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Abstract— India is known for its sacred groves scattered all over the country.  The sacred groves consist of shrines that are popular with 
the name of the associated "presiding divinity". Himachal Pradesh boasts of maximum number of sacred groves and is referred as 
“Devabhoomi” - Abode of the Gods. Majority of the population of the state follows Hinduism. A number of temples devoted to three main 
sects of Hinduism can be seen in the state. The tradition of Goddess worship is also very old and evident from the large number of 
distinctive local Goddesses temples and five Shaktipithas built across the state.  
This paper brings to light various pilgrimage sites dedicated to Hinduism, sprinkled throughout the state. A special focus will be laid to 
sites dedicated to local Goddesses and Shaktipithas, their origin, history, associated spiritual values, festivities and other cultural 
influences. Such places of worship bind the people together with tangible and intangible heritage, serving as link between the past and 
present and strengthen cultural unity at pan India, regional and local levels. Temples are a rich repertoire of Cultural Heritage which 
reinstate the need to conserve these cultural heritages and pave way for their sustainable development and conservation. 
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I. HINDUISM-A DOMINANT RELIGION 

Hindu religion is the world’s oldest surviving religion that originated approximately in 3000 BCE. It is the third largest 
religion in the world after Christianity and Islam, followed by 15 per cent of the world’s population and the most dominant 
religion in India today as 80% of Indians are Hindus [1]. Hindu belief system is unique from other world religions that believes 
that there is no single messiah or guru (founding prophet), instead, according to Hindu tradition, the Creator simultaneously 
formed the universe and all knowledge about it. The Seers or Rishis (saints) obtained this knowledge directly from the Creator 
and recorded it in sacred scriptures known as the Vedas, which are classified into holy writings and epic tales. There is no 
central religious body or individual authority to interpret religious principles. Instead, everyone learns what he or she must do to 
seek his or her own moksha (release from cycle of rebirth) and higher level of being. Pilgrimage is regarded as an important 
ritual that every Hindu must undertake as an important moral duty.  So, millions of Hindu followers every year from India and 
abroad undergo pilgrimages and participate in festivals and ritual cleansing processes to achieve better life here and thereafter. 

II. THE DEVABHOOMI -LAND OF GODS AND GODDESSES 

India is a rich cultural country dotted with Sacred groves that are known by different names in various parts of India. As per 
CPREEC,2008 [2] Indian sacred groves consist of temples, monasteries, shrines or burial places and very often such groves are 
associated with a local deity that is worshipped by the community. Most of these sacred deities are associated with local Hindu 
Gods and Goddesses. Amongst the various states of India, Himachal Pradesh has maximum number of sacred groves numbered 
to be 5000 and so the state is often referred to as Devabhoomi which means the ‘Abode of the Gods’ [2]. The state boasts of 
Himalayan ranges, its natural beauty and its spiritual locales that make it an ideal abode of the Gods. The state is also home to 
some of the finest architectural heritage. Majority of the state (95%) is a follower of Hinduism [3] which can be seen in 2000 
temples and religious places scattered all over the state. Himachal’s architecture is a product of its topography and how its 
shrines embody the deep spirituality nurtured by its mountains and rivers. The state is divided into 12 districts namely Kangra, 
Hamirpur, Mandi, Bilaspur, Una, Chamba, Lahul and Spiti, Kinnaur, Kullu, Sirmaur, Dharamshala, Solan and Shimla. The state 
capital is Shimla which was formerly India's summer capital during British times.  
 
