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3rd part: A holy city in the process of development and 

integration in world space. 
 

 

The holy city of Omkareshvara is organized in a traditional way. However, its 

urban space increases and adapts to the dynamic development that occurs there. 

Commercial activities become more diverse. The infrastructure, established in the past 

for the reception of pilgrims, accommodates more families, and recently tourist 

infrastructure has opened. Religious structures develop, thanks to the donations of the 

devout. All this multitude of reception facilities is integrated in the projects of the 

Madhya Pradesh government for the city.  

The movement of men is done more often and more easily on Indian territory, 

reinforcing its connection within the network of the holy places. The festivities that occur 

draw visitors there coming from an air of attraction, expanding from local to national and 

beyond. This phenomenon expresses all the importance of this spiritual center in the 

Indian territory.  

However, the Omkareshvaraôs space is simultaneously transformed by the 

construction of dam and its additional infrastructure, introducing a different dynamic 

there. This space is consequently defined by a new direction.  

So how are the social groups in the city organized, and what are the new 

dynamics which restructures its space? 

 

1. The organization of the sacred space of Omkareshvara.  

 

The city was composed initially of three districts: Shiva, Vishnu and Brahma Puris, 

organized around a center symbolized by the Narmada and the Jyotirlinga temple. 

Because of the threats of external invasions, it had, for a long time, taken refuge on the 

island protected by the natural moat of the river. Thanks to the political stability ensured 

by the British administration in the 19
th
 century, the city saw important transformation 

while being restructured along the banks. This transformation continued with 
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independence, and has particularly accelerated since 1979, the year of the construction of 

the old pedestrian bridge. 

The districts were then added on the slopes and in the valleys of the island, like 

around the ancient village of the southern bank, expanding the city gradually. These 

districts are populated by various types of groups and social communities which 

maintained the principles of the traditional socio-spatial organization. However, this 

socio-spatial organization must nowadays integrate the new dynamic of territorial 

development and new principles of cohabitation between the groups forming the society.  

 

1.1 The socio-spatial organization of the city.  

 

The population of the small holy city of Omkareshvara multiplied by 7 during the 

20
th
 century: 

 

Fig. 61: Settlement of the town of Omkareshvara from 1901 to the present. 

 

DATE Number of inhabitants Sources 

1901 832 Cunningham. 

1908 900 Russell, CPDG, 1908. 

1970 1,350 OJTT (Omk Jyot Tem Trust) 

1978 3,295 INTACH, 1993 

1991 4,412 Census 

2001 6,616 Census 2001 

2005 6,700 

3,000 

700 

Town Council [?] 

Dam Employees 

Displaced opulation. 

 

We did not find figures concerning the settlement of the medieval city. The urban 

growth accelerated with the installation of the pedestrian bridge (1979) allowing easy 

access to the island. Since 2003, the construction of the dam has generated the arrival of 

3,000 workmen and engineers and caused the displacement of approximately 700 people 
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from the bordering village of Panthiaji including a great number who wished to remain in 

Omkareshvara. According to the recently installed population
1
 of Omkareshvara, other 

families affected by the immersion will also try to be established in the city within three 

years; however livable space remains limited there. The dam temporarily employs 3,000 

people. The camps of the employees and the building site will disappear after completion 

of the work, releasing that space for homes and new religious or industrial infrastructures. 

It is thus certain that the town of Omkareshvara will continue to expanding in the coming 

years.  

Omkareshvara is on the whole a pedestrian city; the road suitable for motorized 

vehicles stops at the bus station located at the entry of the city. Its residential districts are 

organized on the southern bank on both sides of the commercial artery of Vishnu Puri 

and in the Brahma Puri district. On the island, the Shiva Puri district is found on the 

abrupt slope structured around narrow lanes of which the broadest, allowing the 

circulation of a great number of pilgrims, is that running from the old bridge to the 

Omkareshvara Jyotirlinga temple. The access to the remainder of the district is gained by 

steps. Beyond these, the island contains only two other districts, separated from the 

center, where the adivasi population lives, while the huts of the sâdhus are dispersed in 

wooded areas (Appendix 9).  

