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Abstract

This study investigates the Rameshvar Temple as a critical sacred node within Varanasi’s
Pafichakrosht yatra, examining its role in myth-driven placemaking. The research predicate that
the temple’s architectural form and spatial configuration are not merely physical artifacts but
active embodiments of Hindu cosmogony, specifically myths related to Lord Shiva as the ‘Cosmic
Pillar (Skambha). Through a mixed-methods approach combining spatial analysis using GIS
mapping, axiality studies and ethnographic fieldwork by pilgrims’ interviews, ritual observation,
the paper deciphers how place-myths are spatially encoded and ritually re-enacted. Findings
reveal that the temple’s east-west axis, sacred river Varuna, and lingam iconography collectively
structure a strong mythic landscape. However, urban encroachment threatens this integrity. The
study concludes that safeguarding such sacred nodes is essential for sustaining the cultural
sustainability of living heritage landscapes, offering critical insights for heritage-led urban
conservation and regeneration.
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Project Summary

The Parfchakrosht yatra route, though historically perceived as a forested periphery of the main
city Varanasi, gained mythic significance by the 12th century CE, evolving into a more developed
form by the 16th century (Singh 2004, 53; Gutschow 2006, 207-208). Pafichakroshr yatra route is
not merely a pilgrimage relic; they continually reshape human understanding by spatially
reiterating a cosmogony where sacred sites and their linking routes mythically reconcile heaven
and earth (Singh 1993, 248). This symbolic landscape is ritually activated through
circumambulation (pradakshina), where pilgrims traverse a defined sacred circuit. This journey
interlinks a series of sacred nodes that serve as key centres for prayer, offerings, and festivities,
collectively manifesting as an auspicious symbolism (Kumar 2021, 232) with representation of
archetypal ‘deep structures’ within the cultural landscape (Sehgal, 2022). According to sacred
texts and tradition, the 88.5 km Pafchakroshi yatra is a six-day pilgrimage. Pilgrims stay
overnight at five designated halt stations (vasa-sthan), each featuring a sacred water tank, a
temple, and multiple rest houses (dharmashald). One hundred eight temples line the sacred
path's right side (Fig. 1). During pilgrimage season, these five nodes become the route's most
vibrant hubs, generating intense spiritual and cultural activity that sustains the pilgrimage
tradition.

On the third day, pilgrims traverse approximately 23 km of suburban landscape to reach
Rameshvar, the third halt station of Pafichakrosht yatra route. This village, named for its
Rameshvaram lingam believed to have been established by Lord Rama lies on the eastern bank
of the Varuna River amidst residential and agricultural lands. Renowned for its annual Karttika
Mela festival, Rameshvar is the most active node on the route, attracting devoted visitors even on
ordinary days. This research project investigates how the Rameshvar Temple, a pivotal node in
Varanasi's 55.2-miles Pafchakrosht pilgrimage route, translates Hindu place-myths into sacred
architecture, thereby anchoring ritualistic placemaking. Focusing on spatial narratives tied to Lord
Shiva’s legends with sacred planning of Varanasi, it argues that the temple’s form, symbolism,
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and positioning materialize mythic geography, transforming space into experiential sacred place.
Combining spatial ethnography and architectural analysis, the study documents threats to mythic
integrity from urban encroachment and proposes myth-responsive design interventions to
conserve Rameshwar’s role as a living vessel of cultural memory and cosmological order of
Pafchakrosht route.

Varanasi: Panchakroshi Yatra circuit
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PLACE FIGURE 1 HERE

Figure 1: Varanasi: Pafichakroshr route with 108 sacred temples and five-night halt (based on Singh, 1987,
also Singh and Rana, 2002).

Scope & Theoretical Framework

The scope of this study examines the Rameshvar node through three integrated lenses: its
architectural symbolism, where the temple complex, Varuna River, and pilgrims' route physically
manifest cosmic myths; ritualistic movement, analyzing circumambulation (pradakshina) as a
kinetic re-enactment of sacred journeys; and spatial anchoring, investigating the temple’s pivotal
role in structuring the pilgrimage’s narrative. Theoretically, this is framed through sacred
geography, positioning the temple as a terrestrial manifestation of cosmic principles;
placemaking, viewing architecture as socially produced through ritual; and myth-ritual symbiosis,
which contends that sacred rites spatially re-actualize primordial myths.