A. Genesis and Evolution  

The history of the area that now constitutes Himachal Pradesh dates back to the time of Indus valley civilization between 2250 
and 1750 BCE. Tribes such as the Koilis, Halis, Dagis, Dhaugris, Dasa, Khasas, Kinnars and Kirats lived in these regions from 
pre-historic era [4]. During the Vedic period, there were many small republics known as "Janapada" that were later conquered 
by the Gupta Empire. For most part in ancient India, the region was ruled by independent hill chiefs except during brief 
interludes under the Gupta dynasty and during the reign of Emperor Harshavardhana. The Shahiya rulers of Kabul (Afghanistan) 
were increasingly driven towards the east from their homeland, and they progressively captured land towards Punjab and 
Himachal from the former Hindu rulers. Eventually, they established their final capital in Nagarkot in the Kangra district of 
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Himachal Pradesh. In the following centuries, many other Muslim rulers like Firoz Shah Tughlaq, Timur and Sikandar Lodhi 
invaded Himachal Pradesh causing a lot of slaughter of Hindus and destruction and desecration of temples. The Mughal 
Emperor Akbar paid a visit to some shrines in the region and offered gifts in reverence. In 1743-44, the fanatically Muslim 
Rohilla Pathans invaded the Uttaranchal and Himachal Pradesh regions, causing great destruction of temples in the region. In 
1769, the Hindu Gurkhas gained ascendency on Nepal and under the leadership of Amar Singh Thapa, they captured Shimla 
and Sirmour. Several regions like Shimla, Mandi and Bilaspur made some progress under the British rule. The British 
developed many sites in the state as ‘Hill Stations’ like Dalhousie. Soon after 1947, when India got its freedom from the British, 
the region was re-organized by amalgamating the kingdoms and hill tracts of Punjab. In Jan 1971, it became a full-fledged state 
under the Indian constitution. In 1953, when China invaded and occupied Tibet, the Dalai Lama who is the spiritual leader of 
Tibetan Buddhists, fled and settled down in Dharamshala at the behest of the Indian government. Today, this town is the de 
facto headquarters of Tibetan Buddhism and is frequented by the Dalai Lama’s followers from all over the world. The refuge 
granted to the Dalai Lama in India is consistent with the long-standing Hindu tradition of granting a place in our lands and in 
our hearts to all minorities all over the world.  

B. The Cultural Heritage and its Source 

As per the District Gazetteer, Kangra District Hindu tradition associates renowned sages like Vashishtha, Parashara, Vyasa, 
Markandeya and Lomasha with the state [4]. The Pandava brothers too spent some time in the area during their exile, and 
Bhima, the second Pandava, married his wife Hidimba who belonged to this state. The Rig Veda mentions about Dasyus and 
Nishads living in this region and their powerful King Shambra who had 99 forts. Hindu tradition speaks of centaurs who are 
called Kinnaras1. Sometimes, these mythical figures-centaurs- are associated with the people of the Kinnaur district [4]. The 
faiths of people have also varied from the primitive magical practices to the doctrines of Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism. It is 
believed that some of the early hymns or Vedas were composed on the foothills of these regions. Picturesque valleys with 
charming greenery, terraced green fields served by numerous rivulets are fascinating. Contrasting with the beauty of low hills 
are the mighty ranges of Dhauladhar, Shivalik, Pir Panjal and others. This part of Himalayas is not fully known as the difficult 
geography makes accessing these valleys where gorges, torrents, forests and snow fields more difficult. The routes and road 
layouts to these valleys had to be reconstructed time and again after landslides, devastation by avalanches or to pass through 
high meadows, thick forests or mountains, which remain snow covered for major half of the year. The uncommon valleys like 
Kullu exist here which in the past have been the place for the growth of small kingdoms and today its GNHP (Great National 
Himalayan Park) has been awarded the world heritage site status by UNESCO. [5]  
Difficult geographical conditions of the state led to worship of various natural deities like- 
 The less fire against the winter cold made Surya or Sun God to appear as a source of energy in his different incarnations 

throughout the known times. 
 The dawns in the Himalayas have been some of the loveliest sights so Usha has been worshipped by remote people as a 

power. 
 The violent storms in the Himalayas made the first Rudra and then his incarnation-Shiva- who is referred as the savior of 

all. 

