramayana 

into a version called the Ramcharitmanas remains a classic. Tulsidas is also said to have 

launched, for the unlettered, the annual performances of Ramôs story that continue today, 

called the Ramlila.  

The crumbling of the Mughal Empire coincided with the dominance of Marathas who 

supported the establishment of a Hindu Empire. In 1738, Mansaram, the zamindar of 

Gangapore became the founder of the present line of the Kashi Raj, followed by Balwant 

Singh.7 By 1794, the political governance of Banaras came under the British dominion, 

leaving only the religious and cultural matters to the discretion of the rulers. Located on the 

Ganga and the main west-to-east trade route, Banaras continued to thrive as a centre for trade, 

during the 18th Century. It had become the subcontinentôs inland commercial capital. 

Merchant bankers from other parts of India were drawn to the city for its commercial 

opportunities and amassed wealth. In order to regulate their complex trading and banking 

world, they organized themselves into a structure whose pinnacle was a tightly-knit oligarchy 

of nine trading family called the Naupatti or óSociety of Nine Sharers.ô  

In 1939, Vibhuti Narain Singh, referred by the title of Maharaja or Kashi Naresh promoted 

the learning of classical Indian arts and culture. In 1947, he handed over most of his territory 

to the new government of Independent India. Local political power became intimately 

connected to cultural patronage. The maharaja, the elite, and the merchants developed new 

cultural and patronage styles, in which everyone participated. These consisted of fairs and 

festivals, ceremonials such as the Ramlila, competitions of music and bodybuilding, the 

development of religious practices, and reformist activities.  
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Even today the Ramnagar fort that was built by Raja Balwant Singh in 1750 is inhabited by 

the present Kashi Naresh, held in high regard by the people of Ramnagar. The fort houses a 

museum, the entry to which is ticketed for the general public. One finds a collection of 

antiques, weaponry and other items from the royal history at this museum. The world 

renowned Ramlilaðthe theatrical presentation of the story of Ramðis performed around this 

fort for one month every year. 

 

Wall Paintings of Varanasi showing the king during a procession 

 

Travellers  and Visitors  to Kashi  
 

Indiaôs religious faith revolves around Kashi, situated mid way along the mighty Gangaôs 

journey from Gangotri to Ganga-Sagar. Throughout historyðarmies, citizens and 

explorersðhave passed Varanasi at some point or another. Since time immemorial, Banaras 

has drawn in varieties of visitors like the pilgrim, the thinker-philosopher, the merchant, the 

king and his cohort, or the explorer to name a few. 9 

 

Fa Hien (337ï422) 

After having walked the Silk-Road, passing by Gandhar, Taxila, Utchh, Mathura, Varanasi 

and Gaya, Fa Hien stayed in Patiliputra for three years collecting, copying and studying the 

Buddhist texts. About his short trip to Varanasi Fa Hien writes: ñFrom Patiliputra I walked 22 

Yojans (280 Km) west to reach Varanasi. Only 10 Litarah (12 Km) north-east is located the 
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legendry Sarnath, where I witnessed many Buddhist Viharas and the famed deer-park of the 

saintly sages.ò 

Hiuen Tsang (602ï664) 

Hiuen Tsang left China and reached Kashi via Afghanistan at the young 

age of  27 years. About Varanasi's grandeur he said: ñVaranasi has 20 

grand temples with huge spires and structures made of carved stone and 

painted wood. A copper statue of Shiva is no less than 100 feet tall and 

seems alive [é] in the north-east of the capital flows the river Varuna. 

Westwards from here is a stupa built by Ashoka which must be 500 feet 

high. In front of this is a stone pillar which glimmers like a mirror. Its 

ice-like surface appears to reflect Buddhaôs image before which one can 

pay obeisance.ò This stone pillar, in fragmented form, can be seen in the 

Sarnath Museum. Even today, it has a mirror-like sheen. 

 

 Huien Tsang (image: Wikimedia) 

 

 

Al -Biruni (973ï1048) 

Travelling to India in 1017 with Mahmud Ghazni, Al -Biruni was enamored by Indiaôs 

philosophy, religion and way of existence. Mathematics, physics, nature-science, history, 

linguistics, anthropology, and astronomy are only a few subjects which he excelled at. In his 

book - The Book of India, he wrote extensively about the society, cities, villages, lives of the 

people of India. His take on Banaras strikes one as very insightful: ñThe sages and 

mendicants gravitate to Banaras and then refuse to leave, much like the people attached to 

Kaôaba who refuse to leave Mecca. They stay there till death in the hope that afterwards they 

may achieve salvation and stay here forever. It is believed that if you have committed a crime 

such as murder, your punishment will be commensurate to your sin. But only if the sinner 

comes to Banaras can he be absolved of sin.ò 

 

Dara Shikoh (1615ï1659) 

Dara Shikoh was the eldest son of the Mughal Emperor Shahjahan and his queen Mumtaz 

Mahal, who commanded an infantry of sixty thousand men and a cavalry of fifty thousand. 

He was also appointed the governor of important states like Allahabad, Gujarat, Multan and 

Kabul at different points of time.  

In Banaras, under the tutelage of Bairagi Baba Laldas, and with the assistance of 150 Vedic 

Pundits, Dara Shikoh embarked on the task of understanding and translating no less than 50 
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Upanishads into Persian. This was published under the title of Sirr-e-Akbar. Following this, 

he wrote a tome Majma-ul-Baharien, óMeeting of Oceansô, where he tried to fuse the 

teachings of Sufism and the Vedant. To commemorate the Mughal crown-princeôs residency 

in Banaras, a still-existing borough, Daraganj, was established. 

 

Jean-Baptiste Tavernier (1605ï1689)  

 

Jean Baptise Tavernier, a French traveler, jeweler and gem-merchant, started his voyages 

from Antwerp and Paris. In India, he travelled from Surat to Agra, Puri and Golconda, and of 

course to Kashi. Because of his ingenuity the Mughals called him Hunarmand. In his iconic 

travelogues Travels in India, published in 1676, he describes Banaras: ñBenaras is a large and 

very well-built town. The majority of the houses being of 

brick and cut-stone, and more lofty than those of other 

towns of India; but it is very inconvenient that the streets 

are so narrow. It has several caravanserais, and among 

others, one very large and well-built. In the middle of the 

court there are two galleries where they sell cotton, silken 

stuff, and other kinds of merchandize. The majority of 

those who vend the goods are the workers who have made 

the pieces, and in this manner foreigners obtain them at 

first hand.ò 

Jean Baptiste Tavernier  (image: Wikimedia) 

 

Francois Bernier (1620ï1688) 

Landing at the port of Surat in Gujarat, this French physician left France at the age of 36. He 

was soon appointed as the personal physician to Dara Shikoh. He was retained as the 

designated doctor to the Mughal durbar by Aurangzeb even after Daraôs death. He travelled 

with the royal entourage and later with his fellow Frenchman, Tavernier. These travels gave 

him an experience of India which he later wrote in his book Travels in the Mughal Empires. 

About Banaras, He writes: ñThe town of Benaras, seated on the Ganges, in a beautiful 

situation, and in the midst of extremely fine and rich country, may be considered a general 

school of gentiles. It is the Athens of India, where Brahmins and other devotees reside; they 

are the only persons who apply their mind to study.ò 

 

Mirza Asadullah Khan Ghalib (1797ï1869) 

Mirza Ghalib, one of the greatest Urdu poets, passed through Banaras in 1827, on his way to 

Calcutta. Banarasôs charm tempted him to stay, which he did, for one whole month. To 
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immerse himself in the spirit of the city, he hired a haveli in Naurangabad .He wrote a 

lengthy ode to Banaras comprising of 108 couplets. In this poem Charag-e-Dair, óThe lamp 

of the Templeô, he referred to Kashi as óThe Kaôaba of the Eastô: ñI 

will go to Kaôaba and there blow aloud a conch-shell! In Banaras, 

along with temples, Iôll build a Pyramid as well! Wah! What can one 

say about Banaras? One canôt find another city like that anywhere. I 

chanced here in the twilight of my life. Had I been young, I would 

have stayed put here and never left. O Allah! Please protect this 

utopia from the evil eye, for it is far superior to any paradisiacal 

heaven: Kind Allah, do save Banaras from any bad omen! This 

paradise, this bliss, this dreamland, this heaven!ò 

Mirza Asadullah Khan Ghalib (image: Wikimedia) 

 

Gurudev Rabindranath Tagore (1861ï1941) 

Kashi was visited several times by Rabindranath Tagore. The triumvirate of Annie Besant, 

Mahamana Malaviya and Gurudev got along famously. He would stay at the Malaviya home 

on the campus of BHU, where he was the chairperson of the Bhartiya Kala Bhawan. In one of 

his presidential addresses, he talked about Banaras: ñThe best place to preserve and protect 

ancient Indian manuscripts and culture is Kashi. The marked difference between other 

pilgrim spots and Kashi is that this is not only a confluence of rivers of faith, but also of all 

rivulets of Indian knowledge systems. If the regional languages and cultures of India want to 

extend their reach beyond the boundaries of their respective 

regions, then Banaras could become the centre of this endeavour, 

because Banaras doesnôt belong to a region, but all the regions 

reside within this conurbation. In the history of Hindu India, 

whatever streams of knowledge sprang-up, all came and converged 

here in Kashi at one time or another.ò 

Gurudev Rabindranath Tagore  (image: Wikimedia)  
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Historical significance of Rajghat 

In 1939, when digging was being done to extend the Banaras railway station, a number 

of  antique coins, idols and mudtoys dating to 8th century BC were found. Over the 

years, apart from the prehistoric structures of river-bund and old fortification, terracotta 

idols, toys, vessels, coins, seals and beads belonging to the Gupta, Kosambi, Indo-

Greek, Magh, Shunga and Kushan periods have been unearthed. These excavations have 

pushed back Banarasôs historical timeline to almost 2000 years before Christ. This led to 

the  discovery of the the most ancient foundations and walls of the civilization of Kashi. 

Prof. Vidula Jayaswal, a key figure involved in these excavations at Rajghat, has also 

interestingly tried to connect the dots and relate the Jataka tales with these archeological 

finds. The Jataka tales, are believed to be between the time frame of 3rd century BCE- 4th 

century CE. Through the case study of two Jataka tales (Akitta-Jataka - No. 480 and 

Kachhapa-Jataka - No. 178), she has tried to develop a interdisciplinary programme for 

the study of myths and archeology. Varanasi finds its mention in the Jatakas tales and 

archeological records of the city are documented as well. This gives a scope to make 

corelations and comparisions of the incidences of jatakas and the excavated remians.  

As an example, the Akitta-Jataka narrates a story of Akitti, a Bodhisattava born in a 

bhramin family who went to Varanasi to recieve further eductaion.According to the 

story, the gate and the quay of the settlement where he resided was named after him. 

One of the significant sites near Paharia Mandi in Varanasi is called Akhta.This site is 

very close to Sarnath and archeological evidences from this site point to the assumptions 

that it was a bhramin settlement where vedic rituals were performed as a daily routine. 

According to Prof. Jayaswal, the habitation floors of sites at Akhta, retain traces of fire 

ritual performances, ritual earthen pots, pottery discs and kapalas, identified as objects 

used in Vedic rituals. These back the asertions of the site being a bhramin settlement as 

mentioned in the jataka tale. The rivulet Akhta nala and the modern day name of a 

settlement at Akhta also connects to the aforementioned tale. For, assigning one name to 

a settlement and to a quay is not a common practice in this part of the country, which 

makes its connection to the jataka tale a possibility. Since at later vedic times only one 

settlement, Akhta was in existence, it may be suggested, She asserts that the story of 

Akitti travelling from his settlement to Varanasi for education could be of the post-later 

vedic phase.The archeological finds state that Akhta and Kashi-Rajghat were seperate 

settlements between Janapada and Late Kushan times, from 800 BCE - 3rd C CE. The 

excavation and the stories also reveal that perhaps, these connections and linkages seem 

to be logical to accept and that Aktha would have been the backdrop where the events of 

the Akkiti-Jataka might have taken place.   
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Celebrated Citizens  
 

The list of eminent citizens born or bred here and forever connected to Banaras is a long one. 

Mythology links the holy trinity of Brahma-Vishnu-Mahesh to Kashi. The religious texts talk 

about the ties of Jain Tirthankars, The Buddha and Adi Shankara to the region. And history 

abounds with names of emperors like Ashoka, Kushan and Harshavardhan, invaders and 

rulers like Mohammad Ghori, Qutubuddin Aibak, Sikandar Lodi, Humayun, Akbar, 

Shahjahan and Aurangzeb, and Britishers such as Warren Hastings, Cornwallis and Francis 

Hastings who all, in their inimitable way, shaped the face and fortune of this city 

civilization.9 

The 19th and 20th century avows its own honour roll of such denizens. A few personalities, 

including three remarkable women, do stand out, however, for their significant contribution 

to the city of Kashi. 

 

Rani Bhawani (1716ï1795) 

After the untimely demise of her husband, the king of Nator State in Bengal, Rani Bhawani 

took over the reins of the kingdom and established her credentials as an able administrator 

and a benevolent patron of religion, philosophy and theology. 

During her long sojourn at Banaras, the Rani built many temples dedicated to the feminine 

divine, thus giving a deeper dimension to Shiva-obsessed Kashi. Tara, Durga, Kali, 

Vishalakshi are a few Mother goddesses that she revered by building their abodes, along with 

several shrines dedicated to Shiva and Krishna. The striking red stone structure of Durga 

Temple and tank, standing tall in the southern part of the city, as well as many of the rest-

houses, watering-holes, perennial tanks and shady trees that dot the perilous path of the 

Panchkroshi Parikrama, were a gift of the very capable Rani to the city. In all she constructed 

60 ponds, 18 step-wells, 15 temples, more than 500 dwellings and four major ghats in 

Banaras. 

In the Annapurna Temple, dedicated to the goddess responsible for feeding people, the Rani 

was known to distribute almost 2000 kilos of rice and 300 kilos of Bengal-gram to the poor 

and needy every day. This queen from a little-known Bengal state came to be known as the 

incarnation of goddess Annapurna herself. 

