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three decades ago, Diana L. 
Eck—master of Lowell House and 
Wertham professor of law and 
psychiatry in society (a scholar of 
South Asian religions, despite her 
chair’s title)—wrote Banaras: City of 
Light, exploring Hinduism through 
its holiest pilgrimage site. Her per-
spective has become ever more 
expansive, as she has explored the 

interconnected pilgrimage sites throughout India. Now she explicates that interwo-
ven world-view of the sacred and the profane in India: A Sacred Geography (Harmony 
Books, $27)—a sweeping examination of texts, places, and beliefs that may also help 
to explain to Western readers the rise of place-based Hindu nationalism in Indian 
politics. From chapter 2, “What Is India?” 

In ancient greece, Eratosthenes, in the 
third century b.c.e., was the first to coin 
the word “geography.” He clearly saw his 
work—the mapping of the known world, 
the oikoumene, and the calculation of its 
circumference—to be quite distinct from 
the kind of world description found in 
Greek myths or in the epics of Homer. 
Ernst Cassirer has distinguished the 
“geometric space” that concerned Era-
tosthenes and, a few years later, Euclid, 

from what he calls the “space of percep-
tion” and “the space of myth.”…While 
Olympus and Delphi retained their 
mythic charge in Greece itself, the study 
of geography began to diverge from the 
image of the world composed by the 
great Greek mythmakers.…

Students of Hinduism or travelers in 
India quickly become aware of what pro-
lific mythmakers Hindus have been. The 
Hindu tradition is famous for its mythol-

ogies, and for the multitude of gods and 
goddesses one encounters in the tem-
ples and public spaces of India. Less well 
known, however, is the fact that Hindus 
have been equally avid geographers who 
have described with considerable detail 
the mountains, river systems, and holy 
places of India. For the most part, Hin-
du mythology has been studied by one 
group of scholars, primarily historians of 
religion, while the geographical traditions 

have been studied and catalogued 
by another group, primarily British 
and Indian civil servants, historical 
and cultural geographers. The great 
geography scholar Bimala C. Law 
speaks for this latter group when he 
confesses, “One finds it tedious to 
read the legendary history of ti-rthas 
or holy places, but to a geographer 
it will never be a fruitless study.”

Here we look at mythology and 
geography together, in a single view, 
to see what we can learn of this 
complex conception of the land of 
India. Rather than focusing exclu-
sively on texts, however, we begin 

“on the ground,” with shrines, rivers, 
and hilltops where pilgrims have en-
acted the sense of connectedness that 
is part of pilgrimage. This intersection of 
mythology and geography reveals how 
the people who have come to be called 
Hindus have “mapped” their world and 
how they have understood the land 
they have called Bha-rata in relation to 
the larger universe. There is arguably no 
other major culture that has sustained 
over so many centuries, and across such 
diverse regions, a fundamentally locative 
or place-oriented world-view.
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of them looked like babies. There was 
something incredibly compelling about 
that photograph, and I immediately felt, 
‘My God, I would love to write about 
that.’”

Yet the writing came hard, and Gaiter, 
whose 2005 novel Bourbon Street is a noir 
tale set in 1958 New Orleans, made mul-
tiple false starts. Still, he did extensive his-
torical research, mining century-old news 
clippings and court documents. “This was 
an extraordinarily difficult piece to get my 
head around,” he explains. “You have peo-
ple who are doing horrible things, but you 
must understand why they are doing them. 
I’m not asking you to sympathize with 
their actions, but I want you to find their 
motives, given the personal and sociopolit-
ical contexts, compelling. I wanted to cre-
ate a dramatic story—I do write to enter-
tain—but I also wanted a story that gives 
you a reason to read it. Not just something 
where you say afterwards, ‘Well, that was 
unpleasant.’”

He finally hit on the story’s rhythm, 
register, and key—a jazz buff, he says that 
“Music is my principal metaphor for ev-
erything”—by expanding its scope to in-
clude the politics of the Indian Territory 

The boys in the gang 
aren’t even faintly  
romantic villains, but 
lost, unloved souls.

Leonce  
Gaiter
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e Sacred scene in a sacred landscape: 
“Radha and Krishna Walk in a Flower-
ing Grove,” Kota Master, 18th century
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