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"Kashi is not a city. It is a state of consciousness."

DEDICATION

To every soul who has ever stood at the edge of the Ganges at dawn, felt the conch shells pierce the morning silence, and understood — without words — why they came here.

To my mother, who first whispered the name "Kashi" in my ear like a prayer. And to the city itself — which needs no introduction, for it has been introducing itself to humanity for five thousand years.
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Sandeep Rao is a writer, traveler, and seeker who has spent over a decade wandering the sacred landscapes of India. Born in a small town in Haryana, Sandeep grew up listening to stories of Kashi from his grandmother — stories of ghats washed in golden light, of sadhus who had renounced everything, of a river that carried the weight of human longing for millennia.

His first visit to Varanasi at the age of twenty-two changed him permanently. He returned seven more times over the following years — each time discovering a city that revealed new layers of itself, like an ancient manuscript being slowly translated.

Sandeep has written for several literary journals and travel publications. He holds a postgraduate degree in Indian Philosophy and has studied Sanskrit texts related to Shaivite traditions. Kashi: The Eternal City of Liberation is his first full-length book — a labor of love, scholarship, and personal transformation that took four years to complete.

He currently lives between  Haryana and Varanasi, where, by his own admission, "the city refuses to let me leave completely."

FOREWORD

There is a moment — every traveler to Kashi knows it — when the city stops being a place you are visiting and starts being a place that is visiting you.

It happens differently for everyone. For some, it is the first sight of the Ganges at Dashashwamedh Ghat at dusk, when a thousand lamps are lifted into the evening air during Ganga Aarti and the whole river seems to catch fire. For others, it is the narrow lanes of the old city at four in the morning, when darkness and devotion are indistinguishable from each other, and somewhere in the distance, a single voice is singing a raga that has no beginning and no end.

For me, it happened on a cold January morning when I sat alone on the stone steps of Manikarnika Ghat and watched a body burn.

I had not planned to be there. I had simply walked, as one always walks in Kashi — without direction, without destination — and the city had led me where it wanted me to go. The pyre was already lit when I arrived. A family stood nearby — some weeping quietly, some standing in a silence deeper than grief. The Dom Raja's men tended the fire with practiced, unhurried hands. And all around, the city continued — a boat drifted past on the river, a dog scratched itself on the steps below, a child ran by with a kite.

Life and death, side by side. Not as opposites. As companions.

That is Kashi.

This book is my attempt — imperfect, incomplete, inevitably inadequate — to capture something of what this city is. Not its history alone, though that history is staggering in its depth. Not its mythology alone, though the stories that cling to every stone here would fill a thousand volumes. Not its spirituality alone, though the air itself seems saturated with something that resists every rational explanation.

This book is about Kashi as a living experience — as something that happens to you, inside you, whether you arrive as a believer or a skeptic, a pilgrim or a tourist, a mourner or a celebrant.

I have organized this book around the ghats — those magnificent stone steps that line the western bank of the Ganges for nearly seven kilometers. There are eighty-four of them (though the number changes depending on who you ask and when they counted). Each ghat has its own personality, its own history, its own stories. Together, they form a kind of spine for the city — and walking them, from Assi in the south to Raj Ghat in the north, is the closest thing I know to reading the complete biography of a civilization.

We will walk these ghats together, you and I. We will stop where the stories demand we stop. We will sit where the silence is loudest. We will look where most tourists forget to look — not at the grand spectacles (though we will not ignore those either), but at the small, quiet moments that are the actual heartbeat of this place.

Along the way, we will meet the people who make Kashi what it is — the priests and the boatmen, the weavers and the wrestlers, the philosophers and the ordinary families who have lived in these lanes for generations. We will explore the temples and the traditions, the music and the food, the festivals and the funerals. We will ask the questions that Kashi forces you to ask — about death, about liberation, about what it means to be alive.

And perhaps — if we are lucky, if the city is willing — we will arrive, somewhere in these pages, at that moment of wordless understanding that every true traveler to Kashi eventually finds.

The moment when you stop looking at the city.