 

Maharani Ahilyabai Holkar (1725ï1795) 

This courageous queen of Malwa, instead of renouncing the world and relinquishing power 

after the demise of her father-in-law, husband and son, chose to personally lead her army to 

repel the challengers to her authority. She went on to make temples, shrines, tanks, 

monasteries and rest houses in no less than 91 places, many beyond the boundaries of her 
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own princely state. Infrastructure built by Maharani Ahilyabai can be found in far-flung 

pilgrim spots like Gaya, Somnath, Ayodhya, Mathura, Haridwar, Kanchi, Avanti, Dwarika, 

Badrinath, Jagannath Puri, Rameshwaram and, of course, Kashi. 

Kashi held a special place in her kind heart. Here, the old Vishwanath temple had been pulled 

down and a mosque built at the very spot. Resourceful Rani Ahilyabai procured a piece of 

land adjoining the old Gyanvapi plot, and constructed a temple resembling the original which 

had been destroyed by Aurangzeb. When the pundits of Banaras refused to consecrate the 

new temple, she got holy men from Maheshwar to sanctify the new Kashi Vishwanath 

temple. She also gifted many new ghats and shrines to her cherished holy city. In popular lore 

it is said that the leaning temple of Kashi-Karvat is bowing down in homage to this caring 

and compassionate queen. 

 

Annie Besant (1847ï1933) 

Annie Besant, born in London, was a freethinker revolutionary 

who led many agitations to secure rights for women in Victorian 

England. After participating in the iconic World Religions 

Parliament in Chicago in 1993, she was drawn to India, and 

eventually made it her home and country. 

The King of Kashi, Maharaja Prabhu Narain Singh, gifted her a 

plot of land where she established the Central Hindu College, 

dedicated to preparing young, thinking minds in sync with the 

idea of an emerging India. With the support and encouragement 

of Doctor Bhagwandas and Pandit Madan Mohan Malaviya she 

also undertook a fresh new translation of Shrimadbhagwat Gita.  

Annie Besant (image: Wikimedia) 

 

In 1913, joining forces with Pandit Malaviya, she offered up her Central Hindu College 

campus so that the vision of starting the Banaras Hindu University could be realized quickly. 

BHU held its initial classes here, till its own site was inaugurated. In 1916, with Lokmanya 

Tilak, she established the Home Rule League and was arrested by the British in reaction. 

Soon she was elevated to the position of President of The Indian National Congress. In 1921 

she was honoured by the BHU with its first D.Litt. degree. Upon her demise in Madras, in 

accordance with her wish, her ashes were brought to Varanasi to be immersed in the Ganga. 

Millions came to bid farewell to their beloved Basanti Devi. The ówoman with a European 

body but Indian soulô was thus united with India forever. 
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Adi Shankaracharya (788ï820) 

Born at Kalladi in Kerala, Shankar left home for Kashi at the behest of his Guru, Govind 

Bhagwatpaad. After an arduous journey of more than 2500 kilometers, he reached Kashi and 

headed straightaway for a dip in the Ganga and then to the temple of Ma Annapurna. Shankar 

asked not for food but to bless him with the qualities of Knowledge, Renunciation and 

Attainment. 

 

Adishankarasharya by Raja Ravi Verma (image: Wikimedia) 

 

Once, as he was headed to the Ganga, a lady sat in the middle of the road with the dead body 

of her husband. When Shankar requested her to move it away, she asked him to directly tell 

the corpse to move. ñHow can a body, which has lost its Shakti move?ò asked an amazed 

Shankar. The woman shot back, ñYou recognize only the Absolute Brahman. But see how 

without Shakti or óthe female powerô even an omnipotent male Shiva turns into a lifeless 

cadaver.ò Shankar saluted her and henceforth acknowledged the power of the divine feminine 

as well. 

On another occasion, an outcast with four dogs blocked Shankarôs path. When Shankarôs 

disciples asked the man to move, he asked, ñWhom do you want to move? The body that is 

me, or the soul that is me?ò When one of them cursed him angrily, he said ñThere is the same 

soul in all men, damned or blessed. The sun, whether reflected in the holy Ganga or in a 

sinful cup of wine, remains unchanged.ò Shankar immediately understood his divinity and 

fell at his feet, whereupon the man transformed into Lord Shankar Himself. And since that 

day they say, ñWhere Shankar and Shankar come face to face, Kashi is a blessed place!ò 
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Adi Shankar equated Varanasi with the whole globe. He left the city to fulfill his task of 

establishing four Temple-Seats in the far corners of the country. At a very young age, the 

man who believed that the óWorld is but a small familyô, passed away, having already 

achieved his purpose in life. As he used to say, ñThe important thing is not the individual 

man, but the collective universal whole that binds us all together.ò 

 

James Prinsep (1799ï1840) 

In 1820, young James Prinsep was sent from Calcutta by the Company to be the Assay 

Master at Benaras Mint. The moment he saw Banaras, Prinsep was so captivated by the city 

that he dedicated the next 10 years to the betterment of the place, by streamlining its 

administration, writing extensively about it and making dozens of drawings and sketches of 

its localities. 

 

James Prinsep's map of Banaras published in 1822 

Singh Rana P.B. 2018. Urbanisation in Varanasi and interfacing Historic Urban Landscapes (researchgate.net) 

 

Prinsep was responsible for making the first correct map of Banaras, preparing blueprints of 

important temples and mansions, calculating the position of the stars over its sky, laying an 
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underground sewage system, finding ways to tackle flood waters of the Ganga, correcting the 

measure and weight of minted coins, establishing The Benaras Literary Society, deciphering 

the Brahmi-Kharoshti script to decode Ashokan edicts, undertaking an accurate census, 

recording boroughs, houses, ponds and shrines, listing essential commodities, and laying a 

bridge on the river Karamnasa. Also well-known are his sketches of Banaras; so vibrant that 

the city seems to almost move before oneôs eyes. Prinsepôs yeoman service to his órevered 

holy beloved cityô puts it forever in his debt. Prinsepôs obsession with Banaras was so well 

known that his British colleagues gave him the nickname Gora Banarasi. In 1833 he 

published Benaras Illustrated from Calcutta, which included several dozen of his lithographs 

of the ghats, temples, fairs, bazaars and life in the city, as well as word portraits. James 

Prinsep accomplished so much in India and England in his relatively short span of life that a 

variety of flower was named óPrinsepiaô after him. Today wherever a Prinsepia blossoms, 

people think of the Banarasi Englishman. 

Sir Alexander Cunningham (1814ï1893) 

19 year old Alexander Cunningham came to India from England as a rookie engineer with the 

Bengal Engineer Group. In a happy coincidence, the moment he landed in Calcutta in 1833, 

he met James Prinsep, and the rest is history ï or rather archaeology! From here on, apart 

from serving the Company as an engineer and in many other positions, history and 

archaeology became his passion. Cunningham went to Banaras and with F.C. Macy set up the 

archaeological dig of the stupas of Sarnath to unravel its mysteries. 

During his time with the army and as ADC to the Governor General, Cunningham travelled 

all over India and he used every opportunity to understand the history and the archaeology of 

the place. After Banaras he worked closely on several sites from Sanchi to Taxila. His 

research and excavation activities were underwritten with his personal funds. But he realized 

the need for a formal institutionalized approach to manage the archaeological treasures of a 

vast country like India. In 1871, his untiring effort led to the setting up of the Archeological 

Survey of India by Governor General Canning, with Cunningham as its head. He authored 

many volumes on his interpretation of history based on archaeological findings. His journey 

from novice engineer Cunningham to becoming Sir Alexander began in Banaras and it would 

not be wrong to say that the man known as óFather of Indian Archaeologyô was a son of 

Banaras. 

 

 

Rani Laxmi Bai (1828-1858) 

Born on 19th November, 1828 in Varanasi, Lakshmibai, later became 

the Rani of Jhansi, the queen of the princely state of Jhansi in North 

India. She was one of the leading figures of the Indian Rebellion of 

1857 and became a symbol of resistance to the British Raj for Indian 

nationalists. She was born in a Marathi Bhramin family who gave her 
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the name Manikarnika Tambe, which was later nicknamed as Manu. Today, her birthplace is 

marked in Varanasi near Asi as the Rani Laxmibai Janmasthali, an open museum space. This 

site is visited by the tourists and locals alike. 

 

Mahamana Madan Mohan Malaviya (1861ï1946) 

When the notable personalities of Banaras are 

counted, a name that shines bright is that of Bharat 

Ratna Mahamana Madan Mohan Malaviya. Proficient 

in Sanskrit, Hindi, Urdu and Persian from a young 

age, he also composed poetry under the nom de plume 

óMakrandô, which was published mostly in local 

magazines. In 1886, Malaviyaôs address to the second 

convention of the Indian National Congress greatly 

impressed its incumbent President, Dadabhai Naoroji, 

and thus began his political life.   

Madan Mohan Malaviya, 1961 - stamp of India (image: Wikimedia) 

 

Malaviyaji also became the editor of Hindustan newspaper and, while continuing to practice 

law, edited other papers like Indian Opinion and Abhyuday. With Motilal Nehru he brought 

out a new daily called Leader. As time went by, it was Banaras, and not Allahabad, that 

started drawing him in. Malaviyaji decided to dedicate his life fully to the national cause, 

spirituality, education, literature and social work. Chairing the first Hindi Literature 

Conference, he said, ñHindi speaking people should educate themselves properly in Hindi. 

But bringing Hindi and Urdu together is also an important task.ò He was a vociferous 

opponent of dividing India in the name of religion and advocated many new rights for 

citizens. But the most important task of his life was yet to be accomplished. 

In 1911, with Annie Besant, he dreamt of establishing a grand university where students 

could study not only cutting-edge science and technology, but learn the most ancient Indian 

traditions, cultural and religious practices, and Sanskrit. After getting the King of Kashi to 

promise a suitable piece of land for this endeavour, he traversed the country, raising funds 

from rich royals and commoners alike. Wherever he went he would recite and interpret the 

Gita for people and ask them for money for the university in return. In 1916, his wish was 

fulfilled and thus was born the largest residential university of Asia. Present at the inaugural 

was Mahatma Gandhi who gave him the new sobriquet of Mahamana, óthe great heartedô. 

Mahamana was the first Chancellor of Banaras Hindu University, and then a proctor for life. 

He also built a grand Shiva Temple inside the campus, known as the New Kashi Vishwanath. 

In 1946, when he breathed his last, the whole town grieved the loss of the man who gave our 

nation the immortal dictum of Satyamev Jayate or óTruth shall prevailô. In 2015, the country 

conferred the highest civilian award of Bharat Ratna on Mahamana. 
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Chinnaswami Subramaniya Bharati (1882ï1921) 

Subbaiah was born in Tirunelveli of Tamil Nadu. Seeing the young boyôs grasp of music, 

language and poetry, people started calling him 'Bharati - the son of Saraswati'. At age 16, 

life took an unforeseen turn, when his father died, and he had to move in with his fatherôs 

sister, who lived in Banaras. Banaras proved lucky for young Bharati. Here he mastered 

Sanskrit, studied the Vedas and Upanishads, apart from learning 32 Indian and foreign 

languages. Banaras gave him the opportunity to explore a spiritual dimension and to connect 

with the national political scene. 

Back in Madras, Subramaniya Bharati concentrated on writing in Tamil and bringing out 

Tamil and English journals. In between, back in Banaras, he met Sister Nivedita, who had 

been close to Swami Vivekanand. She inspired Bharati to write extensively on womenôs 

issues. Recognizing the revolutionary nature of his poetry, the British arrested him. It was 

Annie Besant who bailed him out. In 1919, after meeting Mahatma Gandhi, Bharathiyar 

shifted his focus to the concept of Swadesi in a new magazine called Swadesi Mitran. 

Bharati, arguably the greatest Tamil poet of the 20th century, wrote on every conceivable 

subject on earth. In his last public address, delivered from the steps of Erode Library, he 

spoke about the óImmortality of Manô. There is no doubt that this man, shaped in his 

adolescence by Kashi-Varanasi, is an immortal Indian. 

 

Lal Bahadur Shastri (1904ï1966) 

Born in Ramnagar of Banaras, Lal Bahadur Shastri lost his father in childhood. Forced to live 

with his maternal grandfather in Mughal Sarai, he started his education by learning Urdu and 

Persian. Once when his uncle killed a pigeon, young Lal Bahadur went on a hunger strike. 

This was his first brush with Satyagraha or non-violent peaceful protest. At the age of 13, 

when floods in the Ganga made it difficult to attend school in Banaras, he jumped into the 

river with books tied to his head and swam across to attend classes. But his bright career as a 

student was under threat because of lack of money for school fees. In this situation, one of his 

school teachers hired him to teach his own children, so that Lal Bahadur could continue his 

studies. 

At the age of 17, after attending a public meeting in Banaras addressed by both the Mahatma 

and Mahamana, he decided to dedicate his life to the cause of Indian independence. He was 

arrested but released on account of being a juvenile. Prodded by Acharya Kripalani, Lal 

Bahadur did complete his course and got a degree of óShastriô from Kashi Vidya Peeth, but 

his heart and soul remained with the freedom movement led by Mahatma Gandhi. He spent 9 

years in various prison terms. 

After independence, Shastri ji was appointed the Home Minister of U.P. under the leadership 

of Pandit Gobind Ballabh Pant. Sticking to his lifelong commitment to non-violence, Shastri 

ji urged his police force to avoid the use of cane batons and instead use water cannons for 

crowd control. 
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In 1952, when the first elected government was constituted at the centre, Shastri ji was made 

the Railway Minister. When lives were lost in a rail accident, he immediately took 

responsibility for the tragedy and resigned. Prime Minister Nehru refused to accept his 

resignation and instead started grooming him as his óundeclaredô successor. 