 Recently, new residential districts for the employees of the dam and the rural 

people affected by the project expand the city. They were established along the path 

suitable for motor vehicles, giving access to the heavy weights of the dam (Appendix 9). 

 

1.1.1 A central urban space traditionally divided into districts of castes.  

 

The caste system or rather that of ñvarèa*ò and ñjáti*,ò resulting from the 

Brahmanic Book of ñManu,ò is theorized in the book Homo Hiérarchicus by Louis 

Dumont in 1966. It acts as a very complex social hierarchy, organized according to the 

hereditary degree of purity of a Hindu community and determining the codes of conduct 

which [i t?] must follow. The word ñvaræaò meaning ñcolorò in Sanskrit is a concept used 

                                                 
1
 Talks carried out on the ground and the report of the JACSES and Ugerwald NGOs. 
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to qualify the division of society into four groups: Brahmans, Kshatriyas, Vaishyas, and 

Shudras, respectively holding the status of priest, warrior, tradesman and servant. Apart 

from this qualification, there are the people ñoutside castesò [outside the caste system] 

often resulting from ethnic groups considered as impure and untouchable. These ñvaræasò 

are subdivided in thousands of ñjátisò often corresponding to socio-professional status 

(Zins, 1999 and Renou, 2001).  

The socio-spatial organization of traditional cities is made up of various caste 

districts where the communities live together, thus maintaining the cosmic order, the 

ñdharmaò of the city. Indeed, the higher castes in the social hierarchy cannot traditionally 

mix with the castes considered as impure due to the risk of being tainted. There is thus a 

socio-spatial segregation. The social life of Omkareshvara partially preserves the socio-

religious tradition of the division of the community by caste because of the presence of a 

strong community of Brahmans. Social and spatial division is characterized by the 

contrast between the districts populated by Brahmans and those where the people of 

adivasi origin reside, having different types of homes and very different ways of life.  

However, Omkareshvara is a city where the social system evolves quickly with 

the assimilation of Western values brought by the people arrived recently from large 

cities. This phenomenon is observed particularly in the Vishnu Puri district (Appendix 6), 

where various people cohabit with the access to the commercial street, but it does not 

relate of course to all castes. The traditional system is still quite present. 

  

The under-district or the mohalla
2
 of the Brahmans.  

        The ñvaræaò Brahman families are at the top of the hierarchy of the varæas and are 

highly respected. They live in homes primarily concentrated around the Omkareshvara-

Jyotirlinga temple and on the southern bank in the Vishnu Puri district (Appendix 6).  

 The number of Brahmans permanently living in the city is approximately 500 

individuals. This community would amount to approximately 1,700 people, women and 

children included. Some arrived about ten years ago from the cities of Madhya Pradesh 

where religious activities are less intense (field research, 2005).  

                                                 
2
 As defined by K.D Sharma, the etymology of the word mohalla comes from Persian muhalla, which 

refers to a district, an urban district, a section, a gathering of groups. The term applies in India to streets, 

public gardens, places, coursesé It refers to a spatial unit inhabited by a homogeneous community. 
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 The dwellings of the Brahmans are generally durably built, composed of bricks 

covered with coating and sheet roofs. They are divided into several parts and are 

equipped with all the material necessary for modern comfort (kitchen, bathroom, 

ventilator, TV...).  

 In Shiva Puri, the Brahman families occupy several narrow lanes [?], across the 

levels of the slope and connected by steps. Construction space being restricted; the 

houses are lengthened and linear.  

 The Omkareshvara Brahmans work as Hindu priests and are some of the 

intellectuals of the city. They are supposed to know Sanskrit, mantras, and certain Vedic 

texts by heart. By habit, they are strictly vegetarians and regard as impure those who eat 

meat or drink alcohol.  