And the city starts looking at you.


PROLOGUE: THE CITY THAT NEVER SLEEPS AND NEVER DIES

It is four-thirty in the morning.

The city of Varanasi — ancient Kashi, eternal Benares — is already awake.

In the narrow lanes of the old city, the first temple bells are ringing. A priest at Kashi Vishwanath is performing the Mangala Aarti, the auspicious awakening of the god, in a chamber thick with incense and the accumulated prayers of centuries. A widow dressed in white is making her slow way to the river, her brass pot clutched against her chest, her lips moving in a mantra so old it precedes language itself. A group of young men — students of the Banaras Hindu University — are sitting on steps near Assi Ghat, arguing about philosophy with the passionate incoherence of the sleep-deprived and the genuinely curious.

At Manikarnika Ghat, the fires have not stopped. They never stop. They have not stopped, tradition tells us, for three thousand five hundred years. Bodies arrive wrapped in white or gold cloth, carried on bamboo stretchers by chanting relatives. The Dom Raja's family — hereditary keepers of the sacred fire — tend the pyres with an efficiency that is not callousness but something older and more honest than callousness. Above the ghat, the smoke rises into a sky that is just beginning to consider the possibility of dawn.

On the river, a lone boatman is rowing. His oars make no sound. He seems to be going nowhere in particular, which in Kashi is often the direction of greatest importance.

And in the temples, the ashrams, the dharamshalas, the tea stalls that are already flickering to life with the blue flame of gas burners — in every corner of this impossibly layered, impossibly alive place — the same word is being spoken, sung, whispered, chanted. The word that is, according to Shaivite tradition, the mantra that Shiva himself whispers into the ear of every dying person in Kashi:

Ram. Ram. Ram.

Kashi is the oldest continuously inhabited city in the world.

Let that sink in for a moment.

Not one of the oldest. Not among the oldest. The oldest.

When the cities of ancient Egypt were being built, Kashi was already old. When the Greeks were writing the Iliad, Kashi was already ancient. When the Roman Empire rose and fell, Kashi continued — disturbed, attacked, partially destroyed, partially rebuilt, but never abandoned, never emptied of human life and human longing.

Mark Twain, who visited Varanasi in 1896, wrote: "Benares is older than history, older than tradition, older even than legend, and looks twice as old as all of them put together."

He was not wrong.

But Kashi is not merely old in the geological sense — the way a rock formation is old, passively ancient, indifferent to its own age. Kashi is old in the way a great teacher is old — carrying within itself the accumulated wisdom, the scars, the stories, and the living knowledge of every generation that has passed through it. It is old the way a language is old — changed constantly by those who use it, yet retaining at its core something that was there before the first speaker learned to speak.

The name itself carries weight.

Varanasi — the name most maps use today — comes from the two rivers, the Varana and the Asi, that mark its northern and southern boundaries. It is a geographical name, a name of location.

Benares — the name the Mughals used, and the British after them, and which still appears on the oldest signs and in the mouths of the very old — is a corruption of Varanasi, softened and rounded by centuries of non-Sanskrit tongues.

But Kashi — that is the name that carries the real weight. It comes from the Sanskrit root kash, meaning to shine, to illuminate. The City of Light. Not light as in brightness — though the sight of Dashashwamedh Ghat during the evening Aarti would make you forgive that misreading — but light as in jnana, knowledge, the illumination that comes from genuine understanding.

According to the Puranas — those vast encyclopedias of Hindu mythology and cosmology — Kashi was not built by human hands. It was established by Shiva himself, the great god of destruction and transformation, who chose this bend in the Ganges as his permanent earthly residence. The city, in theological terms, is not on earth at all. It exists on the tip of Shiva's trident, hovering above the mundane world. This is why dying in Kashi is considered to confer moksha — liberation from the cycle of rebirth. When you die in the city of Shiva, on the ground that is Shiva's own body, Shiva himself bends down and whispers the Taraka Mantra — the mantra of liberation — into your ear. And the soul, having received that final gift, is freed.