 

In 1964, Lal Bahadur Shastri took oath as the second prime minister of India. At this critical 

juncture when the nation faced many challenges like shortage of food grain, language riots, 

and military threats from Pakistan, Shastri ji gave the clarion call of óJai Jawan ïJai Kisanô 

inspiring a green revolution in the country and imparting a befitting strategic defeat to the 

adventurous neighbour. The country still salutes this son of the soil, and wonders what other 

achievements this brave-heart of Banaras would have attained, had he lived longer. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lal Bahadur Shastri (Image: Wikimedia) 
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Traditional Knowledge 
 

 

ñThe whole city is a university. Unlike classes, departments and colleges, every house 

belonging to a Brahmin is a centre of education.ò 

Francois Bernier 

 

 

In this documentation, the segment on traditional knowledge has been documented as a 

mixture of stories shared by scholars and old knowledge holders residing in Varanasi. These 

stories are related to facets of daily life and associated practices that convey the spirit of 

Banaras, and status of traditional elements like Yoga and Ayurveda. 

In some of these anecdotes, one finds a lingering sentiment for the Banaras that existed in the 

past. Traditional knowledge, in this chapter, is looked through the lens of academicians and 

scholars from different fields, residents of old houses and bhawans, and purveyors of 

traditional methods of healing and well-being. 

The city was divided into the Pukka Mahal which stretched to the east of a street that ran 

from Chowk in the north to Godowlia in the south and the Kachcha Mahal area which lay 

west of that street. Today one can hear of the demarcations of the city into the Pakka Mahal 

and the Kachcha Mahal from some of the people. Some of the most holy sites like the Kashi 

Vishwanath Temple and the Manikarnika Ghat are situated in the Pakka Mahal area. The 

Pakka Mahal comprises one of the densest architectural layouts with an inimitable network of 

lanes that support various forms of movement. Within these lanes, there are residential 

houses, shops selling a variety of utility as well as food items, ashrams and Ved Yajna 

schools, dance and music institutes/classes, temple compounds as well as shrine sites, 

restaurants and cafes, and market clusters. 

óThe areas which have high density of religious heritage 

properties are also the highest in density of commercial 

wholesale and retail outletsô.1 The total length Varanasiôs 

galis is said to be 480 kms and the Vishwanath Gali that 

houses the Kashi Vishwanath Temple is one of the most 

crowded lanes with hordes of little stores selling puja 

samagri and other items, and pilgrims queuing up to enter 

the temple. 2 The Vishwanath Gali is a highly guarded lane 

with policemen deputed at all the entry and exit points. 

Crowded Vishwanath Gali 
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Bishop Reginald Heber, the Anglican Bishop of Calcutta is said to have made a trip to 

Banaras in 1823 and 1824 and written: 

ñ....The streets like those of Chester, are considerably lower than the ground-floors of the 

houses, which have mostly arched rows in front, with little shops behind them. Above these, 

the houses are richly embellished with verandahs, galleries, projecting oriel windows, and 

very broad overhanging eaves, supported by carved brackets. The number of temples is very 

great, mostly small and stuck like shrines in the angles of the streets, and under the shadow of 

lofty houses.ò 3 

There are various beliefs that try to explain the geographical divisions of the city into 

different zones on the basis of divinity. One such belief is that the city consisted of four 

divisions namely, Kashi, Varanasi, Avimukta and the Antargriha of Vishwanath. There is 

another view that divides the city into three sections, extending from north to south namely, 

Omkara, Vishweshwara and Kedara respectively.4 

Kashi-Vishwanath Temple 

Considered the center of Hindu Sanatan faith, Kashi-Vishwanath temple, dedicated to 

Lord Shiva, is known as one among the 12 Jyotirlingas found all over India. This temple 

has been built-destroyed and built again several times during its history. It was 

reconstructed in the year 1780 by the Maratha monarch, Maharani Ahilyabai Holkar of 

Indore.  All year round, each day, from predawn to past midnight, thousands of pilgrims 

visit this temple, with loud chants of "Om Namah Shivay" and "Har Har Madadev" 

rending the air. A visit to the city of Varanasi is considered incomplete without the 

'darshan' of the presiding deity. The lanes and roads leading to the temple are crammed 

with people during special festivals like Mahashivratri, Kanwariya season and more.  

Along with the Vishwanath linga, there are depictions here of Avimukteshwar, 

Baikuntheshwar, Kubereshwar and Vighneshwar. There are also shrines dedicated to 

Yakshas, Nikunj, Mahakal, Dandpani and Virupaksh shivlingas. 

Different aartis are performed daily for the deity five times in a day. These are the 

Mangala Aarti ï At 3 AM in the Morning,  Bhoga Aarti ï From 11.15 AM to 12.20 PM, 

Sandhya Aarti ï As the name suggests ï it takes place in the evening, from  7 PM to 8.15 

PM, Shringara Aarti ï it extends after evening, from 9 PM to 10.15 PM and lastly the 

Shayana Aarti ï In the last hours of the evening, from 10.30 PM to 11 PM. Special pujas 

and rituals are also organised by the temple priests other than the regular aartis. 
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Apart from the major temples, shrines and other centres of religious interest, there are 

multiple small and big sites, corners and lanes that house either idols or a dramatic 

representation of various gods. Such arrangements can be found tucked inside old houses, or 

hidden between spiraled lanes in the most unusual locations.    

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Temples and idols found at ghats and streets of Varanasi 

It wonôt be too fanciful to say that the lanes and streets of Varanasi, especially in the old city 

area, represent an almost impenetrable form of spirituality, primarily manifested in the 

multiple idols, shrines, sacred groves, and even animals like cows and monkeys that can be 

occasionally found meandering around here. 

Being the city of Shiva (Avimuktaïthe never forsaken), pilgrims flock the city with great zeal 

and devotion for darshanaïnot sightseeing but ñsacred sight-seeingò.5 Vaishnavism and 

Shaivism have coexisted in the city and there are different temples (Shiva temples, Devi 

temples, Vishnu temples, Durga temples, Hanuman temples), holy tanks or wells (Durga 

Kund, Lolarka Kund, Manikarnika Kund, Pishach Mochan), and other sacred spots which 

establish it as a stronghold of religious sentiments that have prevailed for years, and still 

govern a devoteeôs movement in the city. 
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Pishach Mochan Temple 

Ancient texts have referred to Kashi as a centre of learning, a fact that is reflected in the 

stories shared by the people of the city.6 Dr. Rajeshwar Acharya, a renowned musician of 

Varanasi says that the city is full of ógurusô, and they can be found anywhere on the streets. 

There is also no particular dress style or appearance of a guru in this city. Everyone holds 

some or the other kind of useful knowledge but there are also those who pretend to be gurus. 

This is why it is essential to identify a guru without getting fooled by the fake ones. The city 

has produced scholars and óvidvaansô in the fields of academics, sports, and spiritual 

disciplines of the Jainas, the Buddhists, and the yogis. The Vedas and Upanishads and other 

schools of philosophy and religious thought are taught in the ashrams, various disciplines in 

music are taught through both the óGuru Shishya Paramparaô, as well as in music schools 

following a formal curriculum. 

 

Sarnath is located 13 kms north-east of Varanasi and has been a historically relevant site for 

Buddhist pilgrims. It is believed to be the area where Gautam Buddha gave his first sermon 

and set in motion the Wheel of Dharma and began his work probably around the 6 century 

BCE. As one enters the ruins, a large circular foundation is visible that is believed to be the 

remaining structure of what used to be the grand Dharmarajika stupa. The tallest structure 

still standing at this site is the Dhammekh stupa that is encased in Chunar stone and baked 

bricks. The outer walls of the stupa are adorned with designs such as flowers, creepers, 

horses, elephants and human figures. Buddha Purnima is celebrated as one of the major 

festivals here marked by prayer meetings, group meditation and processions.7 

Also referred to as Isipatana, this city is one of the four pilgrimages mentioned by the Buddha 

for his followers. The deer park in Sarnath is said to be the spot where Buddha taught the four 

noble truths and the teachings associated with it. During the rule of Ashoka, Sarnath achieved 
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numerous temples, viharas, sculptures and stone stupas. Another the small brick building 

which surmounts the mound known as 'Chaukhandi' was built at the close of the 16th century 

by Akbar, to commemorate a visit paid to the spot by his father Humayun. 

Apart from various temples, the Dhamek Stupa, the Sarnath museum, and the remains of the 

Ashokan Pillar, there is also an institute of higher learning at Sarnath. The Sarnath museum 

holds a large collection of statues and artefacts that were excavated from this area including 

the grand four faced lion capital.   

 

Dhamek Stupa, Sarnath 

Maharshi Patanjali, the preceptor of Ayurveda and Yoga, is also associated with Varanasi.8 

People have faith in traditional medicine which is evident in the numerous Ayurveda clinics 

and stores spread throughout the city. Yoga is taught and practiced in multiple formats. One 

such form is visible at the Asi Ghat during Subah-e-Banaras, where people gather in groups 

to practice yoga on the riverfront. One can randomly spot individuals doing yoga at the ghats 

or tourists visiting the numerous yoga centres dotted around the city to acquire these skills. 

Great thinkers, artists in the fields of performing arts, litterateurs, researchers and historians, 

scholars of ancient Indian sciences like astrology and Vastu Shastra (traditional architecture), 

teachers of Sanskrit and religious texts (in still existing traditional Sanskrit schools), and 

famous religious and spiritual personalities have belonged to or passed through this eternal 

city of bliss. The likes of Bhartendu Harishchandra (known as the father of modern Hindi 

literature), Munshi Premchand, Bhakti poets like Kabir Das and Ravidas, Panini (the author 

of Ashtadhyayi), Shankaracharya (the religious reformer of Hindu school of monism), and 

many more, have shaped the religious, artistic, cultural and intellectual spirit of Varanasi, 

which continues to attract students from all over the world in pursuit of wisdom, knowledge 

and learning. 
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The Varana River flows into the Ganga in the north and the Asi River joins the Ganga in the 

south.9 The Ganga River enhances the holiness of Varanasi with its supremely purifying 

qualities, and a customary bath in the Ganga is revered by almost every pilgrim. 

The poet Jagannatha composed one of the most popular poems in praise of the River Ganga, 

the óGanga Lahiriô during the Mughal period, which reflects the vigor of knowledge and 

learning that the city inspired at that time.10 

In ancient times, education was imparted in the homes of teachers, private buildings donated 

by pious families and even at the ghats. There were many Brahmin teachers who taught just 

to instil a sense of righteousness without accepting money in return.11 In Varanasi, the 

tradition of householder-scholars (monastic scholars and household-pandits) who impart 

knowledge to pupils without accepting any monetary remuneration still prevails.12 

The current education system of the city is a developed version of certain traditional methods 

of teaching, the changes introduced and incorporated by thinkers like Pandit Mohan Malaviya 

(BHU), Babu Shiv Prasad Gupta (Kashi Vidyapeeth), the British colonial influence 

(Sampurnanand Sanskrit University), J. Krishnamurti (Krishnamurti Foundation), Smt. Bimla 

Poddar (Jnana-Pravaha). The Mahatma Gandhi Kashi Vidyapith and the Sampurnanand 

Sanskrit University are universities, and the Safia Islamia and the Central Institute of Higher 

Tibetan Studies are two deemed universities in Varanasi. Apart from these central 

universities and institutes, there are numerous schools, colleges and private institutes of 

education. The Bharat Kala Bhawan, a museum within the BHU university campus exhibits a 

wide collection of Indian miniature paintings, sculptures, a rare philatelic and numismatic 

collection, unique textiles, and galleries dedicated to Alice Bonner and Nicholas Roerich.13 

Written in the mid-fourteenth century, Kashi Khanda is one of the most reliable sources of 

the cityôs history. 

 

Sampurnanand Sanskrit University 

Kaal Bhairav or the god of death is considered a form of Shiva that evolved from the ancient 

families of deities called Yaksha, Gana, Naga, and Bhairav. Also known as the óblack terrorô 

for his black colour, Kaal Bhairav is deemed a manifestation of Shivaôs wrath. He is 



25 
 

considered as the kotwal or ópolice chief ô of Kashi, keeping a check on every personôs good 

and bad deeds. Today, the temple of Kaal Bhairav is one of the most popular temples in the 

city. 

  

L to R: Pictorial representation of Kaal Bhairav; Black dog is considered to be the mount of Bhairav 

 

 

Understanding Kashi  
 

Sh. Hari Ram Dwivedi 

Sh. Hari Ram Dwivedi, shared with us a 

description of the mystical layout of Kashi, 

the nature of its people and its evergreen 

spirit of tolerance. A passionate poet, Hari 

Bhai is a retired employee of All India 

Radio. He came to Banaras in 1951, when 

he was in the 9th standard, and has lived 

here since. He couldnôt detach himself from 

the values and sentiments associated with 

his village in Mirzapur district ï the land, its 

agriculture, traditions and the culture. He 

brought all these along with him, when he 

moved to Banaras. He got a job in Akashvani (All India Radio, Varanasi) in the rural 

programme, while he was pursuing a B.Ed. Folk songs have always held his interest since 

childhood, and he would always go with his mother to the houses where women would be 

singing/performing folk songs. He was so enamored by the richness of these folk songs, that 

he began writing his own (tukkbandi). He says humbly that he is not an expert, or an 
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academician with a research or teaching background, but he speaks from the knowledge that 

he has accumulated in the process of experiencing these things. 

According to him, it is extremely tough to study this city. The more he tried, the more he got 

entangled in its complexities. None the less, his interest kept on increasing, and till date he 

believes he is still studying this city. Every corner has its own flavour of music, literature, art, 

Akkhadpan, Alhadpan, Dabangayi and Gundayi. All of this is unmatchable. This city is one 

of its kind, and to know this city, one has to ólive this cityô, not merely live in this city. The 

road that leads to Dashashvamedh from Godowlia, and from there to the Chowk through 

Macchodari park, Gaaye Ghat, all of that area is Pakka Mahal represented by its labyrinthine 

lanes and the cultures of food, lifestyle and trade, all of which is born out of these lanes. 