III. PREVALENT HINDU SECTS  

The main sects that are worshipped in Himachal Pradesh are like those across the country: Vaishnava, Shaiva and 
Shakta.Vaishnavites are those who center all worship on Lord Vishnu. Lord Vishnu has been mentioned in the Rig Veda, the 
oldest Hindu scripture, but gained eminence later through the Mahabharata and the Puranas. Vaishnavism describes ‘the way in 
which the demands of religious life in India have changed and have subsequently brought about changes in the status of these 
religious deities or the quality they represented’ (Mitchell,1982) [6]. Another most popular sect is Shaivites who worship Lord 
Shiva as ‘Bholanath’ lost in a meditative trance; ‘Gangadhar’ believed to be the source of sacred river Ganga, with Ganga rising 
from his hair; ‘Ardhanarishwara’, a combination of both male and female and a passionate lover of Uma and fierce consort of 
Shakti. The strong and powerful Mahadeva or Shiva is popularly believed to represent destruction, but he also embodies his 
energies as shristis (creation), palan (nurturing) and anugraha (compassion). Besides the two God worshipping sects Himachal 
also witnesses worship of several local Devi’s or Goddesses alongside the common all Indian accepted Goddess. It is a truth 
commonly acknowledged that Goddess worship existed in India since the Indus Valley Civilization (c.2500-1500 B.C.), but was 
made unpopular by Aryans who invaded the country and preferred male deities. With time and the amalgamation of beliefs, the 
Goddess began to make appearance in myth, literature and iconography. So, between 400 BC and 400 AD the Goddess was 

                                                
1 In Indian epic literature, Kinnaras were an exotic tribe, mentioned along with highly significant ones like Gods, demons, etc., who were 
super humans and resided in Himalayan Mountains.  
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absorbed in the Epics and Puranas. In the 6th century AD the first, and still most valued, text devoted to Goddess was composed 
called the Devi Mahatmya [7]. It serves as the most authentic source of ritual chanting’s and a detailed description of her origin 
and forms so that it is regarded as the core of Devi mythology. The most well-known of these stories tells of how the supreme 
Devi killed Mahishasura, a fierce demon and came to beknown as Mahishasuramardini (the name given to her after this victory), 
when she charged her weapon and separated the head of the demon from his body which is widely represented in the temples of 
Himachal Pradesh. Another unique aspect of Goddess worship as a supreme power is seen in these hills [8] that the state has 
five Shaktipithas, out of listed 51 or 108 in scriptures, which have visitors from across India on various important celebrations 
and is one of the common pilgrimage circuit taken during the most popular Hindu festival of Navratras. 

A. Pilgrimage Sites: Lord Vishnu and Lord Shiva 

Temples of Himachal are important places of pilgrimage and each year pull thousands of pilgrims from all over the country 
and abroad. The Himalayas occupy a principal place in Hinduism. The whole region is considered as the realm of Shiva, the 
supreme power. Shiva, the God of Trinity, is believed to be the God of destruction. But Shiva dissolves to create, since death 
paves way to rebirth into a new life. So, life and death, creation and destruction both reside in his character. The other two gods 
are Brahma, the God of creation and Vishnu, the God of maintenance. The three gods symbolize the three fundamental powers 
that exist in nature which are manifested in the world as creation, destruction and maintenance. Important centers of Shiva cult 
are located at Bharmaur in Chamba, Nirmand and Bijaura in Kullu, Baijnath and Siddantha in Kangra, Mani Mahesha and 
Trilokinath in Chamba and Sungra in Kinnaur districts of the state. 
i. Baijnath: This ancient temple was built in stone in the 9th century AD in the shikhara style. It shows a rich amalgamation 

of sculpture and architecture. Dedicated to Lord Shiva, Baijnath is close to Palampur and Kangra district.  
ii. Lakshmi Narayan Temple: It consists of a group of six temples in Chamba. These stone temples are dedicated to Shiva and 

Vishnu and have tall shikharas or curvilinear roofs, which are finely carved. It dates to the 8th century AD and this temple 
is the oldest of all. 