 The Brahmans are often solicited, because of the great number of pilgrims and 

especially during the time of festivities. Approximately 150 of them work in the Shiva 

Puri Jyotirlinga temple, of which 60 have a permanent station there under the direction of 

the foundation (trust) of the Omkareshvara temple. Within the Mamleshwar temple, 5 

Brahmans occupy an official station under the responsibility for the Foundation of the 

Holkars
3
. [Koêi-lingárcana] Many pandits

4
 find temporary work around this temple. 

 Each morning and evening, they recite sacred prayers while singing with the other 

faithful ones in the temple mandapas. It is a daily repetition which makes it possible to 

multiply the power and the potential effectiveness of communication with God ad 

infinitum (Claveyrolas, 2003). Everyday, especially Monday and at the time of the great 

festivals, they carry out pûjas with Hindu families and the devout coming to visit the 

temples. They are responsible for the management of the offerings brought by the 

pilgrims and the maintenance of the sanctuaries. They are regarded as servants of the 

gods. In each small temple of the Omkareshvara sanctuary, there are one or two 

Brahmans, who daily collect gifts and put tikas on the faces [forehead] of the pilgrims 

while reciting sacred mantras. They are also charged with praying during matrimonial 

ceremonies for all the various castes. Some work on ghâts such as those of Go Mukh 

where the male representatives of the families come to carry out funerary rituals and to 

                                                 
3
 Families that reigned in Indore from 1728 to 1948 and economically supported religious life. The 

descendants of this family continue to run the foundation called the Holkar Trust. 
4
 Pandit, another name for Brahmans. 
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offer ashes of their late parents to the floods of the Narmada [? Fragment]. The most 

recognized Brahmans carry out the liturgies at the time of important events such as 

Yagyas* organized by gurus or the sâdhu community.  

 

 

 

Fig. 62: A Brahman officiating a funerary ritual on the ghâts of Go Mukh. Source: 

CREMIN Emilie, March 2005. 

 

 The narrow road and pedestrian walkway that runs out of the Jyotirlinga temple, 

called ñShiva Puri marg*ò is bordered by around fifty shops. The families of Brahmans 

are the principal owners and personally occupy themselves with sales. They have 

between 40 and 45 shops, whereas only 5 or 6 depend on families of the Darbar Bhilala 

caste, and 3 or 4 belong to the families of the Bania-Agrawal caste, great merchants 

coming from Rajasthan. The families of Brahmans thus dominate the trade on this road. 

They store goods and generally live on the higher levels of their shops. The houses are 

generally of two levels with a flat roof and have a modern, urban style. They are of varied 

age; those built there more than 50 years ago are built out of brick and have facades made 
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of carved wood, while those built in the 1960s and 1970s are made of cinder blocks and 

have small terraces with concrete balustrades on the facades.  

 

- The under-district of the Bhilalas.  

 The Bhilala caste would be, according to the history, the descendants of the mixed 

marriage between a Rajput Kshatriya king and a Bhil princess, an adivasi tribe considered 

to be outcasts. The Omkareshvara royal family came from this union after 1165 A.D. 

This caste is regarded as the highest among those of the adivasi tribes who assimilated 

into the Hindu social system. The current ruler of Omkareshvara, sitting in the Maharaja 

palace, practices Hinduism with enthusiasm, as well as members of his community 

coming daily to pray in the small temple of the royal palace.  

 The families of the Bhilala caste live in houses located around the palace on the 

southern slope of the island, in the Shiva Puri district (Appendix 6). The paths of this 

under-district are narrow and are staged on the slope. There are approximately 70 homes. 

The dwellings are organized around small paths separating two houses. Many are built 

out of wood and cob with a roof made out of natural materials (beam of wood, branch 

and straw) or out of slightly inclined sheet metal.  

 

- Mixed districts.  

 The districts of Vishnu Puri and Brahma Puri on southern bank of the Narmada 

are composed of a mixture of families of varied castes (Brahmans, kshatria, vaishya, 

shudra, and outcasts) (Appendix 6). The inhabitants there live have various kinds of 

employment. Those who reside along the principal arteries work mainly in commerce.  