Methodology

This research employs a mixed-methods approach, triangulating spatial analysis, ethnography,
and participatory design. The methodology includes: 1) Spatial Mapping, documenting pilgrim
flows, axial alignments, and decoding architectural symbolism through measured drawings and
sketches; 2) Ethnography, conducting structured interviews with pilgrims, priests, and locals to
understand mythic associations and sensory experiences; and 3) a Practical Component,
facilitating co-design workshops with stakeholders to prototype myth-responsive interventions,
bridging academic research with community-centred placemaking.
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Case Study: Rameshvar Temple complex with surrounding in contexts to Pafnchakroshi
pilgrimage route

Rameshvar’s architecture spatially encodes multiple myths: its east-west axis aligns with the
rising sun, symbolizing Shiva as the Skambha (Cosmic Pillar), while the river Varuna (sacred
water) embodies the mythical Manasarovar Lake, with stepped ghats facilitating purification rites
to Shiva’s abode (Sing 1998, 57). The lingam’s iconography further materializes the mythical
narrative. However, fieldwork reveals critical pressures threatening this mythic and symbolic
integrity: commercial encroachment disrupts ritual sightlines, traffic congestion severs pilgrimage
continuity, and fading oral narratives among younger generations erode the site’s living mythic
consciousness.

The sacred route at Rameshvar passes through a narrow lane, flanked by continuous rows of rest
houses (dharmashala) on left side and residential buildings on the other. The uniform raised
plinths, colour, and texture of these structures create a rhythmic streetscape, visually guided by
glimpses of the main temple tower. However, this path is compromised by encroachment and
safety concerns, particularly at the old bridge with its low railings, which poses a risk during mass
pilgrim movement.

The temple complex itself has been subjected to unplanned development, diluting the spatial
hierarchy and obscuring the central shrine. The pilgrimage route cuts directly through the
crowded, fully-paved complex without green respite, creating congestion and hazard. While the
rest houses retain traditional features like entrance pavilions and central courtyards now
repurposed as gardens, a school, and even a police station. Their heritage character is degraded
by non-contextual modern additions, eroding the route's traditional aesthetic coherence (Fig. 2).

PLACE FIGURE 2 HERE

Figure 2: Composition of visuals and Noli map of RGmeshvar temple complex with surroundings including
Varuna River bank, Night halt, and pilgrimage route. (Author)

Intended Outcomes & Design Interventions

The image of a space emerges from a two-way interaction between observer and environment,
where each influences the other’s perception. As (Lynch 1960, 1) noted, “Nothing is experienced
by itself, but in relation to its surroundings.” Along the Pafichakrosht yatra route, this relationship
is structured by three core components the temple, sacred tank, and rest house (dharmashala)
which together generate cultural, religious, and physical activity during the pilgrimage. The design
interventions at Rameshvar proposed while keeping the re-enactment of cultural, religious, and
physical activity becoming a generator for placemaking at this pilgrimage node.

The enduring potency of Rameshvar lies in its multisensory mythic embodiment, where
architecture functions simultaneously as stage and storyteller, materializing sacred narratives
through spatial form and ritual practice. However, urban fragmentation risks "mythic
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disembodying"—a severing of the site’s symbolic and experiential coherence. To counteract this,
four practice-based interventions are proposed: 1) Myth-infused wayfinding through architectural
intervention incorporating axial planning and serial vision elements along pilgrimage route (Fig.
3); 2) Ritual-space restoration of the Varuna river ghats to amplify acoustic storytelling and
communal gathering (Fig. 4); 3) Pilgrimage corridor activation via pedestrianization and myth-
inspired design elements (Fig. 5); and 4) AR storytelling prototypes using QR codes to deliver
location-triggered oral histories, ensuring myths remain accessible to digital-native generations.
Together, these strategies aim to re-embed myth into the lived spatial experience, bridging
architectural heritage with contemporary placemaking.

Vi \
o Rameshvar Temple Courtyard View from Access Route With Serial Vision elements

PLACE FIGURE 3 HERE

Figure 3: Re-enactment of wayfinding and visuality through axial planning approach at R&Gmeshvar Temple
complex. (Author)

PLACE FIGURE 4 HERE

Figure 4: Placemaking through activity node planning along the Varuna Riverfront at Rameshvar temple
complex. (Author)
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Figure 5: Incremental development approach for Night halt, and pilgrimage route with digital inclusion.
(Author)

Way forward - Potential and Prospects

The Pafichakrosht yatra holds immense potential as a model for sustainable heritage
development, aligning with national and global frameworks. Under India’s PRASAD scheme and
the Varanasi Master Plan 2031-41, efforts are underway to rejuvenate this pilgrimage by
reintroducing a continuous, safe pedestrian pathway, currently fragmented by urban
encroachment and traffic (Sinha and Chawla 2022, 268). The route’s prospects are anchored in
five vital perspectives: its role as Intangible Cultural Heritage fostering social harmony; its
capacity to reconnect humanity with nature; its psychological value in fostering meaning and well-
being; its alignment with SDG 11.4 to protect cultural heritage; and its function as a spiritual
catalyst within inclusive development. By integrating heritage-awakening with managerial
strategy, the Pafichakrosht yatra can evolve into a sustainable heritagescape - a living example
of spiritual and cultural resilience that embodies the idea of Satyam, Shivam, Sundaram (the
truth, the good, and the beautiful) while serving as a replicable model for pilgrimage routes
worldwide.
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