iii. Chaurasi Temples: These temples at Bharmaur are from 9th century and are among the most important early Hindu temples 
in the Chamba Valley. This complex as 84 shivlings (stone idol of Lord Shiva) while the main temples in the complex are 
dedicated to Goddess Lakshmi, Lord Ganesh, Manimahesh and Narasimha. 

iv. Manimahesh: The Manimahesh Lake, in the mountains near Bharmaur, is a prominent place of pilgrimage. It has a small 
temple. Every year, following the festival of Janmashtami, the annual Manimahesh Yatra is undertaken which holds a very 
special value.  

v. Rewalsar: There are many famous places in the surroundings of this Rewalsar lake. There is a Shiva temple also nearby in 
Rewalsar, Mandi. 

vi. Maheshwar Temple: The Maheshwar temple of Sungra is dedicated to God Vishnu. The eastern wall has panels depicting 
the Vishnu Avatars and the symbols of the Hindu zodiac. 

vii. Bijli Mahadev Temple: A unique temple dedicated to Shiva, the Lord of lightning, located on height overlooking the Kullu 
and Parvati valleys. A 60ft staff on top of the temple attracts Shiva’s blessing in the form of lightning and breaks the stone 
idol in the sanctum.  

viii. Lord Shiva Temple Trilokpur:  The temple is situated about 25 km from Nurpur (Kangra) and is a small temple. 

B. Goddess Pilgrimage sites  

The woman, source of power, was worshipped as the “Mother Goddess” in her assumed various forms since ages. There are 
many Devi shrines in Himachal some dedicated to local goddesses and others as prominent Shaktipithas. Important places of 
Devi worship at regional level which pilgrims or visitors to the state often visit include Hat Koti, Tarna Devi Temple, Hadimba 
Devi, Tripura Sundari, Shikari Devi which are popular local goddesses of different groups of people and sometimes also 
worshipped as Kul-devi (the ancestral Goddess) which has been worshipped by family ancestors from years. Besides these there 
are many other local Goddesses which are worshipped in various parts of the state which are temporarily placed at different 
locations like road sides, below trees, near foothills, etc. They do not have any proper shrines.  
There are also five Shaktipithas in Himachal Pradesh which include Chamunda Devi, Jwalaji, Bajreshwari Devi, Chintpurni 
Devi and Naina Devi which are worshipped by local people as well by pilgrims coming from various parts of India and abroad 
i.e. at pan India level. These Shaktipithas are often referred to as Shivalik sisters [9]. They hold special celebrations during 
festivals like Diwali, Dussehra, Navratras, Holi and so thousands of pilgrims visit to participate in these celebrations. Besides 
these many fairs, special prayers and local festivals are celebrated in these temples which spread cultural unity as Hinds and 
Sikhs both visit these temples. These Shakti temples are the most popular ones and have majority of visitors that visit the state 
of Himachal Pradesh. As per a survey done at the above mentioned four temples, it was found that 86% respondents believe that 
temples are the main tourist attractions in the state [10].  
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1) Local Goddesses- Journey at Regional Level: Various significant local Goddesses have been found and listed- 

i. Hatkoti: This temple is in Hatkoti town in Shimla district. Along the River Pabbar, 104 km from Shimla, stands the temple 
dedicated to Shakti and Shiva. The Goddess is worshipped as Hateswari, the most powerful Goddess as believed by local 
inhabitants of Hatkoti. The gods fought a severe battled at this spot. The temple is believed to be built during Gupta period 
between the sixth and ninth century AD. The idol of the Goddess is worshipped as Mahishasurmardini (which is a form of 
Goddess Durga), which is shown eight-armed and riding a lion with her spear driving through the heart of the demon 
Mahishasura to save the lives of other Gods.  

ii. Dhoongri Temple: Also called Hadimba temple as it is dedicated to Goddess Hadimba. This temple lies in forest area of 
Dhoongri and was erected in 1553. As per the Indian epic Mahabharata, Hadimba was the wife of Bhim (one of the five 
Pandav brothers) who married her after killing her demon brother. After one year of marriage Bhim returned to his family 
and Hadimba gave birth to boy Ghatochkach who later became a great administrator. Hadimba meditated in the hills of 
Dhoongri for a long time and she was blessed with supernatural powers and so after her death this temple was built. This 
four-tiered pagoda is embellished in finely carved wood and is very popular among local and outstation visitors. A big fair is 
held annually in May in the temple to commemorate the death of local ruler Raja Bahadur Singh who built this temple and a 
big fair is held on Dussehra festival. 