This is not metaphor for the people of Kashi. It is geography.

I first came to Varanasi in November, fifteen years ago.

I was twenty-two years old, freshly graduated, carrying a backpack that was too heavy and a sense of purpose that was too thin. I had read about the city in books — had read Premchand's stories set in these lanes, had encountered it in the verses of Kabir, had seen photographs of the ghats at sunrise that seemed almost artificially beautiful, like postcards from a place that couldn't possibly be real.

I arrived at Varanasi Junction at two in the morning, on a train that was running four hours late. The platform was chaos — porters, pilgrims, vendors selling chai at the volume of men who believe the entire platform needs to be personally informed of the availability of chai. I had no hotel booked. I had a name — Assi Ghat — that someone on the train had told me was a good place to start.

I took an autorickshaw. The driver drove the way all Varanasi drivers drive — as if the rules of physics are a suggestion and the lanes of the old city are a personal challenge. We passed through darkness and sudden pockets of light, through smells I had never encountered before and cannot now separate — incense and river-water and marigolds and something older, earthier, that I would later understand was simply the smell of Kashi being itself.

And then the lane opened, and there was the river.

I had seen rivers before. I had seen the Narmada, the Tapti, the Godavari. I had seen the Ganges itself at other points along its journey. But I had never seen a river like this.

It was not the width of the river that struck me, or its color in the moonlight, or even its movement — that slow, powerful southward drift that you can see even in the dark. It was something else. Something about the quality of the silence on the water. The way the ghats rose from the river like the steps of a temple that had been here before temples were invented. The darkness at the far shore — nothing there, just the flat plains of the opposite bank, no buildings, no lights, just open darkness — which somehow made the western bank, with its ghats and its temples and its sleeping city, feel more present, more vivid, more real.

I stood there for a long time.

Not thinking. Not feeling anything I could name. Just standing, the way you stand when something larger than you has made its presence known and your only honest response is stillness.

That night, I found a cheap guesthouse near Assi Ghat, put my backpack down, and sat on the roof until morning came. I watched the darkness become grey become gold become the full blazing possibility of a Kashi morning. I watched boats appear on the river. I heard the temple bells and the morning azaan and the conch shells and the birds. I watched the first pilgrims descend the ghat steps and enter the river with their hands folded and their faces turned toward whatever it is that people turn toward when they stand at the edge of the sacred.

I had planned to stay three days.

I stayed three weeks.

And I have been coming back ever since.

This book is not a guidebook, though I hope it will be useful to anyone planning a visit to Kashi.

It is not an academic study, though I have drawn on scholarship across multiple disciplines — history, theology, anthropology, literature — in writing it.

It is not a memoir, though my own experiences are woven through it, because I believe that Kashi cannot be written about in the abstract. It demands the personal. It insists on it.

What this book is, I hope, is an invitation.

An invitation to see a city that most people misunderstand — either romanticizing it into a kind of spiritual theme park, or reducing it to its most visible and dramatic elements (the burning ghats, the holy men, the ritual bathing) without understanding the depth of civilization that underlies them.

Kashi is all of those things. But it is also a city where children fly kites on rooftops, where aunties argue about the price of vegetables in morning markets, where college students fall in love in the lanes behind Banaras Hindu University, where old men play chess in the shade of a peepal tree while the great theater of spiritual seeking goes on around them, equally irrelevant and central to their afternoon.

It is a real city. It is also a sacred geography. It is both, completely, without contradiction.

That doubleness — that ability to hold the sacred and the ordinary in the same hand without either canceling the other — is perhaps the deepest thing I have learned from Kashi.

And it is what I want this book to carry.

A note on names: I use Kashi, Varanasi, and Benares interchangeably throughout this book, as the people of the city themselves do. Each name carries slightly different associations — Kashi is the sacred name, Varanasi the civic name, Benares the old colonial name that has become affectionate through long use. I have let context guide which name appears where.