The Vishnu Puri district greatly expanded during the last decade because of the 

arrival of many families from various areas in the north of India. For example, one of the 

principal grocery shops of the city is owned by a single Punjab Sikh family, one of the 

pharmacies belongs to a Calcutta family, also owner of a guest house (hotel), some come 

from other cities of Madhya Pradesh.  

The southern bank has a flat space wider than on the slopes of the island, and 

dwellings are much more numerous here. Along the principal commercial street ñJaypee 

chowk,ò the dwellings are characterized by an urban style. Shops are at the ground floor 
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in a large, open part of the street, while families reside at the back or the upper floors. 

Since 1960, all the dwellings were built out of brick or cinder blocks with flat roofs. 

Their facades, containing balconies, are covered with a coating of colors.  

 In the back of the principal street, the lanes become narrow and the houses are 

lower. They are built out of bricks and are covered with a sheet metal roof.  

 The Brahma Puri district is composed of families of various castes; they reside 

according to their means either in brick houses or in houses made out of wood.     

 

 

Fig. 63: Principal street of the Brahma Puri district. The brick houses are covered with 

coating. Further away, one sees Mochi Harijan Dharmashala, dominating the district at 

its higher level. Source: CREMIN Emilie, February 2005.  

 

1.1.2 Districts of the low castes and the tribes located beyond the center.  

 

 There is a large adivasi community in Omkareshvara: approximately 2,500 people 

according to the Panchayat. As a whole, these families assimilated into Hinduism and are 

now connected with the outcasts. These ethnic groups are regarded as lower 

hierarchically than the Bhilalas caste among the adivasis. They are considered low by the 
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Brahman community because of their alcohol and meat consumption. Contrary to the 

other districts, we observed fowl leaping around in the streets. The adivasi population of 

the neighbourhoods of Omkareshvara meets every Wednesday on the local market to sell 

or buy food or everyday items. 

 

- The Kelasko district.  

 Many adivasi families settled in the valley located between the two parts of the 

plateau of the island of Mandhata (Appendix 6). This linear district, composed of 

approximately 150 houses and 800 inhabitants, exists on both sides of a one-meter-wide 

cement road in the bottom of the valley over a length of 500 m.  

The individuals who live there come from the Kewat and Bhil adivasi ethnic 

groups, from low castes such as that of the Kumars, or the listed [?] castes such as that of 

the Mehtars harijans
5
. More than thirty years ago, the space of the island was devoted 

only to temples, the huts of the sâdhus, and the path of pilgrimage. However, during the 

last 25 years, many families whose members found employment around the temple have 

settled on the island, adapting this valley. Their choice was not dictated by a particular 

religious enthusiasm but by economic needs. Consequently, the district strongly 

expanded since 1979, the year of the construction of the bridge.  

 For several years, houses built with bricks and sheet metal have gradually 

replaced the huts made of wood and clay. Several types of architectures coexist:  

- temporary huts made of various materials: timber structure, roof made of 

tarpaulin and varied fabric walls (Fig. 65);  

- houses of the rural type, built of branches, partially covered with clay are still 

very prevalent. Plastic covers, maintained by the rocks, cover the roofs. These dwellings 

have only one part, which is 20m² (Fig. 64). A small courtyard at the front allows one to 

dry grain;  

- Some houses are built of bricks and have a roof made of sheet metal. They have 

only one floor and contain two to three parts including one for the kitchen. Some let 

appear bricks whereas others, more finished [?]. They are coated and painted in various 

colors. At the back is the water room. In front, one generally finds a terrace (Fig. 65). 

                                                 
5
 Harijan: untouchables. 
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Fig. 64: House of an adivasi family in the Kelasko district. Fowl are strictly prohibited in 

the districts of the high Hindu castes. Source: CREMIN Emilie, February 2005. 