iii. Tarna Devi Temple: Mandi has a picturesque group of ancient stone temples with tall vimanas, splendidly located near the 
banks of the river. This temple in Mandi, is located up on a hill and overlooks the town and valley. The temple is dedicated 
to goddess Shyama Devi, which is an incarnation of goddess Parvati (Lord Shiva’s wife). The temple shows Devi in Kali 
form (black Goddess) and was constructed by the ruler King Shyam Sen who was a devotee of Goddess Kali. 

iv. Tripura Sundari Temple: This temple is situated in Naggar, Kullu and is a three storeyed structure which resembles Hadimba 
Temple. The common belief is that the temple took its shape of a web after the Goddess turned herself into a spider. The 
local ruler Raja Yashodhapal had constructed this temple. Sharhi yatra, a popular fair is held here in the honour of the 
Goddess every year in the month of May.  

v. Shikari Devi: This ancient shrine is located at the crown of the hill near Karsog Valley in the Mandi district. Hunting was a 
widespread practice and hunters in the area prayed to the Goddess for success in their hunt and so lies the origin of the name 
'Shikari Devi'. The temple is said to have been in existence since the time of the Pandavas and the temple has no roof and all 
attempts to build a roof so far have been unsuccessful. The temple also has reference in the holy book Markandya Puran (old 
Hindu scripture) and great epic Mahabharata.  

vi. Hanogi Maa & Koyla Maa Temple: Hanogi Maa temple is situated on the way from Mandi to Kullu and Koyla Maa temple 
lies near Sunder Nagar in Mandi district. The deity worshipped in these temples is known as Hanogi Mata and Koyla Mata. 

vii. Chattari Temples: The Chattari temples near Bharmaur in Chamba are examples of wooden temples and belong to 8th 
century. The temple houses a brass image of Shakti which is 4feet high and there are many other figures of various 
Goddesses. 

viii. Bhimakali Temple: A marvelous example of hill architecture, the temple complex at Sarahan in Kullu is dedicated to 
Goddess Bhimakali, the deity of the rulers of former Bushahr state. The temple is built in a mixture of the Hindu and 
Buddhists styles.  

2) Famous Five Shaktipithas- Journey at Pan India Level: Five important Shaktipithas dedicated to Goddess Shakti, lie in 
Himachal Pradesh which were built in accordance with the legend of Goddess Shakti’s body being cut by weapon (Sudarshan 
Chakra) of Lord Krishna to bring Lord Shiva into state of peace. So, these temples were erected at those same places and each 
temple is believed to possess miraculous healing powers for the same body part as that had fallen here. 

 Naina Devi Temple: The temple is the crown of the place by being located at the top of a hill, close to Bilaspur. The biggest 
annual fair popularly called ‘Chala’ is held every year for ten days in the month of August which is visited by pilgrims in 
large numbers. The temple is famous for miraculous healing powers for eyes as the eyes of Goddess are believed to have 
fallen here.  

 Chintpurni Temple: The temple famous as Chinmastika or Chintpurni, is situated in town of Una. It is believed to be 
dedicated to the goddess who frees her followers from all problems by granting them their wishes. The temple is built where 
the feet of Goddess are believed to have fallen. This temple is famous as a site for infants first hair removing ceremony, a 
popular ritual. 

 Jwalamukhi Temple: A popular temple renowned as a place for worshipping the continuously burning flames as Goddess. 
These flames are erupting from hollow rocks in the main shrine and this is one unique temple where Goddess is worshipped 
in flame form rather than an idol as the Goddess tongue had fallen here.  During Navratras, twice a year, colorful fairs are 
held in the temple. 