A note on the ghats: The traditional count of ghats varies between eighty-four and eighty-eight, depending on the source and the century. I have followed the most commonly accepted list of eighty-four, though several of these are now merged or inaccessible. Not all of them receive a dedicated chapter — some are better understood as part of a neighborhood, a cluster, a walk. But all of them are present.

A note on my own position: I am not a Hindu in the practicing sense, though I grew up in a Hindu household and carry that cultural inheritance with me. I am not a skeptic in the dismissive sense, though I approach mythology as literature rather than literal history. I have tried to write about Kashi's spiritual traditions with the respect they deserve without losing the honest questioning that good writing requires.

The city, I believe, has room for all of this.

It always has.


CHAPTER 1

 THE MYTHOLOGY OF KASHI

In the beginning, there was Shiva.

This is how Kashi's story starts — not with archaeology, not with the gradual accumulation of human settlement on a riverbank, not with the practical calculations of trade routes and agricultural land that usually explain why cities grow where they grow.

In Kashi's own telling of itself, the city begins with a god.

Specifically, it begins with the god who chose this particular bend in the Ganges as his home — who looked at the curve of the river, the specific quality of the light on the water, the nature of the land that rose above the western bank, and decided: here. Here is where the divine will take up residence. Here is where the axis of the universe will be made visible to human eyes.

The Kashi Khanda — a section of the Skanda Purana, one of Hinduism's great encyclopedic texts — is the primary literary source for Kashi's mythology. It runs to nearly fifteen thousand verses and covers, in elaborate and often contradictory detail, the sacred geography of the city, the stories of its temples and ghats, the rules for pilgrimage, the names and attributes of the deities who reside here, and the theological framework that makes Kashi not merely a city on a river but a doorway between the mortal and the divine.

Reading the Kashi Khanda is an experience unlike reading most religious texts. It is simultaneously a work of theology, of geography, of poetry, and of what we might now call urban mythology — the stories a city tells about itself to explain why it is important, why it has survived, why it matters.

Shiva Chooses a Home

According to the Puranas, Shiva and his consort Parvati spent long ages wandering through the cosmos. Shiva, in his aspect as Mahayogi — the great ascetic — is eternally restless, eternally moving, dwelling in burning grounds and mountain peaks, draped in ash and serpents, the embodiment of everything that mainstream society finds difficult to accommodate.

But Parvati wanted a home.

(This detail — the goddess wanting stability, domesticity, a place to call her own — is one of those moments in mythological literature where the human breaks through the divine, and you suddenly understand that these stories were written by people who knew what marriages are actually like.)

Shiva, moved by love for Parvati, agreed to find a permanent home. He searched the three worlds. He considered the Himalayas — his traditional domain — but they were too cold, too remote, too solitary for the social goddess. He considered other sacred sites. And then he came to the bank of the Ganges, to the place where the river makes its great northward curve before continuing south to the sea.

He stopped.

Something about this place — the Puranas use the word tejas, which means radiance, or luminosity, or the kind of quality that makes a place feel charged with significance — something about this place spoke to him. He declared it his eternal abode. He called it Anandavana — the Forest of Bliss. Later it would be called Kashi.

This origin story does several important things at once.

First, it establishes Kashi as a place chosen by divine will rather than human convenience. The city's specialness is not historical accident or economic advantage — it is cosmic intention.

Second, it connects Kashi specifically to Shiva — and therefore to the particular theology of Shaivism, which understands the divine not as a remote, orderly presence but as something wild, transformative, deeply comfortable with paradox. Shiva is the god of both creation and destruction. He dwells in cremation grounds. He is simultaneously the supreme ascetic and the most devoted husband. He dances the universe into existence and he dances it toward dissolution. A city that belongs to Shiva is a city that can hold contradictions.

Third — and this is perhaps most important for understanding how Kashi functions today — the Puranic stories establish that the entire city is divine ground. Not just the temples. Not just the ghats. Every stone of Kashi is Shiva's body. The lanes are his veins. The river is his consort's blessing flowing through his domain. This is why every act in Kashi carries spiritual weight — why eating a meal here, or arguing with a neighbor, or dying here, all exist within a sacred framework that the city itself provides.