 

Prof. Rana PB Singh 

 

Prof. Rana PB Singh has studied and taught 

Cultural Geography and Heritage Studies at the 

Banaras Hindu University. He has studied 

cultural landscapes and nature throughout his 

life. He believes that Banaras is a micro cosmos 

and the word Banaras itself denotes its culture ï 

ᾶbanaᾷ: ready to serve, ᾶrasᾷ: juice of life. Here, 

Shiva resides in multiple forms like 

Maheshwara, the supreme lord, or Bhairava, the 

black lord. He recalls what his teacher Niels Gutschow had said, ñThere is no city, at all on 

this earth, parallel to Banaras.ò There is so much complexity, so much contrast, and there is 

chaos. We call it a Hindu city, but three Jain Tirthankaras were born here, Guru Nanak 

visited several times, this is the birth place of Kabir, and has a whole Sufi tradition. 

There are 1,388 Muslim Islamic shrines here, both Shia and Sunni. So, how can you just call 

this a Hindu city ? This is like a mosaic. 

The Indira Gandhi National Centre for the Arts decided that something special from Banaras 

has to be highlighted in a way that one can communicate to the children, especially young 

students, and within that group, especially the girls. Under the guidance and the framework 

cast by Mr. Kamlesh Dutt Tripathi (IGNCA), which was accepted by the Ministry of Culture, 

three small schools were selected with three different themes that were to be highlighted at 

the interpretation centres planned as under: 

1) Prabhu Narayan inter-college at Ramnagar ï the theme is Performance Arts because this 

area is famous for its Ramlila. 

2) An all-girls school at Durgakund ï the theme is math, monastery and ashram tradition 

because lots of ashram traditions can be found in this area. 
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3) Harishchandra Inter-College in Maldahiya ï there are many music gharanas in this area, 

hence music became the theme. 

 

The interpretation centre by IGNCA at Harishchandra Inter-College in Maldahiya 

Content related to these three themes is being put up on the website, as well as detailed 

brochures containing information regarding the same are being brought out. It has begun with 

these three themes, and more themes may be added in the future. 

He says he has a big collection of 300 books on Kashi ï some old, some xerox copies, some 

rare copies; over 150 maps, out of which almost 99% have been made by him, either 

replicated, copied or resurveyed and then developed, but no individual or institution to give 

these away to. He wonders ñWho will take care of all this, who will be the successor?ò 

He believes that there should be a focus on Spiritual and Pilgrimage Tourism here. Tourism 

may be always secondary, for relaxing purpose; the real purpose should be to touch the spirit 

like Shikoku, Japan (Buddhist Pilgrimage route) or Santiago de Compostela, Spain (Catholic 

pilgrimage route). 
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Stories from the Pukka Mahal of Banaras 

 

Sh. Raman Shankar Pandeya at his home in the Pakka Mahal area of Varanasi 

Sh. Raman Shankar Pandya belongs to the Johri community, originally hailing from Gujarat, 

but his family has been residing and doing business in Varanasi for ages. From Golconda Fort 

in Hyderabad, to Haider Ali, his forefathers have served many great patrons of art in the field 

of jewel making and diamond cutting. His forefathers, who worked as ójewellersô for Tipu 

Sultan, were informed about a fearful fate in store for them because of which they decided to 

escape back to Gujarat. While they fled towards Gujarat on camels, they lost their way and 

ended up in Kashi. He returned to Kashi to revive the traditional art of Gulabi Meenakari. 

Sitting in a leisurely manner, fitting himself into a nook of a door, Pandya ji picks out 

segments of memories, myths, facts and music to describe his Kashi, giving it the status of a 

masterpiece. According to him, a 400-500 year old model representation of Kashi that shows 

endless lanes, and no roads is a true picture of Kashi. 

He seems in his element when talking about Kashi, and as his passionate story-telling 

continues in an impromptu baithak, people come and go. In his sharing of tales of his Kashi, 

his excitement is palpable but there is also a rueful regret for the Kashi that once was; 

something that perhaps survives in his imagination. His house, hidden between endless lanes 

and protected from every ray of sunshine, has a unique architecture and atmosphere, thronged 

by visitors, friends and workers for varied purposes during the day. He relates stories that 

reveal the fervour that dominated the city once. 

His days comprise of all these tangible and intangible elements and activities, making the 

Kashi of his words and thoughts come alive, not just imagined. He recalls conversations 

exclusive to Banarasis, wherein one person would ask ñKya ho?ò directing a question to the 

other person, and the other person would respond with a mere, ñHa ho!ò, and the entire gist of 

the conversation would be packed into these two mini sentences. The two people involved in 

such a conversation would comprehend all the rest through these two words. He shares with 



29 
 

us this special style of communication that packs the details into mini two-three word 

sentences, and the persons involved go ahead with their respective programme. 

In the Varanasi of today, the use of these peculiar styles might be diminishing, but like he 

himself said, óKashi lupt nahi ho saktiô, it hasnôt died. One can still find, though selectively, 

patrons and learners of Banarasipana, interacting with one another, using such colloquialisms 

and vernacular argots. Words and exclamations like óGuruô, óJiyo Rajaô, óHar Har Mahadevô 

retain a nativeness in the intangible vocabulary of this city. 

There are four divisions in the so-called higher-class societal composition in Varanasi. After 

the Rajwada (royalty), there is the Raees, the Zamindar, the Mahajan (the one who invests 

money/financier), and the Kothidar (vyapari or businessman). The Mahajans of Kashi used to 

have 350 branches all over India before Independence. In an era where communication and 

transport were highly sparse and difficult, they had already advanced to that level. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sh. Amitabh Bhattacharaya 

 

A student of philosophy, Sh. Amitabh Bhattacharaya has been living in Banaras for over 60 

years. He has been associated with a newspaper as a journalist for almost 40 years. He calls 

the city spiritual and pluralistic in character which makes it possible for 27 (or more) sects to 

co-exist. Banaras has a sprawling tangible as well as intangible culture reflecting a 

The Shaukeens of Banaras 

With the weakening of a centralised Mughal power in the 18th century, the local 

administrators grew more independent, and through a series of leases, the political 

responsibility for Banaras passed from the hands of the Nawab Wazir of Awadh to a 

local Brahmin landowning family. New alignments of local power began to take 

place, trading centres began to compete with one another and merchant bankers 

flocked Banaras for its commercial opportunities. A community of people called 

Gosains were basically monks who had become traders and soldiers. They were 

mendicants who traded goods and developed military skills to protect themselves 

while they moved on pilgrimage routes. An elite community grew out of the 

collaborations between the merchant bankers, Gosains (traders), and Rajas of 

Banaras. These people participated in and influenced the political, cultural, social 

decisions of the city. From patronizing music, dance, theatre, literature, and arts and 

crafts, to racing their horse-driven carriages down the streets and sailing king-sized 

houseboats down the river, these aristocrats regarded themselves with pride as 

shaukeen or ófull of passionô.14 
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congregation of atheism, partial atheism and 

complete theism. The city with a history of 28 

names is known for its tolerance which is evident in 

its religious assets - the number of temples 

representing myriad faiths. He believes that all the 

sects share a love-hate relationship and the city is 

piously addicted to loving everything. For him, 

Banaras throughout history has always been above 

ritualism ï a rather protestant city deeply immersed 

in Shaivism. 

The vibe of the city places spiritualism over ritualism and religion, maybe due to Shaivism ï 

Shivaôs faith which portrays him not as a deity but as someone who works for kalyan or 

welfare (mentioned in Vedas). Shiva signifies a dualist philosophy which states that so long 

as we are ignorant we are ójeevô (alive). Nandi the bull who is often seen outside or around a 

Shiva linga is the metaphor of óbeingô, and the door of the temple or the room where the linga 

is situated, signifies ignorance. The bull relentlessly strives to open the door and the moment 

this door opens, Shiva (the linga) is visible which means that Shiva has enlightened the 

ójeevô. The ójeevô becomes an enlightened ójeevô (Shiva prakashvaan) after he sees Shiva. 

This philosophy can be seen in the temples of the city with Nandi sitting at the entrance. This 

dualist philosophy gave rise to a number of temples being built simultaneously in Kashi 

almost 1000 years ago. Before this, the prevalence of Vedic philosophy considered Brahman 

as the supreme, and there was no emphasis on temple building. 

Drawing a connect between the current nature of the city and its long history, he speaks of 

how Buddha and his teachings are evident in the guiding philosophy of the city ï the attitude 

of desirelessness entrenched in Buddhaôs words, ñmy mind has come out of dormancy but my 

body is in inertia.ò This approach approximates a state where one doesnôt wander around 

searching for alternatives to attain a fulfilling life hence it is also called a state of being 

without alternatives, wherein one stops running after vikalp (alternatives) and embraces an 

outlook of contentment. 

Amitabh ji explains that there is a belief in Banaras that the human body is a temple and the 

soul is the deity. This belief is inspired from the Ganga which exhibits a distinct behaviour in 

this city by reversing the course of its flow from south to north. This anti-flow symbolizes an 

act of introspection, a journey within, into the self ï into óchidakashô, a state where the sky 

enters our consciousness and the sky and our soul become one. Such introspection is to be 

learnt from the Ganga.  

He shares that ñBanaras is not heritage (past perfect) to me, it is lineage (present continuous). 

It is an art of living.ò One finds here the maximum possible sects of all religions  Shia, 

Sunni, Ashraf, sects of Jews, Jain, Catholic, Protestant, and Hindu  coexisting in peace. This 

is a very unique co-habitation which has strengthened the city and its spirit of solidarity, 

tolerance and acceptance by never allowing political ploys to penetrate and damage the 
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intricate mesh of balance among various sects. There have been small fights, unrests and 

upsurges but nothing major in terms of religious or cultural clashes. 

He feels an interesting shift is seen in parts of Banaras where it has served as a refuge for 

many displaced people during the 1947 partition and other wars. Banaras is known for its 

Mumukshu Bhawans, belief in mortality, and attainment of Moksha. Pilgrims flock the city to 

pray for and seek a peaceful death, and detachment from the cycle of rebirth. The refugees 

settling in Banaras began exploring livelihood and sustenance options and managed to re-

mould the operative framework of the city by seeking to live here; and contrary to the 

Banaras desire of a peaceful óendô here, the notion of an immortal mind and mortal desire 

also developed. In certain old houses one can find a glimpse of this faith in mortality where 

the owner would get a white marble at the entrance inscribed with, ñIdameep na tishthetò 

(this too shall not stay). 

 

Monastic Traditions  
 

With ascetics like Trailanga Swami, Swami Mahadevananda, Tarak Brahmananda Saraswati, 

Harihar Swami and many others, the city has a tradition of sadhus or ascetics who have 

directed spiritual services and practices for the people.15 The sadhus live in mathas or 

monasteries that belong to various sects and sub-sects of Hinduism; they live a disciplined 

life of devotion and undertake the study of scriptures (Swadhyaya).16 

Apart from the ascetics who live in an ashram, math or a monastery, there are other holy men 

who roam independently and whose descriptions vary- while some wear only a kaupina 

(loincloth), others keep long beards, matted locks and besmear ash on their bodies.17  

The dandi swamis or ascetics are devotees of Shiva, and can be recognised by the ᾶdandaᾷ 

(ascetic staff) they carry with them at all times. Adi Shankaracharya founded this sect in the 

ninth century and its members are staunch defenders of the orthodox Hindu tradition. 

Muchhali Bandara Math at Nagwa, Chausatti Math at Chausatti Ghat, Dharam Sangh in 

Durga Kund, Sanatan Gaudiya Math and Mata Anandmai Ashram are some of the ashrams 

and maths in Varanasi. 

The Kashi Mumukshu Bhawan Sabha was established by Swami Ghanashyamananda in 1920 

in Kedar Khand near the banks of River Ganga. Its campus is spread over five acres of land 

comprising of Ishwar Math for dandi swamis, Ved Vedang Mahavidyalaya for teaching 

Sanskrit to students, as well as Prathama Vidyalaya to teach Sanskrit to young boys in the 

gurukul format. The Bhawan also provides accommodation for old people who want to spend 

the last days of their life in Kashi. There is a yagyashala, four temples, and  an Ayurvedic and 

Homeopathic charitable dispensary in the premises of the Mumukshu Bhawan. There are 

about 150 rooms with an underground enclave for sadhana for dandi swamis in the 

Ishwarmath, where they are provided free food, lodging and milk.  
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Swami Ishwaranand Teerth is a dandi swami who has 

been living at the Mumukshu Bhawan for the last 20 

years. They follow the traditions of Adi Guru 

Shankaracharaya who believed in óBrahm satya, jagat 

mithyaô, and hence they follow this principle in the form 

of sanyaas. This can be interpreted such that the earth 

(srishti) remains as it is but a person who attains self-

knowledge and self-awareness (aatm-gyani), perceives 

everything from a different outlook. One has to give up 

the hope of receiving something in lieu of a deed done. 

They live a life where their deeds are directed by the 

ócontentmentô of doing a good deed without expecting 

favour or good fortune. 

He says that Brahmin men who come to live here have to follow the lifestyle which is 

centered around bairagya (detachment or renunciation), and as a part of a daily schedule, one 

does puja-path, Ganga snaan, daan, and other such activities as prescribed by their tradition. 

In this compound, there is also a separate space for old women and widows. Lodging and 

food is provided free of cost to those who enroll for this ritualistic tradition and decide to 

follow the principles of life as prescribed by the organization. 

The Hindu religion is based on the concept of re-birth (punar janam). The Vedas (shrutiyaan) 

are a written proof for us, and the Puranas (smritiyan) follow the Vedas. The Puranas say that 

Kashi-vas can help you attain moksha or salvation. But Vedas say that one cannot attain 

salvation without knowledge. One will not attain salvation just by living in Kashi, but one 

will have to perform Karma (deeds), attain aatma gyan or brahm gyan while staying in Kashi. 

The Puranas state that a karma performed in a Tirtha (pilgrimage place), be it good or bad, 

will definitely have a result, as compared to at any other place. The attainment of Brahmgyan 

is a process of thorough struggle which includes Satya, Ahimsa, Brahmacharaya, Niyam, 

Pranayam, and more such self-strengthening principles that maximize Aatma-gyan. 

