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ABSTRACT: The concept of Indian Cultural Landscape refers to a complex cultural mosaic and 

network of spatiality of time, temporality of space, sociality of nature and overall the 

encompassing manifestation of transcendence of man who since time immemorial is trying to 

make a strong bridge between conscious mind and super-conscious divine. This way the 

interplay has been part of constant and continuous evolutionary drama between earthly Man and 

cosmic Nature, turning into various built-structures and traditions that maintained continuity 

maintenance-transformation and changes, of course always keeping the essence of the past that 

processed and get transferred from one generation to another. This makes the aliveness in the 

lifeway‟s of the people and culture.  

KEYWORDS: Indian Cultural Landscape, heritage, cultural heritage, religious symbolism, 

Hindu cosmogony, sacredscapes, global message. 

INTRODUCTION: Indian Cultural Landscape (ICL) is envisioned as amalgamated mosaic of 

mental construction, visual exposition, memorial repositories, monumental structures, physical 

existence, ritual happenings, cultural traditions, and several of their associates and auxiliaries 

that result into a complex web of a collection of religious, cultural and physical meanings 

ascribed to geographical components through collective memory, planted on the ground (shaped 

in the landscape) in active engagement with communities over generations [1]. Predominantly, 

the ICL is a repository of the collective perceptions of geography, where memory, information 

and imagination converge to shape the landscape through imagination, realisation, memorisation 

and continuity and finally revelation. The physical form of the landscape that survives has the 
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capacity to regenerate itself when associations, ideologies and continuity are re-established to 

engage the contemporary minds of the people [2].  

 

Fig. 1. Indian Cultural Landscape interactions 

The evidence of their history remains preserved as „historical layers‟ and „cultural 

manifestations‟ interwoven with the tangible and intangible resources and that result into 

embedded knowledge, which requires to be deciphered and dissected and disseminated in 

making cross-cultural understanding across all the borders of political, cultural and societal 

realm, especially in case of the South and the east Asia. In spite of impact of several socio-

cultural changes and introduction of new democratic society, the basic unit of Indian culture with 

majority of villages (over 68 %) exists as a pattern of life. In no way Indian society should be 

termed as a „transitional‟ society (Fig. 1). 
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Malik has rightly concluded: “Therefore, it should be quite natural to expect the loyalties of this 

basic unit to remain at the regional − macro-(meso)-micro − level rather than at any other wider 

nationalistic or humanistic level.” In theoretical plan the linkages among individual, culture-

history and awareness may be explained at two levels. The spatial level of territorial exposition 

starts from kin-clan sacred ties and reaches to the highest ethical level of mankind. The lower 

level of rootedness starts from tradition of sacred society and passing through socio-political, 

socio-cultural-economic, culture areas, ultimately reaches to the ecological-natural areas (Fig. 1). 

In both the cases the degree of emotional bond decreases.  

FRAMING THE INDIAN CULTURAL LANDSCAPE: There always exists a „spirit of place‟ 

which interconnects the varying niches of the levels. Of course, at present mostly perhaps due to 

increasing pace of individualism this unifying spirit is now in danger. Does India‟s future 

maintain its long tradition of „unity among diversities‟ is a question of doubt! However, by the 

ethical revival of the deeply rooted old values a healthy tradition of making a balance be 

promoted. Pilgrimages and heritage tourism are among the strongest traditions in this direction. 

The direct experience of sacred places has a transformational quality that inherently possesses 

the continuity; that is how it turns into complexity. „Identity‟ in cultural geography is commonly 

addressed by the characteristics mainly like place, language, religion, ethnicity, nationality, 

community, class and gender. In a country like India ― already wide, culturally ancient, 

humanly pressurized, regionally diversified, local cosmological ― to search the homogenisation 

of these aspects are neither possible, nor derivative. Place matters in a different ways, at different 

scales and in different territories. We find materials symbolic, mythical and mystical places that 

identify the landscape. Of course, the attachment to place through its genus loci is an important 

element in Indian geography, however not seriously drawn attention by dweller geographers. A 

highly symbolic cosmological pattern gives sacred meaning and order to sacred-ancient cities 

and to their life. That is how Cosmo geographical order, or mandala, is established by several 