The Trident of Shiva

One of the most important mythological concepts associated with Kashi is the idea that the city rests not on the earth but on the tip of Shiva's trident.

The trishula — Shiva's three-pronged weapon — is one of the great symbols of Hindu iconography. Its three prongs represent different things in different traditions: creation, preservation, and destruction; past, present, and future; the three gunas or qualities of matter. In the context of Kashi, the trishula represents Shiva's permanent presence in the city — the city is, quite literally, held by the god.

What this means theologically is that Kashi exists in a space that is not entirely of this world. When the great dissolution (pralaya) comes — when Vishnu sleeps on the cosmic ocean and the universe is temporarily unmade — Kashi alone will survive. Shiva will lift it on his trident above the waters of dissolution, and when the universe is remade, Kashi will be set down again, intact, eternal, the first city of the new world.

This is a radical idea. It means that Kashi is not subject to the laws that govern ordinary places. It exists in a kind of permanent sanctity that even cosmic catastrophe cannot interrupt.

For the people of Kashi — and this is important — this is not poetry. It is a living conviction that shapes how the city understands itself and its place in the world. When a Kashi resident tells you, with quiet certainty, that their city is the center of the universe, they are not being provincial or boastful. They are stating what they know to be true.

The River

No understanding of Kashi's mythology is possible without understanding the Ganges.

The Ganga — as she is known in India, in the feminine, as a goddess rather than a river — is present in every story, every ritual, every moment of life in Kashi. She is the city's reason for being, its backdrop, its mirror, its spiritual center.

The mythological origins of the Ganges are told in the Ramayana, the Mahabharata, and several Puranas, with variations that are sometimes complementary and sometimes contradictory in the way that living traditions always are.

The most widely known version goes like this:

A king named Sagara — a great ancestor of the solar dynasty — performed a horse sacrifice (ashvamedha yajna) to establish his sovereignty over the world. During this ritual, the sacrificial horse was stolen by the god Indra (or, in some versions, by a sage named Kapila) and hidden near the netherworld. Sagara sent his sixty thousand sons to find the horse. They dug into the earth and eventually disturbed the meditating sage Kapila, who opened his eyes and incinerated all sixty thousand princes with the fire of his gaze.

The souls of the sixty thousand sons wandered the netherworld, unreleased, unable to reach the world of their ancestors, because their funeral rites had never been performed. Generation after generation of Sagara's descendants were told that only the waters of the Ganga could purify the ashes and release the souls. But the Ganga flowed only in the heavens — she was Akashaganga, the celestial river, the Milky Way made liquid.

It fell to King Bhagiratha to bring the river to earth. He performed austerities of almost inconceivable severity — standing on one leg, arms raised, for a thousand years — until the gods were moved to grant his wish.

But there was a problem. The force of the Ganga falling from heaven to earth would be too powerful — it would shatter the earth itself.

Only Shiva could absorb the impact.

Shiva agreed — and so the Ganga descended from heaven into Shiva's matted hair, where her force was broken into seven streams that descended gently to the earth. Bhagiratha led one of these streams across the land to where his ancestors' ashes lay, and the waters purified them, releasing the sixty thousand souls.

The river has been flowing ever since, carrying that purifying power with it.

This story is not merely beautiful mythology. It contains within it the entire logic of the Ganges as sacred entity. The river flows from Shiva — from the god's own body. It carries divine power capable of purifying the dead, of breaking karmic cycles, of granting liberation. And at Kashi — where Shiva has his permanent earthly residence — the river's power is at its most concentrated, most accessible, most potent.

This is why millions of people come to Varanasi every year to bathe in the Ganges. This is why the dying come here to die on its banks. This is why the ashes of the dead are brought from thousands of miles away to be immersed in these specific waters.

The river is not just water. It is the grace of Shiva, moving.

Moksha: The Liberation Promise

The concept of moksha — liberation from the cycle of birth, death, and rebirth — is central to Hindu thought and to the specific claim that Kashi makes upon the imaginations of believers.
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