Swami ji says that there have been people who came to enroll in the Mumukshu Bhawan, and 

were initially accepted, but eventually when their conduct was examined, they were asked to 

leave the ashram. This reflects a strict code that is followed in terms of maintaining, retaining 

and passing on a tradition that is culturally conforming to the norms of the bhawan. The 

dandis are allowed minor variations in their daily schedule based on their previous social and 

cultural background. Accordingly, some of them perform meditation if their body allows, 

self-study the Upanishads if they are literate, or do a Ganga snaan after waking up early every 

morning. Every Dandi holds the same belief in their monastic tradition, but their ways to 

follow this tradition might vary. Once a year an annual celebration (utsav) at the bhawan 

includes a big feast (bhandara). 
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Mumukshu Bhawan At Asi 

The complex also houses a primary school where the medium of teaching is Sanskrit. It is 

affiliated to the Sampurnananda Sanskrit University, and the students get their meals in the 

school, prepared in one of the four kitchens that are run at the Bhawan. At present, there are 

about 50-60 people residing in the Bhawan. There is also conditional accommodation 

available for travelers. 

Varanasi has also been home to countless sadhus who live independently and roam the city, 

mainly belonging to the Shaiva sects, including Yogis, Aghoris, Nagas and Dashanamis, 

among others.18 In the sixteenth century, a great saint called Baba Kinaram travelled all 

across India with the aim of alleviating the sufferings of the people. Finally, on the banks of 

the Ganga in Varanasi, he set up his dhuni (sacred fire), and 

continued his sadhana or service. The continuous burning 

fire (akhand dhuni) of Baba Kinaram and the tombs of all 

the Siddhas of the lineage in the same compound, embody 

the continuing legacy of Aghor Siddhas in Varanasi. This 

Yoga bhumi (land of sadhana) of the Aghor Siddhas is 

found at the Aghoracharya Baba Kinaramaghor 

Shodhevamsewa Sansthan in Shivala.19 It is known as the 

Krim Kund.20         

 Aghoracharya Baba Kinaramaghor Shodhevamsewa Sansthan 

The Benaras Gazetteer, Vol. XXVI of the District Gazetteers of the United Provinces of Agra 

and Oudh (1909), mentions some of the special sects and their akhadas that were prevalent in 

the city. The Nanakpanthis, founded by Nanak Shah, the apostle of the Sikhs, had several 

akharas in the city mostly near Durga Kund, Chauk and Mirghat. Separate establishments 

were found of the chief orders of this monastic akhada of the Nirmalis and the Udasis, who in 

spite of minor differences met and ate together on specific occasions. The Naga, though not 

strong here, have akhadas like those of the Nirbanis, Niranjanis and Junas spread around the 

areas of Shivala Ghat and Hanuman Ghat. Kabir, a weaver of Benaras and a pupil of 

Ramanand is considered the founder of the Kabirpanthis who had a fairly large settlement in 

the Kabir Chauraha Muhalla. Another sect is of the Gorakhpanthis, who claim their descent 

from Gorakhnath, had two akharas near the Town Hall and near Kal Bhairon area. 

Shivnarayanis, Dasnamis, Kurils and Radhaswamis are other important sects that had a 

presence in the city.  
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The Aghori Community  

 

The Aghori community, a relatively secret sect, is both feared and respected by the larger 

society due to their non-ordinary spiritual practices. The Aghoris, who consider 

themselves as descendants of Shivaôs lineage, live in extremes of nature and/or fringes of 

society like the cremation grounds around Varanasi, considered one of the holiest cities 

for this community.  

Not much is known about the origin of this community or tradition. There are many 

theories, though two lines of thoughts stand out ï one who believes that their lineage 

originated from Avadhuta Siddhas of Varanasi whose patron god was Lord Dattatreya, 

who is an embodiment of all the three primary gods of the Hindu pantheon ï Brahma, 

Vishnu, and Shiva. The first Aghoreshwaracharya was Bhairavcharya. The other line of 

thought accords their origin to the Kapalika sect in north India which appeared during the 

7th CE. Kapalikas derive their name from the word kapalin or one who carries a skull. 

However, both lines of thoughts agree that it was the mystical Aghori saint Kinaram Baba 

who was responsible for reviving the tradition during16th CE and which exists till today. 

Kinaram Baba is said to have been born in Ramgarh village in the district of Varanasi. 

After traveling far and wide, he settled down in the city of Varanasi where he served the 

people and also attainedsamadhi. A temple/ashram(Baba Kinaram Aghor Ashram or 

Krim-Kund) at the place of samadhiholds the remains of his skull along with the yantra of 

goddess Hinglaj (the chief goddess of the Aghoris). 

The Aghoris are monastic and believe in the philosophy of non-duality including life and 

death. Death is a state of liberation from all things material and illusionary, and hence all 

their rituals and practices are means and ways to embrace the concept of death, and 

transcend from the lower-self to the higher universal Self. They practice Aghor Sadhna to 

reach a state of óAghorô which is defined as absence of fear, dread or difficulties and is 

beyond the state of wakefulness or dreams (or the fourth state, Turiya). Some of these 

practices are sitting on corpses, remaining unclothed or wearing black robes, smearing ash 

all over their body from cremation grounds which is considered sacred, eating flesh from 

human and animal corpses, and indulging in particular sexual practices in these grounds. 

The Aghoris shun the rigidity of religious practices, materialism, people and violence in 

any form, and prefer to be out during the night time than daytime. Advanced Aghor 

practitioners are often consulted for their supernatural healing abilities.  
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Some of the significant pilgrimages in Varanasi include the Panchkroshi Yatra, the Antargrihi 

Yatra and the Panch Tirthi Yatra. It is believed that the circumambulation of a sacred shrine 

is one of the best ways to seek forgiveness for sins committed during oneôs lifetime. The 

Panchkroshi Road has 108 sacred óstationsô along its route, which include Shiva and Devi 

temples, and shrines of Ganeshas, Ganas and Bhairavas.21 The number 108 reflects various 

aspects of the cosmic order, and the journey which begins with a ritual bath at the 

Manikarnika Ghat encircles a sacred field with a radius of 17.6 kilometres.22 The 

circumambulation of the Visheshwar Khanda (section) of the old city of Kashi (it was divided 

into three sections ï Kedar, Omkar and Visheshwar), is called the Antargrihi Yatra. The 

Panch Tirtha Yatra begins at Asi Ghat and takes the pilgrim to five stops (tirthas) ï 

Dashahvamedh Ghat, Manikarnika Ghat, Panchganga Ghat and the Adi Keshava Ghat.23 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Seeking Mukti 

During one of the team visits, a boatman shared a story about a distressed woman 

who jumped into the Ganga with her two children. She walked to the Malviya 

Bridge in a hopeless state of mind and jumped into the depths of the river. The 

people who saw her do this raised an alarm and the nearby boatmen hurriedly 

rowed towards her and saved her and her children from drowning. The boatman 

narrated this story in an underwhelmed tone with no sympathy whatsoever for the 

sufferings of the woman. For him, his story was a testament to the significance of 

Varanasi in peopleôs minds, ñAb har kisi ko yahan pe maut naseeb thodi hoti hai 

(Not everyone is fortunate enough to die here).ò 

Next, he related the story of how blessed his son was who attained death in Kashi. 

His son died of an incurable fever. As he exhumed selective facts to share this 

story, his face seemed to both tremble with the recollection of loss, and a sigh in 

anticipation of a freedom from the cycle of rebirth for his son. 

Devout Hindus aspire to die in Kashi, to be cremated at Manikarnika Ghat, and to 

have their ashes immersed in the Ganga. The desire to spend the last days of oneôs 

life in Kashi (especially within the Antargriha ï the inner zone), has been one of the 

central reasons for countless Hindus to flock to the city. Jalashayee, a custom 

wherein a dying person is shifted near the banks of River Ganga till he dies, has 

been prevalent in the city. Acts of intentional drowning in the Ganga and 

prayopaveshana (to starve oneself to death) have been witnessed in the city.24 The 

film, óHotel Salvationô or óMukti Bhawanô, revolves around the existing concept of 

Mukti Bhawans in Varanasi. These are limited stay bhawans where one checks in, 

awaiting death and thus seeking salvation. 
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Widows in Varanasi 

The ardent belief that one can attain salvation by dying in 

Varanasi, has also led to the custom of widows coming from 

different places to reside here. Since the city is home to 

countless communities and cultures, it has been a refuge for 

desolate widows too. Maa Anandmayi Ashram, Birla Widow 

Home at Chowk, Asha Bhawan, Nepali Widow Ashram run 

by the Nepalese Government and the Durga Kund Widow 

Ashram are some of the known widow ashrams in Varanasi. 

 

 

 

 
 

Ayurveda  
 

Dr. Shashikant Dikshit 

 

Dr. Shashikant Dikshit has been an 

Ayurveda doctor since 1968, the year when 

he received his final degree in Ayurveda 

with Modern Medicine and Surgery from the 

Lucknow University. His choice of 

practicing Ayurveda was a natural one, as 

his father and grandfather had been one of 

the most sought-after Ayurveda doctors in 

the city. He continues the lineage started by 

them. The first clinic by their family was 

established by his grandfather in 1911, 

followed by his father, who joined the 

practice in 1930. 

Varanasi and Ayurveda share a long history that begins with Dhanvantari or Divodasa, the 

father of traditional Indian medicine (Ayurveda), being one of the earliest kings of the city 
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and, Sushruta, who is accepted as the father of Indian surgery by the World Health 

Organization, attaining his education in Varanasi. 

Dr. Shashikant explains that Ayurveda identifies and diagnoses various diseases by reading 

of the pulse ï the sole test conducted by an Ayurvedic doctor clubbed with an interrogation of 

the patient on his symptoms- to establish the ailment, and subsequently prescribe suitable 

medication. An Ayurvedic doctor can diagnose heart problems, stroke, diabetes, arthritis and 

many other diseases or infections. Referred to as a vaidya, an Ayurveda doctor would not 

traditionally use any instruments or biological tests to treat his patient. 

Talking about the general perception among the people of Varanasi, Dr. Dikshit says that 

there is faith regarding Ayurveda, but the expectation of quick results, the convenience of 

modern allopathic medicine (popping a pill, injections, tests etc.) and the lack of knowledge 

on which vaidya to consult, is a deterrent when the patient has to select a doctor or 

medication.  

Compared to the convenience of allopathic medicine, where a single medicine for cough can 

be purchased at different rates, Ayurvedic medicine can be expensive. The amount of effort 

required to use the medicine (pastes, powder to be consumed with milk and certain lifestyle 

changes to be made in order to attain maximum results from medication), make it not the 

most preferred option. Another deterrent is the psychological satisfaction of getting a 

technology Ƅ supported confirmation report which reveals the inside secrets of the body to 

the human eye, thereby making it more believable and reliable. This creates trust in allopathic 

medication. 

However, an interesting amalgamation can also be witnessed hereð as shared by Dr. 

Dikshitðthere are patients who are wary of getting an operation done, and insist on getting 

cured through Ayurveda. Such patients depend on medical test examination to confirm their 

disease, and then seek Ayurveda medicines to treat that particular disease. He believes that 

this selective alternation is natural and inevitable with the kind of advancements happening in 

modern diagnostics, but it also reflects the rooted-approach and proven effectiveness of 

Ayurveda. 

Ayurvedic medicines are prepared by mixing jadibuti, ras rasayan (juice of the plant, or 

vegetable sources from the various parts of the plant like root, leaf, flower, fruit extract or 

plant as a whole), and bhasma (ash), to make a churna (powder) or paste of these ingredients. 

  

 

Ayurvedic medicines and shops 
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For preparing medicines, Dr. Shashikant purchases medicinal plants and herbs from the 

supplier and prepares the final medicine in the kaarkhana (factory), which is in his house. At 

the clinic, only basic medicine is kept and prescribed to the patients, and more complex 

medicines are prepared in the kaarkhana. 

Dr. Dikshit has been following the research done by his father in his preparations. Recalling 

the change in practices, he says that earlier the medicine was prepared on a cow dung fire. 

Now, since cow dung is expensive, the medicine is prepared on a stove. Ayurvedic medicine 

is made of ingredients found in nature, processed from their most natural form and hence the 

medicine is usually a very strong dose. For example, earlier the vaidya used to prepare pastes 

using pearls, a practice which is now diminishing, due to the high costs involved.  

 

Man selling jadi-butis near Asi Ghat 

In the field of Ayurveda medication, the cost of raw material, manual labour, and 

maintenance has shot up, which explains the prevalence, inclination of the patient and 

ultimately the sustenance of alternate medicines. Despite all this, he feels that people still 

have faith and patience for this system of medicine. 

Talking about his family lineage into the practice of Ayurveda, he says that his own son went 

on to become a cancer surgeon because he was not interested in Ayurveda as it requires the 

doctor to be available for the patient at all given times, and the medication is generally 

prescribed for a prolonged period. An Ayurvedic vaidya shares a deeper relationship with his 

patient since he is required to communicate with the patient and derive maximum knowledge 

about the symptoms and health background from the patient without the help of medical tests. 

He has received many enthusiastic queries from persons who wanted to apprentice under him, 

but since this practice requires utmost patience and dedication, he has not been able to find 

these virtues. People come to him, not with an inclination to invest time into honing their 

skills, but to gain instant knowledge that would enable them to begin their own practice. This 

is not acceptable to him because this vidya (knowledge of Ayurveda) is his legacy. 

The Uttar Pradesh government has 8 Ayurvedic Medicine colleges in the state. The AYUSH 

(Ayurveda, Yoga and Naturopathy, Unani, Siddha and Homeopathy) ministry has undertaken 

various research projects aiming to make Ayurveda more user friendly. 
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Walking around the lanes and roads of Varanasi, one can spot many Ayurvedic massage and 

healing centres that offer a long list of therapeutic massages. Considering the rising 

consciousness about the benefits of natural medication and well-being options, these centres 

appeal to international and domestic tourists alike. Though the composition of users who 

avail these services has not been ascertained, the Ayurvedic centres (as the ones seen around 

Asi) are well presented and marketed in a more global manner. A cursory scan of the sign 

boards of such centres reveals English to be the preferred language, and the choice of other 

languages (local, or other languages) varies in the designing of sign boards and promotional 

pamphlets. 

Similarly, there are clinics that deal in Ayurvedic treatment and medication, but as Dr. 

Shashikant cautioned, the reliability and authenticity of these (in terms of practice, 

knowledge and skill), remain a matter of individual discretion.  