concentric spheres or territories of power emanating from a vast pantheon of Hindu deities [3], as 

illustrated in Bhaktapur, Varanasi, Madurai, and similar such sacred places. The essence of 

understanding cultural identities and landscapes are evident at all spatial scales ― local, 

regional, national, and global from place-to-place variations in quality of life and life ways. In 

the context of India, relevance of space and place (as two nexus of landscape) to all human 

endeavors has been appreciated in different ways with different spectacles. Above all this is the 
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reflection of geographical imagination in the spectrum of cultural landscape that rooted in India‟s 

past and may have dreams in future. In India geography „explains ways of living in all their 

myriad diversities‟ that converge into mosaicness, and that gives the notion of wholeness of 

cultural holes. The process of formation of the landscape of India is unique. The knowledge and 

understanding of this process remains encapsulated in the collective consciousness of the diverse 

communities interspersed across the sub-continent. The myriad living traditions and intangible 

heritage grew to further reinforce this collective consciousness. These were later celebrated, 

consolidated and expanded over time through continuity, a process which has shaped the 

characteristics of the Indian Cultural Landscape. Varied geography, imbued archaeology, 

framing past through history, innumerable faiths and cultural traditions have all come together in 

making and shaping the Indian Cultural Landscapes [4]. They have evolved through processes of 

cultural synthesis and specific practices within the complexities, diversities, transitions and 

mosaicness among various regional cultures. The cultural understanding of geography enabled 

the landscapes to be envisaged as a canvas against which the Indian traditional perspectives and 

knowledge were conceptualized, practiced and is celebrated in continuity, manifestations and 

performances. It also forms the context where man interacts with his environs based on a holistic 

knowledge of Nature within both sacred and secular underpinnings and purviews [5]. 

The ICL has been described and exemplified in myths, legends, lyrics, oral traditions and 

religious texts, as also marked on the ground through construction of shrines, temples, mortuary 

structures, pavilions and tombs, and various forms of built-up landscapes. Often the 

reconfiguration of ICL incorporates rock-shelters, hills, boulders and streams in keeping with 

contemporary requirements. These were planted/imprinted on the ground from memory in the 

medieval times (at the backdrop of rise Islam to reinforce faith) and given a physical form by 

ascribing values, meaning and aesthetics and association to different forms of Nature. The 

unique pattern of natural features and forms networked with the sacred geography of faith and its 

secular norms supports integrated man, place and faith to shape a cohesive cultural landscape. 

The unity achieved at the physical and metaphysical levels gives rise to continuity, consistency, 

complexity and comprehensiveness that reinforce the holistic cognition of the cultural landscape 

[6]. The bond among the physical, metaphysical and perceived parts of the landscape was further 

expanded after passage of time through man‟s engagement with their geography in various 

forms. This sociality exists right from the memory to geography which gives greater meaning/ 
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values through collective memory and association of local communities, resulting into the 

formation of layers, varieties, orderings, and similarly so many qualities and characteristics in the 

cultural landscapes. Indian Cultural Landscape is an integral form and resultant of long 

understanding and practice of spatial manifestation of spirit and its exposition into variety of and 

complex web of mythologies, that further promoted and re-awakened the its genius loci. [7], 

concludes that “A place‟s numen may be explained in terms of opportunities for prospect-refuge, 

coincidence of terrestrial features and solar events, geomagnetic anomalies affecting the body‟s 

electrochemical processes, unusual topographic formations suggesting the appearance of land in 

the midst of a large expanse of waters, and features that have sustained human evolution; yet 

they shall remain secondary explanations of a phenomenon whose primary rationale lies in 

man‟s intrinsic search for spiritual transcendence.” This is the personality of ICL.  

