
KEDARNATH
An In-Depth Historical and Mythological Journey

Nestled in the majestic Garhwal Himalayas of Uttarakhand, India, at an imposing elevation
of 3,583 meters (11,755 feet) near the Chorabari Glacier, lies the sacred town of Kedarnath.
Revered as one of the holiest pilgrimage destinations for Hindus, it is home to the ancient
Kedarnath Temple, dedicated to Lord Shiva. The temple is a pivotal part of the Char Dham
yatra (pilgrimage) and is revered as the highest of the twelve Jyotirlingas (manifestations of
Lord Shiva) in India.

The  history  of  Kedarnath  is  a  profound  tapestry  woven  with  rich  mythology,  ancient
architectural  marvels,  periods  of  natural  burial  under  snow,  and  miraculous  survival.
Because the region experiences extreme weather, the temple is open to pilgrims only for six
months of the year, from Akshaya Tritiya (late April/May) to Bhai Dooj (October/November).
During the harsh winters, the deity is symbolically relocated to Ukhimath.

Mythological Origins: The Epic of the Pandavas

The foundational history of Kedarnath is inextricably linked to the great Indian epic, the
Mahabharata. Following the devastating Kurukshetra war, the victorious Pandava brothers
were consumed by deep remorse for having committed  Gotra Hatya (killing of kin) and
Brahmahatya (killing of Brahmins) to defeat their Kaurava cousins.

Seeking redemption and absolution from their sins, the Pandavas were advised by the sage
Vyasa to seek the blessings of Lord Shiva. However, Shiva was deeply displeased with the
violence of the war and did not wish to grant them an easy audience. When the Pandavas
traveled to Kashi (Varanasi), Shiva eluded them and retreated to the high Himalayas in the
Garhwal region.



The Manifestation of the Bull

Undeterred, the Pandavas journeyed into the mountains. As they reached the Guptakashi
region, the second brother, Bhima, recognized Lord Shiva in the guise of a magnificent bull
roaming among a herd of cattle. Realizing he had been recognized, Shiva attempted to dive
into the earth to escape.

Bhima  lunged  forward  and  grabbed  the  bull  by  its  hindquarters  and  tail.  The  bull
disappeared  into  the  ground,  leaving  only  its  hump  on  the  surface.  This  conical  rock
formation, representing the hump of the divine bull, is precisely what is worshipped in the
innermost sanctum of the Kedarnath Temple today.

The  Panch  Kedar: According  to  legend,  the  remaining  parts  of  the  divine  bull
materialized at four other locations in the region. The arms appeared at Tungnath, the
face at Rudranath, the navel at Madhyamaheshwar, and the hair at Kalpeshwar. Together
with Kedarnath, these five shrines constitute the sacred Panch Kedar. 

Historical Revival: Adi Shankaracharya

While the mythological construction of the original temple is attributed to the Pandavas,
the modern historical narrative credits the great 8th-century philosopher and theologian,
Adi  Shankaracharya,  with  reviving  and  reconstructing  the  temple.  Shankaracharya
traveled  extensively  across  the  Indian  subcontinent  to  unify  and  revitalize  Hinduism,
establishing mathas (monasteries) and reviving ancient shrines.

It is widely recorded that Adi Shankaracharya rebuilt the Kedarnath temple adjacent to the
site  of  the  original  Pandava  temple.  His  efforts  established  the  pilgrimage  route  and
codified  the  rituals  that  are  largely  followed  to  this  day.  Kedarnath  holds  profound
significance in Shankaracharya's life; it is the site where the great sage, at the young age of
32, is believed to have attained Mahasamadhi (conscious departure from the physical body).
A monument honoring him stands just behind the main temple structure.

Architectural Marvel & The Little Ice Age

The architecture of the Kedarnath Temple is a testament to the extraordinary engineering
skills of ancient India. Built in the Katyuri architectural style, the structure is constructed



using  massive,  evenly  shaped  grey  stone  slabs.  These  enormous  stones  are  interlocked
seamlessly without the use of mortar or cement, a technique that provides the structure
with immense strength and flexibility against seismic activity and extreme weather.

The temple complex consists of a Garbhagriha (inner sanctum) where the conical rock (the
Jyotirlinga) resides, and a Mandapa (assembly hall) adorned with statues of the Pandavas,
Lord Krishna,  Nandi  the  bull,  and other  deities.  The imposing Nandi  statue  guards  the
entrance outside the temple.

One of the most fascinating historical discoveries regarding the temple's resilience stems
from modern scientific studies. Glaciologists examining the striations and yellow lines on
the exterior walls of the temple have concluded that the entire structure was completely
buried under snow and glacial ice for roughly 400 years. This period correlates with the
"Little Ice Age" (approximately 1300–1900 AD). Despite enduring the immense pressure and
freezing conditions of glacial entrapment for centuries, the temple remained structurally
sound, a phenomenal feat of its original masonry.

The 2013 Tragedy and Miraculous Survival

In modern history, Kedarnath witnessed its darkest yet most awe-inspiring chapter in June
2013. A multi-day cloudburst in the North Indian state of Uttarakhand caused massive flash
floods and landslides, marking the country's worst natural disaster since the 2004 tsunami.

The Chorabari Glacier, which feeds the Mandakini River, collapsed, causing the glacial lake
(Chorabari Tal) to burst. Millions of gallons of water, carrying massive boulders, silt, and
debris,  rushed  down  the  valley  directly  toward  the  Kedarnath  town.  The  floodwaters
decimated everything in their path, sweeping away hotels, markets, rest houses, and sadly,
thousands of lives.

The Bhim Shila

Yet, the Kedarnath Temple survived virtually unscathed. As the torrential wall of water and
debris barrelled toward the back of the temple, a massive boulder—now revered as Bhim
Shila—was washed down by the floodwaters and lodged itself directly behind the temple
structure. This gigantic rock acted as a natural wedge, dividing the raging torrent into two
streams  that  flowed  around  the  sides  of  the  temple,  completely  bypassing  the  main
structure.



While the entire town surrounding it was flattened, the temple stood tall, leading believers
to deem its survival a divine miracle.  Following the disaster,  massive rehabilitation and
reconstruction efforts were undertaken by the government to restore the town, build safer
retaining walls, and construct broader pathways for pilgrims.

Conclusion

Kedarnath  is  far  more  than  a  physical  structure  of  stone  and  wood;  it  is  a  symbol  of
immense  resilience,  deep-rooted  faith,  and  the  enduring  human  spirit.  From  the
mythological era of the Pandavas seeking absolution to its revival by Adi Shankaracharya,
and its defiance of glaciers and catastrophic floods, Kedarnath stands as an eternal beacon
of devotion in the heart of the Himalayas. Its history is a reminder of the awe-inspiring
power of nature and the profound depths of spiritual endurance.
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