 

 

Fig. 65: Other types of adivasi houses: in the foreground a temporary dwelling made up 

of various materials, in the background is the more durably built dwelling of a family of 

low caste, further back, other brick houses belonging to adivasi families. Source: 

CREMIN Emilie, March 2005. 
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 The inhabitants of this district live by the sale of flowers and boating activities. 

The women occupy themselves mainly with the sale of flowers and coconuts, collected 

for offerings to the gods. They hold the small, informal stalls on the ghâts or settle along 

the steps leading to the Omkareshvara temple. These shopkeepers are present daily at 

these strategic crossing points, offering their baskets of flowers and various leaves to the 

pilgrims. Some of these leaves, particularly appreciated by Shiva, are gathered directly in 

the forest. The rest of their goods are bought from wholesalers in Indore or Khandwa.  

The men occupy themselves in the lucrative ñbusinessò of the boats. Before the 

construction in 1979 of the bridge connecting two banks of the Narmada, crossing by 

boat was the only means to get to the island. To reach the villages of Siddhavarakuta and 

Panthiaji located on the northern bank, the only transport was the river until the 

construction of the bridge constructed for the dam in 2003, which is sinkable and suitable 

for motor vehicles.  

The people of the fishermen class are traditionally the ethnic groups or castes 

mostly represented on the banks of the Narmada. In Omkareshvara, they work primarily 

as ferrymen. The castes that live as traffic boatmen are Bhimar, Kahar, Kewat, and 

Rewar, but more and more this trade is accessible to all. According to the association of 

the boatmen, approximately 600 people work and live on income from the boats. The 

boats began to be motorized approximately 20 years ago. Following the construction of 

the bridge, this activity was no longer essential, yet it survived thanks to the development 

of tourism. The boat route from the Go Mukh ghât to Sangam at the western point of the 

island east runs approximately 2 km. The ferrymen currently take from 100 to 150 rupees 

(2 or 3 euros) for the round trip, which is very expensive since the local people employed 

as workmen on the dam get only 50 rupees per day. They are, however, not ensured to 

have customers daily. Omkareshvara has 258 boats of which 100 are motorized and 158 

are manual; 100 are in daily activity. The dam poses many problems for navigation by 

strongly reducing the crossings, while making access difficult for certain places located 

upstream. Boatmenôs profits significantly decreased consequently, whereas they should 

have increased with the arrival of tourism. The boatmen affected directly by the 

construction of the dam claim compensation and economic aid from the state. Several 
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requests of this kind were made without success to various departments of Madhya 

Pradesh government and the central government.  

The inhabitants of this district solicit the services of Brahmans at the time of the 

great ceremonies. On the other hand, they do not have any relation with the sâdhus who 

live on the island. They only appreciate the festivities in large ashrams on occasions in 

which they can take part in the collective banquets ñbujans*ò [bhojans?] where food is 

offered free to all. 

 

-The Sangam district:  

This district is located at the western point of the island along the parikrama path, 

2 km from the downtown area of Omkareshvara (Appendix 6). It was originally 

composed of some sâdhusô huts made out of wood. Later on (20 years ago), adivasi 

families were established there. Around fifty houses were built, and approximately 500 

inhabitants today are located there. The houses are built of cob, some made out of bricks 

with a sheet metal roof.  

This district *** with the variation of the activities of the center of Omkareshvara 

profits from a peaceful framework, surrounded by the two rivers: Narmada and Kavéri. 

The sanctuary of Rinamukteshwar, dating from the 15th century, forms the center of this 

district. It is composed of several temples dedicated to the gods of the Visnouite sect Sita-

Ram[72 ]. Every evening at night fall, it is animated by the pûja gathering of all those 

who wish to sing the glory of the gods. Many pilgrims visit this small religious center at 

the time of the great festivities.  