 

Akhada 
 

There used to be akhadas of music, poetry, sword fighting, religious teaching and exercise in 

Banaras.25 As a place that provides opportunities for leisure and recreation, an akhada (a 

gymnasium) enables one to nurture oneôs body and mind in a structured manner, which in 

turn brings overall well-being and discipline. 

Every akhada has at least one shrine dedicated to Lord Hanuman, and the beginning of Nag 

Panchami celebration at the Swaminath Akhada is marked by a Hanuman puja.26 Lord 

Hanuman is worshipped, and an offering of milk and lava (a preparation made from rice) is 

made to the Nag Devta. Lord Ram is also worshipped in this akhada and every pillar bears 

the words óShri Ramô. Founded by the poet-saint Swami Tulsidas, the Swaminath Akhada at 

Tulsi Ghat, also known as the Tulsi Akhada, hosts a special kushti (wrestling) competition on 

the occasion of Nag Panchami. The akhada is thoroughly cleaned and colourful flags are 

strung all across the premises. On other days, the akhada is cleaned daily, the mud ring is 

tilled and prepared for practice and water is sprinkled to cool the area. The trained wrestlers 

(pehalwans), wearing a loincloth (a red coloured langot), wrestle with each other cheered on 

by the crowd with frequent roars of óHar Har Mahadevô, motivational slogans, and other 

celebratory shouts. Apart from competing with one another, the trained wrestlers also 

perform master flips to display their skills and strength. Once the competition and other 

displays of strength come to an end, prasad of chana, laddu and batasha is distributed. Sh. 

Mewa Lal looks after the operations at the Swaminath Akhada, under the leadership of 

Mahant Vishwambhar Nath Mishra. He says that Nag Panchami is an extremely important 

day for akhadas, and on this day, all the wrestlers will definitely visit their particular akhadas 

to worship the lord, but fighting is optional. 
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Scenes from the Tulsi Akhada at Tulsi Ghat 

 

Sh. Sundar Yadav conducts puja at the Swaminath Akhada, a tradition he has inherited from 

his father. He says that this akhada has produced great fighters like Banke Ramji Maharaj and 

Amarnath Maharaj. Bodybuilders of varying ages come to the akhada early in the morning 

(usually before sunrise) to exercise, practice old routines and learn new techniques from their 

gurus or seniors. Since the Swaminath Akhada is located at Tulsi Ghat, the bodybuilding 

enthusiasts are also seen bathing in the Ganga. They massage their bodies with mustard oil, 

perform Dand-Baithaks (sit-ups), Jodi Phirna (turning the jori ï a pair of wooden cylinders 

tapering at one end, filled with iron or concrete), push-ups, and other exercises using the 

Gada (the mace), or the Nal.27 

Moving on from the traditional arenas of exercising and wrestling, and the concept of open 

akhadas with mud pits for wrestling, neem or mango trees to provide shade and keep the 

premises cool, and shrines of Lord Hanuman and other gods, the city today has also 

accommodated modern gyms with wrestling mats, air conditioned rooms and modern 

equipment. Wrestlers at the Swaminath Akhada talked about the high protein diet (especially 

milk and ghee) that is a pre-requisite if one practices the bodybuilding routine at an akhada, 

and the introduction of changes (eggs and supplements) that have taken place in the dietary 

requirements of a wrestler. This remains a personal choice as some wrestlers are strictly 

vegetarian.  
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Yoga 
 

The word yoga is derived from the Sanskrit word ᾶyogᾷ, which means ᾶunityᾷ or ᾶto joinᾷ.28 

Varanasi has a great tradition of yoga learning and practice through centres like ashrams and 

maths. Yoga is also taught in colleges, private centres and by home tutors, following a 

specified curriculum. The Banaras Hindu University and Sampurnanand Sanskrit University 

have separate faculties and departments for Yoga and Meditation. The Bhring Sanhita Kendra 

at Bhadaini, the Pragya Yoga Institute at Jagat Ganj, Jnana Pravah, the Kashi yoga Sangh at 

Sankat Mochan are some of the institutions where Yoga is taught. 

 

Hath Yogi Sanat Kumar Mishra resides in 

Ravindrapuri and teaches yoga through tuitions, both by 

going to the studentôs house, and teaching at his own 

house as well. He propagates Hath yoga and its 

knowledge, having attained his education and knowledge 

from his grandfather, who became his guru. He says that 

yoga has always been present in Banaras, but while 

earlier it was mostly the educated that had knowledge of 

it, today exponents like Baba Ramdev have brought yoga 

into every household. He says that Yoga is not a medicine 

that can cure an ailment or disease; rather, it strengthens 

the body to fight against infections and ailments. 

He recalls a time when yoga was taught in gurukuls, and the massive marketing and 

promotion as is seen today wasnôt there. Only educated people used to follow and perform 

yoga.  He begins teaching yoga after acknowledging the need of the patient or student, and 

then teaches accordingly, but he feels that the respect that a yoga guru deserves is not 

forthcoming. 

Sh. Vivek Singh has been working in the field of yoga for the last 

10 years. He teaches yoga at a government school, and his expertise 

is in providing therapy through yoga. He feels that in this field there 

is a lack of unity and uniformity among different stakeholders, and 

stresses on the need for better institutionalization of the education 

and practice of yoga. He feels that yoga should be aligned formally 

with Therapy and Medical Science, which means that a student of 

yoga should study anatomy, physiology and also complete 

internships to gain practical knowledge on how to help patients. 
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Sh. Lahiri Mahasaya and Kriya Yoga 
 

 

Lahiri Mahasaya in Lotus position; Image: Wikimedia Commons 

 

It was in Varanasi that the famous Yogavatar, Sh. Lahiri Mahasaya revived Kriya Yoga 

with the blessing of his Guru, Mahavatar Babaji. A quiet revolution started to spread 

around the world with this process. Kriya Yoga, an ancient meditation technique that 

was previously only known by people with highest spiritual advancement, was brought 

into light by Lahiri Mahasaya, giving access to sincere spiritual seekers to learn and 

practice this sacred art. Shyama Charan Lahiri who was later known as Lahiri 

Mahasaya earned a high reputation among the 19th Century Hindu religionists. He was 

popularly also called Kashi Baba and Yogiraj. Lahiri lived with his family in Varanasi 

rather than staying in a temple or monastery. Unusual among Indian Holy saints, he 

was a householder, who married, raised a family, and worked as an accountant. Many 

disciples received initiation into Kriya Yoga from him, irrespective of their caste, 

religion or any such distinction. Some of the notable names are Yukteshwar Giri, 

Keshavananda Brahmachar, Bhupendranath Sanyal, parents of Paramhansa 

Yogananda, Bhaskarananda Saraswati of Banaras, Maharaja iswari Narayan Sinha 

Bahadur of Banaras to name a few.  

The ancient meditation technique of energy and breath control, Kriya Yoga, is part of a 

comprehensive spiritual path, that introduces meditation practices along with right 

living. It was in 1861 that Sh. Lahiri Mahasaya revived the practise of Kriya Yoga but 

it was through Paramhansa Yogananda's book 'Autobiography of a Yogi', that an 

international awareness for the same began to rapidly rise.  

 Today, Sh. Shibendu Lahiri, the great-grandson of Sh. Lahiri Mahasaya, spreads the 

teachings and techniques of Kriya Yoga at the family shrine at "Satyalok" at Chousatti 

Ghat, 
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Panchkrosi Yatra 

Since the ancient times, the concept of tirtha yatra or a holy pilgrimage has been the 

motive of a wide variety of individuals for tourism. It was believed to be a journey into 

sacred time and through oneself, a kind of soul mapping. One of the most popular and 

important pilgrimages one takes in Varanasi is that of Panchkrosi. During the 16th -19th 

century, the Panchakrosi yatra became the popular pilgrimage circuit that starts from the 

Manikarnika Kund in Varanasi. A lot of dharmashalas or pilgrim rest houses are built on 

this circular route as the devotees take a five night haul to complete this pilgrimage.   

The following dialogue of Brahma with Shiva about the panchkrosh region mention in the 

Padma Purana (Sristikhanda 14.88-89), is also significant to note:  

 

(The Pancakrosa region which was given to Rudra by Brahma, which is very holy city, 

as Ganga flows from the middle of it. Up to two yojanas Ganga flows in northerly 

direction, and in the east flows Saraswati. Another two yojanas beyond this Ganga is 

known as Janhavi) (Hindi translation by Vyas, M. 1957: 104). 29 

The Kasi Rahasya, a 16th century text, mentions five ways in which the Yarta can be done 

according to the number of days and over-night stays involved in the pilgrimage. over 100 

sacred sites and idols are visited as part of this yatra such as Manikarnika Ghat, Durga 

Kund, Lolarka Kund, Panchaganga ghat, Naaganatha at Amra Village, Bhairava and 

Bhairavi at Harseer Village, Gananatheshwara at Bhatauli Village, Yaksheshwara at Gaura 

Village, Uddanda Vinayaka at Bhuyli Village, Trilochana Mahadeva at Trilochan Ghat, 

and many more.  

The end of this pilgrimage happens with donations given as part of a ritual to the bhramin 

as well as the poor people, conducting Yajna/Havans and consuming and distributing the 

prasad amoung kins, friends and neighbours.    

This yatra circumambulates the sacred territory of Kashi. For the devotees and pilgrims 

that are not able to perform the Panchakroshi Yatra undertaking 3-5 night hauls at 

dharamshalas to complete the pilgrimage, are advised to visit the Panchakroshi Mandir 

near the Gola Gali in the Chauk area. This temple is said to possess 107 images of the 

panchakrosi Yatra path (the only image not represented is that of Kapiladhara) in addition 

to 194 other images associated with the different pilgrimages routes of Varanasi.30  
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Vedic Astrology 

 

Vedic education and the study of astrology (jyotish) has been practiced and promoted in 

Varanasi for centuries and numerous students and scholars have visited the city to study 

these. Earlier, Vedic astrology or jyotish shastra was taught in ashrams and gurukuls. The 

tradition of studying Vedic astrology continues in Varanasi through educational institutions 

like the Banaras Hindu University which has a separate faculty for Meditation and Astrology. 

Pandit Sanjay Kumar Upadhyay represents the 

21st generation of a family which settled in Kashi for 

education pursuits in Sanskrit, sanskriti and sanskar. 

His family has done considerable work in the field of 

Jyotish, Vastu and Tantra studies. He does not have 

an affiliated degree and has inherited the knowledge 

of Vedas and jyotish vidya from his elders. He 

provides services related to astrology. óJyotiô means 

prakash or light and óishô means devta or god. He 

believes that, if practiced accurately and by a skilled 

person, the mathematical calculations which are done 

using astrology can be very precise and helpful in identifying the reason for a disease or an 

ailment and in prescribing medicine. Earlier, a jyotish used to prescribe Ayurvedic medicine, 

but he feels that now some modern medicine should be offered alongside Ayurvedic 

medicine. 

 

Ved-Yajna 
 

Kashi has been established as a place of scholarship since ancient times and has the traditions 

of the Guru Shishya Parampara, science, Vedic scriptures, Vedic Paurohitik Karma and 

Vedic studies since time immemorial. These traditions are still kept alive in their original 

form. 

The word óVedô is derived from the word óVidô which means knowledge or knowing and 

these are the oldest written documents of human civilization. Twenty eight thousand 

manuscripts of Vedas are kept in the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute at Pune in India. 

Of these, 30 manuscripts of Rigveda are very important and have been included in the 

heritage list of UNESCO. 

Vedas are also called óshrutiô, the word shruti is made of óshraô which means óto listenô. It is 

said that Lord Brahma revealed these mantras to the monks when they were deep in 

meditation. God gave wisdom to four sages: Agni, Vayu, Angira and Aditya, before anyone 
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else. This knowledge was stored in the form of Vedas, the masterpieces of the literary 

tradition of the Vedic period, which has been handed over from generation to generation for 

thousands of years. 

The roots of many streams of knowledge imparted in modern society can be traced to the 

ancient Vedic period, for example Gyankhand from Rigveda, Karmkand from Yajurveda, 

Ayurveda from Atharva Veda and many other methods were learned from time to time. By 

modifying these, man has become an expert in all subjects. The Vedas are divided into four 

parts, respectively: 

1) Samhita: This is the Mantra part. The original mantras, which were collected in the Vedas, 

were compiled and called the Samhita. 

2) Brahmin: The discussion of yajna is mainly elaborated in Brahmin texts. It has the 

explanation of the mantras of the Vedas. The legislation and science is described in detail. 

There are three main Brahmins: (1) Aitareya, (2) Taitirya and (3) Sathpath. 

3) Aranyak: The forest is called óAranyaô in Sanskrit. The name of the texts that came from 

the forest is óAranyakô. There are five main Aranyaks: (1) Aitareya, (2) Shankhayan, (3) 

Brihadaranyak, (4) Taitiriya and (5) Tavalakar. 

4) Upanishad: The Upanishads have intense philosophical and scientific descriptions 

regarding god, creation and soul. The number of Upanishads is believed to be 1180, but a 

present only 108 Upanishads are available. The main Upanishads are ï Ish, Kane, Kad, 

Prashn, Mundak, Mandukya, Taitriya, Atreya, Chhandogya, Brihadaranyak and 

Shweteshwar. Numerous Vedas, Brahmins, Aranyakas and Upanishads have become extinct. 

Presently ten of Rigveda, thirty-two of Krishna Yajurveda, 16 of the Samaveda, and thirty-

one Upanishads of Atharva Vedas are considered available. 

Scholars started the composition of the Vedas in 4500 BCE. This means that they were 

written over a long period of time. And it is believed that the first Vedas were compiled in 

three parts ï Rigveda, Yajurveda, Samaveda, which was called Vedtrayi or Veda trilogy. 

According to a belief, the division of the Vedas occurred in the time of Pururva Rishi even 

before the birth of Ram. Later, Atharva Veda was compiled by Rishi Atharvan. On the other 

hand, some people believe that after the end of Dwapar era in Krishnaôs time, Maharishi 

Veda Vyas edited the Vedas by dividing and arranging them into four divisions. The 

knowledge of these four divisions, was imparted to four disciples Pail, Vaishampayan, Jamini 

and Sumantu. And consequently Rigveda was entrusted to Pail, Yajurveda to Vaishampayan, 

Samved to Jamini and Atharva Veda handed to Sumantu. 