India‟s sacred geography helps in understanding Indian Cultural Landscapes. Historical process 

of selecting and locating sacred places and temples in perpetuity with landscape is based on an 

understanding of Indian classical geography reinforced by faith, tradition and mythologies. In 

Indian tradition nature is the overall encompassing frame of sacrality and landscapes, where 

since ancient past “Nature was deified by prehistoric societies, and its components, such as 

rocks, tress, well, and springs, were recognised as receptacles for spirits” (Sinha 2006: 23); [in 

fact], “Nature was the primordial mother archetype, in time leading to the worship of the great 

mother goddess” [8]. The Indian ethos envisages culture as a creation of the interaction of three 

elements of the cosmos. The Cosmogram is an integration of the macrocosm (universe, planets, 

stars) with the microcosm (man, temples, cities) enabled by the mesocosm (earth, rivers, nature) 

through the interaction of communities with their landscape. No element exists in isolation but as 

a part of a greater and integral whole [9]. It may be illustrated with the cosmogram of Kashi 

(Banaras), which is composed of several smaller sacred territories manifesting layers upon layers 

but each one marking a sacred geography, of course within inter-linkages, inter-connections and 

super-impositions. The individual extent of these territories is lined by temples that create a 

parikrama patha (sacred routes) and by enveloping all smaller territories provide the complete 

entity of Kashi. These pathas have been traversed since time immemorial by generations in 

continuing practice establishing the openended relationship of man with nature. Similar 

structures and networks of correspondences and alignments illustrated and compared with many 
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other holy cities of India [10]. Majority of ICL possesses inherent (and invisible) and manifestive 

sacred spirit.  

INDIAN CULTURE AND RIVERFRONT SACREDSCAPE: Different kinds of myths and 

symbols associated with water are described in Hindu mythology. In ancient Hindu mythology 

(ca. 1000 BCE), water is described as the foundation of the whole world, the essence of plant life 

and the elixir of immortality. The Atharva Veda, a ca. tenth-century BCE text prays: “May the 

water brings us well-being!” There are many such descriptions about the quality, use, sanctity, 

and symbolism of water [11]. In a later period of Hindu mythology, water becomes a symbol for 

life, and a liquid spirit of sustainability. Water is said to be a healer. Metaphorically and 

metaphysically, the ancient mythologies refer to water as the container of life, strength, and 

eternity, but most commonly it is perceived as the purifier. However, to reach the source and 

receive the merit of “living water” involves a series of consecrations, rituals, and religious 

activities such as pilgrimages and sacred baths. Only after walking along the Ganga‟s bank does 

one realize that the great great-grandparents of today‟s Hindus once walked that very bank and 

had certain experiences, manifestations, and revelations. Revealing the Ganga as a living 

organism requires specific forms of communication, interaction, environmental sensitivity, and 

transpersonal ecological feelings. That is how the Ganga is known as the mother and soul of 

India. The Ganga possesses a unique history and mythology, a deep faith and divine landscape, 

and its own individuality together with multiplicity. The stories of the Ganga may change, but 

the motherly river lives on. The story of the Ganga is the story of Indian people catching up to 

the older social ideals and values of the more devout Hindu world. She is a cultural symbol 

where every visitor has experiences and feels their harmonic relationship with nature. The story 

of the Ganga tells us everything about Hindu society, history, culture, and religion ― their 

possibilities and their future. However, a living mythology is not enough; its real understanding 

and preservation are the human needs and the call of the time. According to Hindu theology, the 

spirit of place exists everywhere, imbuing the earth and the heaven with its unique and 

ineradicable sense of rhythm, mood and character; different experiences of this results in a 

variety of local forms of faith and traditions, but the fundamental ethic of reverence is 

everywhere. Disturbing the spirit and misusing the Ganga‟s holy water brings calamity to 

society. If the harmony is disturbed, the spirit of place begins to lose its power to sanctify life.  
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CULTURE, CULTURAL HERITAGE, AND URBAN REGENERATION: The classical 

model of Sustainable Development has been critically examined after the passage of time and 

comprehended under the umbrella of Universal Forum of Cultures 2007, emphasizing the base of 

Developing Civility – culture, language, and religions for inter-faith dialogue. Three modes-

models for culture and sustainable development has been structured engulfing sustainability: So, 

Social; En, Environment; En, Economic; where the three roles of Culture in Sustainable 

Development (the three circles representing the three pillars, So, En, and Ec), are envisaged. In 

this model Culture is added as the fourth pillar (a), Culture mediating between the three pillars 

(b), and Culture as the foundation for sustainable development (c). The arrows in the model 

indicate the ever-changing dynamics of culture and sustainable development. 