Several huts of sâdhus are located a little away from this district, in adjacent 

wooded spaces. The Western tourists ñback packersò[73 ] elected Sangam as their  

privileged stay in Omkareshvara. To answer the increasing request of these young 

visitors, the adivasi families put their dwellings in hiring. They propose pretty houses in 

cob, without domestic water requiring making the toilet in Narmada. The babas (sâdhus) 

also accommodate them in their huts. Thus nearly 50 tourists reside each day at it during 

the tourist season from November to mid-March, for more or less prolonged durations 

energy of a few days in more than one month. The passage of the pilgrims and the 

residence of the ñback packersò supported the development of the trade. Five restaurants 
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and ten shops being useful of the tea with milk follow one another on the way of 

parikrama while arriving at the western point of the island.  

The tourists and the sâdhus developed a real complicity since the year 1970. To 

Sangam, they pass their evenings together to smoke the shilom (chilam--pipe with 

hashish called Charas) around fire, the tourists listening to the sâdhus to tell their 

extraordinary mystical experiments. Sangam is thus a place of meeting not only between 

Kavéri and Narmada, but also between the sâdhus samnyasis and the young Western 

travellers. Sangam has by now very bad reputation with the inhabitants of the center 

of Omkareshvara who see a den of iniquity there, not appreciating the activities of 

the young tourists, suspectant the sâdhus to be impostors and showing the men of 

the adivasi families of alcoholism. This place little attended by the inhabitants of the 

center of Omkareshvara is left with the variation and currently undergoes a 

desacralization in the collective representations. 

 

1.1.3  The sâdhus different from Omkareshvara and their distribution in sacred space.  

The sâdhus pass a part of their life in roving and make the circumambulation of 

India. These holy men in wandering, renonçant [renunciate ?] with the social life, move, 

beg and preach their wisdom to city downtown. They do not have a dwelling fixed and 

live in a wandering way. Sometimes, they are sédentary temporarily, and find their 

hermitages in favourable places to practice exercises of asceticism and meditation, such 

as the caves called ñgufa,ò or clearings moved back in the forest where they build huts. 

The town of Omkareshvara forms part of the spiritual retirement crossing points of 

the sâdhus. Its sacred space was for a long time an isolated place, particularly adapted 

for this retirement bus of this will kshetra emanates an exceptional energy, favorable to 

the catch of connection between the men and the gods of the Hindu Pantheon. One finds 

a score of huts of sâdhus, dispersed in the space of the island, with the variation of 

the city, sometimes in the forests, along banks of Narmada, or on the way of 

parikrama (Appendix 9). Those who reside along the way can benefit more easily from 

the offerings coming from the pilgrims. When the sâdhus receive some disciples in their 

dwelling, this place is regarded consequently as an ashram. 

 



165 

 

  

Fig. 66: Hut of a sâdhu, called the ñOM Shanti Ashram,ò standing insulated on the top of 

the island. This dwelling is built in the whole out of vegetable materials, with the 

climbing plants covering the part where the fire is located. Only the part being used as 

shelter is built out of brick and is covered with a sheet roof. Around, a kitchen garden 

allows the sâdhu and his disciples to be partially self-sufficient in food. Source: CREMIN 

Emilie, January 2005.  

 

In the center of their place of temporary dwelling, the sadhûs always fix a place 

for sacred fire (called dhuni), as well as an altar [kuæÖa in Sanskrit?] dedicated to their 

divinities. The space for the sacred fire is fundamental for the shivaïte sadhus. It 

represents the center, the hearth around which they practice their ritual and perform their 

asceticism daily. In fact, the hearth should be regarded as the ñhouseò and the ñtempleò 

that the sâdhus maintain with much care and precision. They add each day wafers of 

ñcow dungsò which ensure the purity of fire and have the flowers sometimes around. 