The tradition of Vedic gurukuls exists even today in Varanasi. The literature of the Vedas is 

composed of complete compositions of poetry and prose. These are memorized by the 

students. Pure mantras (recitation) are learnt by listening to the Guru recite once, it is 

repeated by the disciple twice in proper form. In every recitation technique of Vedas, 

phonetics are very important and the techniques used are called Kram, Jataa, Ghan, Mala, 

Rath, Shikha, Dand and Rekha. 
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Yajna 

 

During ancient times, the kings organized Yajnas for seeking rain, extending the kingdomôs 

boundaries and becoming victorious over the world. Many stories are narrated to suggest that 

a yajna should be conducted for seeking blessings for getting a son and King Dashratha is 

said to have conducted yajnas. The sacred festival of Holi started with a yajna.  

 

Havan being performed at the Asi Ghat 

 

Agnihotra, which is performed daily at the temporal level, has been called a daily yajna 

(sacrifice) and if the yajna is performed according to weather or a special purpose, it is called 

Naimittik yajna. Among these, the daily  yajna became popular as Panch Mahayajna in which 

food and wealth are offered for god, sage, ghost, father and man. Offerings of food and 

money was said to be the custom. 

Among these Dev Yajna is a token of gratitude towards the deity-god, Rishi Yajna the 

tradition of knowledge, the Pitra Yajna for family tradition, Bhoot Yajna to express gratitude 

towards all the creatures and Manav Yajna to express goodwill towards human beings. These 

yajnas enhance manôs spiritual and 

moral strength. According to the Vedas, 

heaven can be attained by means of 

sacrifice. According to Vedas there are 

five types of Yajna  Brahma Yajna, 

Dev Yajna, Pitri Yajna, Vaishwadev 

Yajna, Atithi Yajna. 

Havan is a smaller form of yajna. The 

process of making offerings to fire after 

any worship or chanting is called havan. 
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It is believed that performing a havan pleases the deities. An oblation is offered in a fire lit in 

the trough for the havan. This offering is immediately received by the deities. There are 

regular religious rituals performed in various temples in Kashi and at the end of all religious 

practices, havans are performed regularly in all the temples. These havans may last from two 

to eight hours. Brahmins sitting on the banks of the river with the kund offer sacrifices while 

chanting. Continuous yajnas are also performed in temples, some of which last many days. 

Kashi has temples of all the gods and goddesses. All these temples open at dawn for worship, 

aarti and bhoga offerings continue till late at night until the doors close. In these temples 

priests offer prayers for people, but these are conducted in vedic tradition by brahmins on 

request. These brahmins also go to peopleôs houses to offer prayers and conduct havan for 

them. Brahmins also go to their house for meals. It is a city where people from all over the 

world come for pilgrimage and to offer prayers to their forefathers. The main source of 

income for the brahmins here is priest work. In addition to the idol worship in temples here, 

the river Ganga, cows and brahmins are also worshipped. 

 

The relation of Kashi to Yajna and Vedas 

Kashi is a city of intellectuals. In keeping with the ancient tradition of oral transmission of 

knowledge, any brahmin who studies the Vedas or other Sanskrit scriptures today teaches it 

to others. The tradition and ancient knowledge both are still alive in Kashi for the same 

reason. Here, there are brahmins from every state of the country and their communities live in 

different colonies, like the brahmins from South India live at Hanuman Ghat, Marathi 

brahmins live near Panchganga Ghat and so on. The scholars who have studied here, teach in 

different schools all over India. 

Lord Brahma who is known as the creator of the world demonstrated his might and valour 

and to establish his supremacy conducted not one but ten Ashwamedha Yajnas. Ashwamedha 

Yajna has been the means by which kings and emperors have demonstrated their might and 

attained the status of Chakravarti Samrat. Kashi Khand chapter 4 of Skanda Purana has the 

mention of Rudrasar which is the place where Lord Brahma conducted the Ashwamedha 

Yajna. In the second century Bharvish kings also conducted 10 Ashwamedha Yajnas in Kashi 

after they had defeated Kushanas and hoisted their victory flag. Presently, this place is known 

as Dashashvamedh Ghat. According to another story mentioned in ancient texts, King 

Divodas conducted ten Ashvamedha Yajnas at this place and this is the reason that this place 

is called Dashashvamedh Ghat. 

Teaching Methodology 

Shruti and smriti are the forms of education and training that are taught in the Veda schools. 

The teacher does not charge anything for this training even today and the education of Vedas 

is given free of cost to the disciples eager to learn. 
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The basic requirement for learning the Vedas is that the students should have passed grade 5, 

should be between 8 to 11 years of age and wears the Yagyopavit or the sacred thread. If the 

students desirous of taking admission to the school have not had their Yagyopavit Janeu 

Sanskar, the vidyalaya may also perform the ceremony for them. The process of admission is 

also fairly simple. After filling the form the candidate has to undergo a written test which is 

based on the curriculum of grade 5, after which an interview is taken which tests their 

pronunciation. The results are mostly declared on the same day after which parents of the 

candidate have to fill an undertaking in which they acknowledge handing over their son to the 

school. Contrary to this, in Guru Shishya tradition, the guru looks after the basic needs of a 

disciple and keeps him in his own house during his 

training. In the curriculum, along with Vedas, the 

knowledge of Sanskrit, Hindi, Mathematics, Science, 

English, and Computer Science is also imparted. Yoga and 

Philosophy are taught for maintenance of physical and 

mental health. Different workshops, seminars, debates and 

trips are organized to develop creativity in the students. 

Most of the times the Ved vidyalayas work under the 

guardianship of Maharshi Sandipani Rashtriya Veda 

Vidya Pratishthan. 

 

A young student   

 

The organisations that do not take monetary help from Sandipani, work traditionally, mostly 

on donations and other means of financial help. Kashi takes pride in maintaining the Vedic 

tradition and presently there are 24 Ved pathshalas in addition to the Guru Shishya tradition 

where mini Vedic units are being operated by the gurus at their own residences. Some of the 

main Ved-vidyalayas of Kashi are: 

1) Jagadguru Shankaracharya Swami Shri Swaroopanand Saraswati Vedant evam Shodh 

Samiti Mahavidyalaya, Kedar Ghat 

2) Shri Pattabhiram Shastri Ved Mimansa Anusandhan Kendra, Hanuman Ghat 

3) Shri Gopal Chandra Mishra Vedic Sansthan, Brahmanand Colony 

4) Panini Kanya Sanskrit Vidyalay, Tulsipur, Mahmoorganj 

5) Shree Vallabhrav Shaligram Sang Ved Vidyalaya, Ram Ghat 

In addition to Veda vidyalayas for boys, Kashi also has Ved schools for girls. There is Panini 

Kanya Sanskrit Mahavidyalaya where students are taught Vedas, Sanskrit, Yoga, Philosophy, 

Archery and other modern subjects.  

When a student comes out of these schools after 7 years they are granted a certificate 

equivalent to class 10 or 12, after which the students take admission to other 
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schools/colleges/ universities as per their interest. As far as the question of employment in 

future arises, it is worth noting that there are ample opportunities of employment in 

government and public sector for a person well versed in Sanskrit. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Students at a Sanskrit School 

 

Literature and Journalism   
 

Some of the countryôs greatest thinkers, writers and philosophers are from Kashi. It was here, 

that the Vedas-Puranas were revealed, great personalities like Tulsidas, Ravidas and Kabir 

Das made use of the creative environment of the city and wrote their respective works, 

Buddha gave his sermon and Adi Guru Shankaracharya wrote his analytical treatises. 31 

In the 19th century, new literature, printing presses and journalism flourished in Banaras. The 

first printing press in Banaras was established in 1819, and the first book to be printed was 

Tulsiôs Manas. Banaras quickly became a hub of printing, publishing, journalism and literary 

activity. The first weekly paper in Hindi, Banaras Akhbar, was brought out in 1845. Later, 

Bharatendu Harishchandra started three journals from Banaras, Kavivachan Sudha, 

Harishchandra Magazine and Harishchandra Chandrika, as well as the pioneering periodical 

for women, Stree Bala Bodhini. Prose, poetry, drama, essay, humour and journalism was all 

part of this genius writerôs oeuvre, who composed them in Hindi, thus injecting gravitas and 

fine grammar into an entirely new style of writing. Others who were associated with 

Bharatendu or influenced by him included writers like Balkrishan Bhatt, Premdhan, 
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Radhacharan Goswami and Pratap Narayan Mishra. Their work imparted a new significance 

to written Hindi. It is said that people all over the country started learning Hindi to be able to 

read Devaki Nandan Khatriôs magical and suspenseful novels.  

The next generation of Banaras' writers include Munshi Premchand, Jaishankar Prasad, Babu 

Vishnurao Paradkar, Acharya Ramchandra Shukla, Nand Dulare Bajpai, Shiv Prasad Mishra, 

Rudra Kashikeya, Acharya Hazari Prasad Dwivedi, Maithili Sharan Gupt, Shivpoojan Sahay, 

Ugra ji, Shantipriya Dwivedi and Vinod Shankar Vyas. They became the torch bearers of 

Hindi in the 20th century. Poets Kedarnath Singh and Dhumil helped Hindi poetry achieve 

recognition across India.  

 

Kabir (1398ï1448) 

There are several popular versions and accounts on when and where exactly Kabir was born. 

But a few things are certain ï namely the pond-region of Lahartara, his year of birth being 

1398, his childhood in the house of the weaver couple Niru and Nima, apprenticeship as 

weaver, and tutelage under Guru Ramanand, about whom Kabir says: 

"With the blessing of the True-Guru, vanished were my gloom and misery! Guru Ramanand 

cured all of Kabirôs dilemma, delusion and quandary!" 

Then followed the life of a householder with wife and children, but he continued composing 

hundreds of couplets, long and short enigmatic poems, mystical puzzles, spiritual posers, and 

unabashed straight-speak verses. Topping thisðin conformist and conventional Kashiðwas 

forthrightness such as this: 

"I donôt belong to the Hindu clan, nor am I of Muslim faith! Merely a puppet, made of five-

elements, who dances in free space!" 

What puts Kabir ahead of his era and the rest of his peers is his bold candour, heartfelt 

sincerity, simplicity, and good-natured humour: 

ñKabir stands in the bazaar, praying for the welfare of one and all! He has no friends, nor 

foes, nor malice towards anyone at all!ò 

 

Raidas (1450ï1520) 

Raidas was born near Banaras at Seer Gobardhanpur village, to mother Kalsa Devi and father 

Ragghudas, who was a cobbler. Raidas, also called Ravidas, proudly followed his fatherôs 

vocation, but along with saving soles he also started saving 'souls'; such was his wisdom. He 

took such pride in his work that once he refused to go for a dip in the Ganga at an auspicious 

hour, because his work was not complete. When friends insisted, he told them: ñIf my heart is 

unpolluted and pure, Ganga will appear in my kathota for sure.ò It is believed that at that very 

moment water from the Ganga left its bank and appeared in his work bowl. 
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This pupil of Guru Ramanand worked all his life to remove religious and caste prejudice and 

to achieve equal rights and privileges for all. Classical knowledge, tinged with the folksy 

idioms of his poetry, make Raidas a unique voice. 

"Krishna, Karim, Ram, Hari, Raghav; all are one, with a different name! The Vedas, the 

epics, Quran, Puran are not separate tomes, but same!" 

Amongst thousands of his followers was Mirabai, from an upper-caste Kshatriya clan of 

Rajasthan. Mira put up a chatri over Raidasôs foot-imprint as a mark of reverence to him. She 

had understood the essence of his message: ñDonôt bow to the exalted Brahmin, if he has no 

capability! Bow instead to a low-caste chandal, if he shows his ability!ò 

 

Tulsidas (1532ï1623) 

At birth, Tulsi did not cry but was said to have babbled Ram, which is why he was named 

Ram-Bola. Seeing óunfortunate circumstancesô foretold in his birth-chart, Tulsiôs parents 

abandoned him. But that child grew up to challenge his birth chart, the so-called óunfortunate 

circumstancesô and the old, ossified world itself. Tulsi first heard a narration of Sanskrit 

Ramayan by Guru Naraharidas at the age of five. He started following the Guru around to 

study Sanskrit grammar, Vedas, Vedant, and other knowledge systems with him. In between 

he visited Ayodhya, Prayag, and Chitrakoot. But after marriage and a órebukeô by his wife, he 

decided to shift permanently to Kashi to stay at the confluence of the Ganga and Asi rivers. 

He started composing a new retelling of the Ramayan in Awadhi. Using the poetic form of 

couplets and tetrameter quatrain, he composed a new Ramayan, much to the shock and 

chagrin of traditional Pandits and scholars who never wished to see óhigh literatureô rendered 

in the common-manôs language. But Tulsi withstood all tests of fire and, with his 

Ramcharitmanas, was able to take the obscure Sanskrit epic to the most common household. 