 

Fig. 1. Basic frame of Sustainability 

 

Fig. 2. Culture and Sustainable Development: Three Models - (a) Culture in sustainable 

development, (b) Culture for sustainable development, (c) Culture as sustainable 

development 
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Within this perspective, the two heritage-holy cities of India, Ayodhya and Varanasi, are selected 

for illustrating their inclusive heritage development strategies and interlinking SDGs, especially 

Target 11.4, i.e. (i) Vision: Strengthen efforts to protect and safeguard the world‟s cultural and 

natural heritage; and (ii) Project Indicator: Share of national (or municipal) budget which is 

dedicated to preservation, protection and conservation of national cultural heritage including 

World Heritage sites, taking in view the local conditions, policies and orientation. Unlike the 

Millennium Development Goals, as a result of a concerted effort from many sectors, the SDGs 

contain an explicit heritage target, Target 11.4, it calls for making cities and human settlements 

inclusive, and safeguard the world‟s cultural and natural heritage. The Target is contained within 

the so-called “Urban Sustainable Development Goals”, a set of sustainable development targets 

related to heritage cities and settlements. The basic frame in revised form taking in view the 

prevailing condition in holy-heritage cities in India, will be chalked out. Conserving heritage 

renews a sense of identity and can inspire new smart and sustainable pilgrimage city and sacred 

town development patterns, with an emphasis on the valorisation of the assets of the poor. In the 

other context of SDGs of Social sustainability of heritage city is based on social groups of local 

living peoples, pilgrims, and sadhus (Hindu religious ascetic), resulting into social beliefs in the 

form of intangible cultural heritage. According to the ancient history, as illustrated in Ayodhya 

and Varanasi - the holy-heritage cities, various social groups through the religious faiths of 

Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism and Islam meet together in making multiple visitation sites of 

heritage importance and nexus of harmonious life. 

Cultural tourism plays a great role towards socio-economic changes and promotion of 

sustainability. According to Indian sentiment the pilgrim‟s centres or tirthasthana used to visit by 

number of tourists to earn virtue. As one of the largest industries, tourism associated with many 

of the prime sectors of world‟s economy. Economic sustainability of Ayodhya and Varanasi is 

regulated by annual visit of tourists, recorded ca 1.9 million, in each of the place, in 2016. 

Taking this view government is promoting pilgrimage tourism in the purview of SDGs. 

Pilgrimage defined as “a journey resulting from religious causes, externally to a holy site, and 

internally for spiritual purposes and internal understanding”; thus pilgrimage-tourism will 

promote, sustain and maintain economic and cultural sustainability in urban places, which bear 

various interrelated phenomena to which people are affiliated with belief system, faith, and 

spiritual merits. A recent study remarks that “If the urban SDG is to prove useful as a tool as 
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intended for encouraging local and national authorities alike to make positive investments in the 

various components of urban sustainability transitions, then it must be widely relevant, 

acceptable and practicable”. This is valid in case of Indian heritage cities, where one always 

faces the problem of linking locality and universality. Additionally, central to this task has been 

the challenge of determining how to benchmark and measure performance according to the 

SMART criteria (i.e. specific, measurable, assignable, realistic and time-specific), based on 

specialist scholarship, the existing literature and practical experience of the site, taking into 

account demand, pressure response, and multifactor versus single factor, and also considering 

two metrics: the traditional dimensions of sustainability (equity, economics, and environment) 

and later against forming the Live ability Principles of Partnership for Sustainable Communities 

(PSC), while making bridge between the age-old traditions and high-tech smart city plans.  

CONCLUSION: Concept of cultural landscape has root in geographical thought and commonly 

accepted as one of the best strategies to understand and project the vividness and commonality of 

landscape and culture. This essay is an attempt on the line of critical appraisal of history of 

Indian Cultural Landscape, and its selected manifestive representations, e.g. Indian Cultural 

Landscape (ICL) is envisioned as amalgamated mosaic of mental construction, visual exposition, 

memorial repositories, monumental structures, physical existence, ritual happenings, cultural 

traditions, and several of their associates and auxiliaries that result into a complex web of a 

collection of religious, cultural and physical meanings ascribed to geographical components 

through collective memory, planted on the ground (shaped in the landscape) in active 

engagement with communities over generations. 
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