They generally plant the trident of Shiva at side in order to connect the dhuni with the 

gods. The sâdhu remains in the vicinity, seated all the time in one of the positions of 
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ásanas * of Yoga. Thus he can practice the meditation, smoke the shalom [chilam], cook 

milk to make tchaï [chai] or to cook chapatis *. He uses holy ashes to coat the body, 

symbol of the ascetic status of the sâdhu, in order to coat itself with the essence even of 

Shiva. Pûjas are offered to the god of fire (Agni- Shiva ?) by nourishing it with  a mixture 

of pure ingredients: seeds, sugar refineries and butter (ghee). The shilom is often smoked 

in community of sâdhus, devout and tourists making turn the pipe around fire, calling 

upon and inviting Shiva to divide while saying various will [sacred?] mantras: ñOm 

Namah Shiváya! ñ(ñHail the Shiva Lord! ñ). The shelas [chelas][74 ] * of the sâdhus are 

their servants. They maintain the hut and are engaged in bringing all that is necessary for 

the sâdhu to achieve the ritual whereas this one gives spiritual lesson or diverts his 

visitors (Hartsuiker, 1993).  

 

  

Fig. 67: Chotey baba with hia shela (second plan), in his hut, hung on the cornice of the 

island. He greets us with his tchaï with the left hand. Source: CREMIN Emilie, January 

2005.  
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Some sadhûs choose food in community in akhadas * or ashrams. In 

Omkareshvara, there are 4 akhadas on the side of Vishnu and Brahma Puri where the 

sâdhus of Omkareshvara meet and those who come to visit them.  

The sâdhus samnyasis forming part of the sect shivaïte called the ñNaga babasò 

are armed militants. They are organized in a system of regiment and reside within the 

akhadas which were, in the beginning, the places to form [train?] the sâdhus in the 

combat. These places were not intended to be the centers of religious study, but quickly 

the babas are reflected there to practice severe austerities and to be exerted with various 

types of yoga (Hartsuiker, 1993).  

The akhadas were arranged [organized?] in 14th century. They hold in their 

enclosures the temples of this period, a cattle shed, a space for the fire around which a 

vast hypostyle [?] room used in the day to receive visitors and at night as a dormitory. 

There are four akhadas in Omkareshvara:  

- Juna akhada, meaning ñthe old regiment,ò located in the valley of Go Mukh near 

 the temple of Mamleshwar;  

- Gudad akhada associated Vishnu Mandir;  

- Nirvani akhada located in Brahma Puri;  

- Niranjani akhada.  

 Each one of these akhadas developed its characteristics, its tradition and identity 

nuances in the course of time. Juna akhada, located near the temple of Mamleshwar and 

Gudad akhada, close to the central place of Vishnu Puri, remain very active and 

frequently receive meetings of the sâdhu samaj (the company of the sâdhus) to organize 

the festivities such as Shivaratri or other events. According to the regulation, a sâdhu in 

passage [in yatra ?] will be able to reside only three days at it [one place]. Pûjas are 

offered there morning and evening.  

The sâdhus who really lived with the experiments of exceptional asceticism, 

i.e., who entered the state of samâdhi or could make siddhis, held the attention of 

certain Hindu families. Those come to meet the saints recognizing in them the 

incarnation of a god or wise accomplished [siddha]. These devout give many 

donations allowing to increase their ashrams huts drink some with the dwellings on 

several floors into hard [?]. Thus, the guru Bajran [Bajaranga?] Das, sâdhu of the sect 



168 

 

vishnouite Sita RAM built his ashram in the part is island [?]. He was also elected 

representing sâdhus of Omkareshvara. In the same way, Raghunath baba, coming from a 

great family of the Brahmans of the city, built a temple dedicated to the Gayatri goddess 

equipped with a cattle shed to accomodate many cows, on the plateau of the island. These 

ashrams accomodate a great number of disciples, studying the lesson given by the gurus. 

Many sâdhus, brahmacharis or samnyasis have lived in these open ashrams during these 

last 40 years. They study there philosophies of their gurus and practice sâdhanâs, like 

various types of exercises of meditation while living in the community of the monks.  

Many conflicts of being able and territorial possession of the religious centers 

for a long time divide the sects shivaïtes and vishnouïtes. In Omkareshvara, 

although this holy place is especially shivaïte because of the Jyotirlinga, the 

vishnouïtes are very present and have ten temples and ashrams.  