He also initiated a theatrical presentation of Ramayan to reach the Ram story to the 

unlettered. He composed poetry in classical Sanskrit as well and wrote the Hanuman Chalisa, 

a prayer to Hanuman, which arguably has become one of the most recited poems in India. It 

indirectly establishes Hanuman in Kashi as Sankat Mochan. It is believed that Mughal 

Emperor Akbar himself paid a visit to Tulsi in his humble hut at Asi. One of Akbarôs chosen 

governors, Abdurr Rahim Khanekhanah compares Tulsiôs tome to the Vedas and the holy 

Quran thus: ñLuminous óRamcharitmanasô for the saintly is elixir tried and tested! As Vedas 

are for the Hindus, and for Muslims Quran manifested!ò 

 

Bharatendu Harishchandra (1850ï1885) 

In his short life of 35 years, Bharatendu Harishchandra did such service for literature and 

society that the second half of the 19th centuryðthe period between 1850 to 1900ðis known 

as the óBharatendu Eraô of Hindi. He composed his first poem at the tender age of 5, and by 

the time he was 18, he had started his first magazine, Kavivachan Sudha. This published 

reportage, essays, poems, travelogues and humour pieces by the best Hindi writers of the 
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time. Bharatendu himself was a prolific writer who wrote on social 

topics like poverty, slavery, social-ills, deprivation in the British-

Raj and the concept of Swadeshi or self-dependence. He was the 

first Hindi playwright to stage his own plays. His life was 

dedicated to the advancement and propagation of a new 

standardized Hindi, although he had a healthy receptivity to other 

languages and cultures. That is why his motto was: 

ñInnumerable arts, endless learning and countless variations of 

knowledge! Soak up from all over the world but spread them in 

your own language!ò 

Bhartendu Harishchandra Postage Stamp (Image: Wikipedia) 

 

Devaki Nandan Khatri (1861ï1913) 

Born in Bihar, Devaki Nandan Khatri worked as a contractor collecting and selling forest 

produce. In the jungle he befriended many rich and famous men who came as hunters or 

curious travelers, including Ishwari Prasad Narain Singh, the King of Kashi. Spending time in 

the forbidding jungles, coming across dilapidated castle ruins or hearing folklore about evil 

forces haunting these parts, Khatri developed a fertile imagination. 

In Banaras he built a mansion, Khatri Haveli, and started a printing press by the name of 

Lahiri Press in Lahurabir area. He started the magazine Sudarshan where his novels were 

serialized regularly. His novels created a magical-shadowy world inhabited by shape-

changing elves, brave princes and princesses and dangerous villains. This mysterious world 

created by Khatri became instantly popular across the country and even those who did not 

know Hindi started learning it. If the story of his Chandrakanta was located between Banaras 

and Mirzapur, his Chandrakanta Santati was based in Bihar. His fame, however, extended as 

far as Punjab and Bengal. 

Apart from mysteries, Khatri also wrote social novels like Kajar ki Kothari and histories such 

as Gupta Godana. His contribution in popularizing Hindi as a pan-India language, and 

Devnagri as a script recognized all over the subcontinent, is matchless. 

Munshi Premchand (1880ï1936) 

Dhanpat Rai was born in Lamahi village of Banaras. After the demise of his mother, if he 

could get solace anywhere from the cruelty of his step-mother, it was in the world of books, 

fictional stories and his own imagination. Having learnt Urdu and Farsi at a Madarsa, and 

English at the Queens College, Banaras, he started writing under the pen-name, óBabu Nawab 

Rai Banarsiô. 

But his first collection of short stories Soz-e-Watan or óBurning for the Nationô was banned, 

and five hundred copies found at the writerôs home were burnt. Now the only way for 
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Dhanpat Rai to save his job was to take another name, and he started a new innings as a 

writer under the nom de plume of óPremchandô. 

Munshi Premchand completed his graduation and joined the education department in 

Gorakhpur as Deputy Inspector of Schools. But in 1921, after attending a meeting addressed 

by Mahatma Gandhi, he vowed to join the Non-Cooperation Movement. He resigned from 

his government job and shifted to Banaras with a pledge to serve the nation through literature. 

In Banaras, despite financial constraints, he started Saraswati Press and began publishing the 

journal Hans, apart from regularly penning novels and dozens of short stories. In 1934, dire 

financial difficulties led him to Bombay to write the film Mazdoor. But the British 

government banned the film, deeming it a provocative work that would instigate workers 

against the establishment. Premchand returned to Banaras and immersed himself in writing 

powerful novels like Godan and stories like Qafan. 

In 1936 he chaired the first session of Progressive Writersô Association, but soon breathed his 

last due to lifelong struggles with poverty and ill health. He left behind a rich legacy of 

fifteen novels, over two hundred and fifty short stories, six plays and scores of essays, articles 

and translations. Munshi Premchand is perhaps rightly referred to as the óEmperor of the 

Novelô in India. 

 

Jaishankar Prasad (1890ï1937) 

A great scholar of Sanskrit, Urdu, Farsi and English, Jaishankar Prasad is counted amongst 

the founders of Romanticism in Hindi literature. His initial poems were in Braj-Bhasha, a 

dialect of Hindi, but soon he shifted to a new, standardized Hindi which became the medium 

for his poems, essays, stories, novels and plays. 

Apart from composing poems of varying length, Prasad wrote poetic verse novellas and 

thirteen plays. Regarded as the father of modern playwriting in India, he staged many of 

these. His historical dramas like Skandgupt, Chandragupt and Dhruvaswamini are considered 

timeless classics. With seventy-three stories and three novels to add to his repertoire, Prasad 

is firmly placed in the pantheon of immortal Indian writers. His poetic verse novella 

Kamayani is termed the óTajmahal of Hindi literatureô. 

 

 

Hindu Genealogy Accounts or Pothis  

 

Among Hindus, genealogy or the study and tracing of oneôs family history and lineage is a 

form of traditional knowledge that is being preserved by very few priestly families. This 

knowledge has been transferred from generation to generation through registers or pothis. 
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Haridwar is said to be the hub of such families that study and maintain genealogy, while 

Varanasi, Patna and Gaya also have a few pandas continuing this tradition. Since a lot of 

Hindus visit Varanasi for the last rites/death rites of their deceased family members, these 

priests and their families keep these genealogy accounts or pothis that are reopened on every 

visit to add new and relevant information. When a pilgrimage is made to a holy/sacred place 

in such circumstances (mostly for last rights), family members connect with their region 

assigned priest who has been keeping these records and he adds to the pothi names and 

signatures of the visiting family members, and the name (and date of death) of the deceased 

member. During such a visit, families are able to revisit and retrace their family roots. 

These Hindu pilgrimage records kept by the pandits are updated periodically, but only as 

actual registers, as they are not keen on digitizing them. Hindus visit the holy towns of 

Haridwar, Varanasi and Gaya among other sacred sites for various religious and cultural 

purposes like pilgrimage, cremation of their dead and the immersion of a kinôs ashes in the 

holy river Ganga.  

A visiting family member is required to personally sign the family genealogical register 

furnished by his or her personal family panda after updating it for future family visitors and 

generations to see, and to authenticate the updated entries. Friends and other family members 

accompanying on the visit may also be requested to sign as witnesses. What is amazing about 

the process is how they are able to identify the correct register for each family. 

 

Ancient Manuscripts or Pandulipis  

 

A manuscript is believed to be an old document that was written by hand before printing was 

invented. India is home to many such ancient manuscripts that have been prepared on paper, 

palm leaves and other perishable and non-perishable materials. These texts contain and 

preserve the ancient traditions of Indian science and cultural heritage. There is subject 

diversity in these manuscripts, ranging from traditional knowledge from the Vedas to 

mythical stories and fables of the Panchatantra; from rituals, practices and codes of conduct 

followed by the society to arts and its intricacies, compiled and preserved for thousands of 

years.  These texts form and help in framing the history of Indian Society and tradition. 

Varanasi houses the Sampurnanand Sanskrit Visvavidyalaya (SSU), the oldest Sanskrit 

university in India. The University has acquired a valuable collection of 1,25,000 manuscripts 

covering all the subjects in Devanagari, Bengali and Sarada scripts. Their catalogues 

comprise collections acquired from 1791-1981 which contain a large number of extremely 

valuable manuscripts. 32 

 The university signed a MoU with the National Mission for Manuscripts in 2005 and has 

worked on thousands of manuscripts so far. They are continuing with the traditional method 

of conserving thousands of old manuscripts stored at the Saraswati Bhawan Library situated 
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on the SSU campus. Apart from the conservation of this exquisite material heritage, the 

digitization of some of these ancient texts is also being done. A 1000-year-old manuscript of 

Sri Bhagwat Gita, which is one of the oldest manuscripts in India, is also said to have been 

digitized for the first time by the Saraswati Bhawan Library. IGNCA is also involved in 

creating DVDs of its catalogues that contain information of the varied and vast collection 

present in this library. The work to make them accessible online is in progress. 

 

1000-year-old manuscript (Photo source: Patrika.com) 

The Saraswati Bhawan building in the university is earmarked for manuscripts and in 1988-

89, an air-conditioned building was constructed for the preservation and maintenance of these 

texts. The Library also has the facility for microfilming and Photostat of manuscripts. 33  

The rare manuscripts in the fields related to Ayurveda, Jyotish Vidya, Karm-Kand, Vedant, 

Sankhya-Yoga, Dharma Shastra, Purana Itihaas, Nyaya-Vaisheshik, Mimamsa, literature, 

grammar, art, music, Bhakti, pandulipis 

related to Buddhism and Jainism, and others 

are preserved in this library. A majority of 

the texts here are in Devnagari script. Other 

Manuscripts are in languages and scripts 

like Bengali, Oriya, Arabic and Persian to 

name a few. These manuscripts are written 

on various materials like handmade paper, 

leaves, wood and rock. 

 

 

The Saraswati Bhawan Library building, SSU (Photo source: official website of SSU) 
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Art & Craft 
 

 

Wooden toys of Varanasi 

The culturally rich Varanasi of today has a history of art and craft tradition that has evolved 

over time with the city. Varanasi itself became the subject for paintings, some masterpieces 

of which were created by James Prinsep in the 1800s. The age old sculpture and painting 

traditions along with various crafts like wooden toy making, Gulabi Meenakari work, metal 

enameling, brocade and textile weaving and manufacturing are considered to be the heart and 

soul of the material heritage and creative expressions of the city. Dress and costume making, 

jewellery and ivory work have also been well known arts of the city. Many handicrafts are 

based in particular localities. For example, the Thatheri Bazaar area is significant for brass 

works, Hadha Mahalla for toys, clay works and sculpture and Chowkhamba area for 

jewellery. 

Multiple forms of arts and crafts seen in objects, performances, related practices and skill-sets 

are still evident in the city. These represent a mix of both the traditional and contemporary 

styles. One can find sculpture, wooden toy-making, Gulabi Meenakari, items made of 

Ashtadhatu, metal work, pottery items and wall paintings outside/inside homes. The exquisite 

Banarasi sarees and brocades made using exclusive techniques and designs like the Shikargah 

or Kimkhab on the handloom by master craftsmen are still produced on special demand. 
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During the course of the research, various artists were interviewed on the present status, 

sustainability, continuity of traditions and the elaborate techniques involved in these arts and 

crafts. Some have been revived, some are on the verge of extinction, some are being 

produced in the traditional way and the rest with newer additions to their technique. In the 

current context this has either driven or been impacted by the demand-supply structure. 

 

Painting  
 

Varanasi has been the inspiration for many artists and a rich tradition of painting style has 

evolved over the years. During the Mughal era, many court painters brought the Mughal style 

of painting to the city. It is said that one such, Lalji Musawwar, settled in Varanasi, after 

coming here with the self exiled Jawanbakht Jahandar Shah towards the end of the 18th 

century. A local artist Ustad Sikkhi learned the style from Ustad Lalji and founded the 

Banaras sub school of later Mughal paintings. This style of water colour or oil painting was 

distinctive and featured portraits from life (later from photographs). Ivory paintings and their 

traditional representations of dhyana, especially as cult objects, also became popular. 

Two distinct styles emerged: the Indian School of Painting and the Company (European) 

style, which was mainly an Indian version of the European style of painting. This school of 

painting is said to have originated in the city and used various aspects of Indian life as its 

subject and inspiration. Apart from these, the localized art of wall painting was widespread in 

the city. 

The local ruling class and western artists made substantial contributions to the field of 

paintings. The kings were the main patrons of paintings and commissioned works often. For 

example, Maharaja Uditnarain commissioned a wall painting in the Kali temple at Ramnagar 

Fort. An important illustrated manuscript of this time was Tulsidass Ramcharitmanas, which 

is now scattered in various collections and dates back to the late 17th or early 18th century, 

and shows a different style, more linear but vibrant with crowded scenes and fast moving 

figures. Bharat Kala Bhavan and Ramnagar Fort collections still preserve some of these old 

works of art. 

Maharaja Ishwari Narain Singh was another connoisseur and patron of the arts who loved 

music and poetry and was dedicated to the learning of arts and crafts. During his time the 

study of European paintings became popular and their influence expanded. Some artists who 

flourished then include Hatkerlal, Gopal Chand, Balai Chand, Suraj and Shivaram. Artists 

proficient in wall paintings were Kamalapati, Chunnilal, Munnilal, Biharilal, Mahesh Prasad, 

Ganesh Prasad and Misrilal.1 

Among the European visitors to this holy city, there were many British, both male and 

female, who were enthusiastic amateur artists like William Hodges R.A., James Forbes, 

Thomas Daniell, William Daniell, Edward Lear, and James Prinsep. The Daniells were 
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criticized by some scholars and artists for their vision. Edward Lear, a professional artist of 

England, who visited Varanasi in 1873 and painted scenes of the city, remarks in his diary: 

ñHow well I remember the views of Benaras by Daniell R.A.: pallid, grey, sad, solemn. I had 

always supposed this place a melancholy, or at least a staid and soberly-coloured spot, a grey 

record of bygone days. Instead I find it one of the most abundantly buoyant, and startlingly 

radiant of places, full of bustle and movement. Constantinople or Naples are simply dull and 

quiet by comparisonò.2 

 

Edward Lear, 1812ï1888, British, Benares, 1873, Watercolor with pen in brown ink over graphite and gouache on moderately thick, rough, 

beige wove paper, Yale Center for British Art, Gift 

 

Another European visitor, Fanny Parks, draws attention to the inadequacies of the painters to 

represent the beauty of Varanasi through their artworks. He said: 

ñIn the midst of hundreds and hundreds of temples and ghats, piled one above another on the 

high cliff or rising out of the Ganges, the mind is perfectly bewildered; it turns from beauty to 

beauty, anxious to preserve the memory of such, and the amateur throws down the pencil in 

despairò2 

James Prinsep, the most well known in terms of artworks of Varanasi, has left a number of 

illustrations and lithographs of the city. He came to work in the cityôs mint but gradually 

started identifying himself with the city. He was a great draughtsman, numismatist, 

epigraphist, town planner, cartographer, architect and artist among other things. His 

illustrations were collected and published as Benaras Illustrated in 1830. 

 

 