 Bajreshwari Temple: This temple worships goddess Bajreshwari in the center of the town in Kangra district. The temple is a 
busy pilgrimage site and often visited during festivals and celebrations. 
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 Chamunda Devi Temple: Another popular pilgrimage site situated in Kangra valley. The Goddess is believed to have 
beheaded a demon here and so is considered the fierce form of Goddess. During Navratras, special celebrations are held and 
prayers like ‘Shat Chandi Path’ is done which is unique to this temple. 

IV. TEMPLES- THE CURRENT SCENARIO 

Pilgrimage is considered an important journey in all major religions of the world. Temples in India have been the most visited 
places since centuries as Hinduism continues to be a dominant religion in India. The temples are generally situated on the 
highest points among their surrounding settlements which serve as an evidence to the fact that the temples were established first 
and later on the settlements around it grew with time and so they are not only sacred sites but have evolved as a part of socio-
economic life of people of that place. The social and economic significance of temples is significant in the economy of 
Himachal Pradesh as the state visits third largest number of tourists in the country and an approximate of 1.62 core tourists 
visited in 2012 [10]. The 2000 temples spread in the state are popular for their religious significance, architecture and beauty.  
In olden times temples were run by kings or landlords and taken care by priests. So, the temples received major grants in kind 
and cash by them which fulfilled the various timely infrastructure and maintenance needs of the temples. The temples were also 
centers of art and learning so various events were organized in temples and the regular maintenance of temples was done 
cautiously.  With time, the custodianship of the temples mostly came under the local regulatory bodies formed by stakeholders 
and the development issues under the SDA (State development authority). The growing number of pilgrims has further enforced 
pressures on the existing infrastructure in these temples that the regular upkeep and maintenance of the temple has become a 
matter of great concern. The hygiene and cleanliness issues also need to be addressed in these temples especially during peak 
visitor season as in case of these five Shaktipithas the tourism carrying capacity of the place is also not controlled. Average of 
40,000-45,000 visitors per day visit these Shaktipithas during Navratras which induces excessive pressure on the physical 
infrastructure of the place and leads to its degradation.  
A theft of gold necklace from the Chintpurni Temple was reported in 2007 (Hill post ,2007) [11] and a similar incidence at 
Bajreshwari temple occurred wherein ornaments amounting to Rs 2 lakh were stolen in 2002 (The Tribune, 2014) [12]. Such 
incidences hurt the religious spirit of the people and also degrade the sanctity of the sacred place.  

V. TEMPLES -OUR CULTURAL REPERTOIRE 

 the temples act as a linking platform between the cultural past and the modern today or act as medium to acknowledge the 
present generation of our age-old culture, traditions and beliefs. Heritage. Awareness to cultural heritage is globally increasing 
and was further strengthened internationally with ICOMOS, 2003 declaration on Cultural heritage and safeguarding of both 
Tangible and Intangible heritage.  In continuation to this, many international sacred sites have been recognized as World 
Heritage by UNESCO and have been included in the world heritage list (WHL) as property worth safeguarding and 
conservation. India, being a land known for its culture and diverse cultural practices, has made up to this WHL with only 36 
properties enlisted out of which only 28 are cultural properties as of date [14]. 

VI. CONCLUSION 

These temples which possess high significance and heritage values need to be well taken care of, managed properly and 
conserved so that future generations are not unaware of India’s rich cultural associations. The need of the hour is to create 
awareness regarding effective management of our heritage, not laying any further pressures on physical environment of the 
place and devise strategies to upgrade the religious sites sustainably and not affecting the sacred experience of the users.  
Temples are repertoire of heritage where celebrations and activities take place, intermixing of various communities takes place 
in these festivals/celebrations and this promotes cultural unity at various levels thereby binding together the very diverse 
nationalities of India.  
This research is part of doctoral study on Shaktipithas with an aim to understand Hindu pilgrimage and pilgrimage sites to 
support the cause of conservation of heritage and elevate the sacred environment at such sacred spaces. 
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