The socio-spatial organization of Omkareshvara remains traditional in a 

general way. The Shiva Puri districtconstitutes the spiritual center of the city where 

the people are different according to their castes. The Vishnu Puri district  formed of 

the commercial streets is composed as the functional urban center where the whole 

population mixes. All around these centers, the districts of dwellings are organized 

by Community groups of the high castes to the indexed tribes, the sâdhus form as 

for them an original community dispersing in space. 

 

1. 2 functional Structures of the city: sacred with the layman.  

The landscape of the holy city of Omkareshvara is structured by marks of sacred 

and géosymbols. According to Eliade (1965), a sacred space is directed around a fixed 

point, a center, whereas a secular place is homogeneous and neutral.  ñThe center is the 

zone sacred par excellence, that of absolute reality.ò It is around this sacred center that 

the secular space is organized. The spiritual life giving its direction to the city requires for 

its operation a structured organization of the urban life.  
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1.2.1 Religious function, places of worships.  

The temples, the ghâts, the akhadas and the ashrams form the principal religious 

structures of the city as we saw in chapter 2. The ghâts are often used for more secular 

activities. The boatmen make use them as home port. Their principal quay is located on 

the ghâts of Go Mukh. It is thus difficult to reach water to take the ritual bath. The ghâts 

are also used to wash the linen. The ghâts are thus installations of the banks of the river 

having primarily a religious goal but are also used for various daily uses.  

 

1.2.2 Places of residence of the devout: dharmashalas. 

The dharmashalas are pensions [mansions?], existing everywhere in India in the 

holy places, intended for the reception of the pilgrims. They have a comfortable lodging 

so that the latter can be devoted within a framework favourable to the practices of the 

religious rites. In Omkareshvara, there are approximately 50 dharmashalas (Appendix 7, 

8 and 9). ñDharmashalaò is an Arab word of origin and means: ñdharò: ñhouseò; and 

ñsalamò: ñwelcome.ò [****Nonsense and rubbish!] Most of the dharmashalas of the city 

were built beginning 1980, but some date back to the 19th century. This system of 

reception of the faithful is very old. Lodging there is free or has a very modest cost. The 

pilgrims can remain there officially for 3 days.  

With the origin, they are places of Community gathering at the time of the 

religious festivities. The dharmashalas are generally attached to communities (samaj) of 

the same caste or under-caste who organize in foundations called ñtrustò to build their 

own establishment. The ñtrustsò are the associations with nonlucrative goal, recorded and 

registered with the government, being used to collect funds in order to organize social 

activities. The financial resources of the dharmashalas come from the gifts given by 

families of the community. At the entry of each dharmashala, a tablet indicates the dates, 

the amounts and the names of the donors. Each room is subsidized by one or more 

families; an inscription is installed above the doors to indicate who were the donors. They 

profit there from a priority access at the time of their visits in the holy city. Certain 

families of particularly rich merchants build dharmashalas all by themselves, open to all, 

with an aim of achieving a good deed. Apart from the important events, the dharmashalas 

are open and can accomodate any type of pilgrims visiting Omkareshvara. The caste is 
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thus not an element of restriction or selection of the hosts, according to the testimony 

which we collected from the persons in charge of the building.  

The 35 dharmashalas that we studied are all organized in an identical way around 

a court with a temple in the center dedicated to the most venerated divinities of the castes 

[?]. They are made up of 2 or 3 floors containing each one between 10 and 25 rooms of 

approximately 10m² making it possible to accomodate between 50 and 500 people. Large 

common and general-purpose rooms are on the ground floor, being useful for the 

gatherings or as dining room. The medical ones [medicines?] of common use are 

available on each floor or the ground floor. The richness of the interior and external 

decoration depend on the financial means of the communities (see Appendix 7 for more 

details on several buildings). 

 

Fig. 68: Court of Jati Dharamsala with a temple. This infrastructure is made up of two 

floors containing each one 25 rooms and the medical ones. A kitchen and  a large 




