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From the Andes to the Himalayas, mountains have an extraordinary power to
evoke a sense of the sacred. In the overwhelming wonder and awe that these
dramatic features of the landscape awaken, people experience something of
deeper significance that imbues their lives with meaning and vitality. Drawing
on his extensive research and personal experience as a scholar and climber,
Edwin Bernbaum’s Sacred Mountains of the World takes the reader on a fascin-
ating journey exploring the role of mountains in the mythologies, religions,
history, literature, and art of cultures around the world. Bernbaum delves into
the spiritual dimensions of mountaineering and the implications of sacred
mountains for environmental and cultural preservation. This beautifully writ-
ten, evocative book shows how the contemplation of sacred mountains can
transform everyday life, even in cities far from the peaks themselves.

Thoroughly revised and updated, this new edition considers add-
itional sacred mountains, as well as the impacts of climate change on the

sacredness of mountains.

Edwin Bernbaum is a mountaineer and scholar of comparative religion and
mythology whose work focuses on the relationship between culture and
nature. The first edition of Sacred Mountains of the World won the
Commonwealth Club of California’s gold medal for nonfiction and the
Giuseppe Mazzotti Special Jury Prize in Italy for literature of mountains,
exploration, and ecology, as well as being shortlisted for the Boardman
Tasker Prize for Mountaineering Literature in the United Kingdom. His
book The Way to Shambhala on Tibetan myths and legends of sacred hidden
valleys was originally published by Anchor Doubleday in 1980. He holds an
AB from Harvard College and a PhD from the University of California at
Berkeley.
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For my wife, Diane, and our son, David,
and in loving memory of our other son, Jonathan, whom we deeply miss
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PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

Just as various routes of ascent converge at the top of a mountain, writing this
book has brought together diverse interests that have shaped the course of my
life. Some of my earliest and most influential memories are of magical views of
snow-capped peaks in the Andes, where I lived as a young child and where
I began mountain climbing as a teenager. Later, the Peace Corps offered me the
opportunity to live in Nepal, within sight of the highest mountains on earth. As
a result of my experiences climbing and trekking in the Himalayas, I wrote
a book on Tibetan myths of hidden valleys and their symbolism and completed
a doctorate in Asian Studies in the area of comparative religion and mythology.
Emerging as a natural extension of my interests — physical, intellectual, and
spiritual — Sacred Mountains of the World grew out of seminars I gave at the
University of California Berkeley Extension and the Smithsonian Institution.
Because of the broad appeal and fascination of the subject, I have written this
book for a general audience, as well as for specialists. R eaders intrigued by myth
and religion, art and literature, mountaineering and travel, wilderness and the
environment, or cross-cultural studies and spirituality may find something that
touches on their interests in this book. The book will also prove useful to
scholars in diverse fields — from art history, comparative literature, and anthro-
pology to geography, environmental studies, and the history of religions.
Drawing on experiences of people in both traditional and contemporary
societies, the Introduction examines the physical and spiritual qualities that give
mountains their extraordinary power to awaken a sense of the sacred. Part
I explores the rich, diverse significance of sacred mountains in cultures
throughout the world. Each chapter gives an overview of the mountains in
a particular region and what they mean to the people who revere them, then
focuses on a few representative peaks. Some of these peaks — such as Olympos,
Fuji, and Sinai — are well known. Others were chosen for a variety of reasons:
religious and historical importance, geographic balance, themes illustrated,
availability of information, mountaineering significance, bearing on environ-
mental and cultural issues, and my own personal interests. Part II begins with
a chapter on symbolism, identifying the major themes found in traditional
views of sacred mountains and establishing an approach to understanding the
ways they awaken a sense of the sacred. The next chapter draws on this

X
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X PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

approach to take a fresh look at well-known works of literature and art to see
how they use mountain imagery to transform our perceptions of the world and
ourselves. The following chapter explores the spiritual dimensions of moun-
taineering. The final chapter examines the ways in which the study and
contemplation of sacred mountains can help us to appreciate the value of
wilderness, promote conservation of the environment, and live deeper, more
meaningful lives.

To my regret, I have had to leave out a number of major regions and
mountains. Korea deserved a chapter to itself, but I did not have the space to
do it justice. Because of such limitations, I could only mention sacred moun-
tains such as Chomolhari in Bhutan and Mount Diablo in California, near
where I live. To make room for new mountains and research in the second
edition, I had to shorten and remove some older material. If the number of
chapters devoted to Asia (five out of the eleven chapters in Part I) seems
disproportionate, the reader should bear in mind that the continent holds
more than half the world’s population as well as the greatest land mass and
highest peaks on earth.

Since the original publication of Sacred Mountains of the World in 1990,
I have visited and done field research on many mountains that I had not been
able to visit previously. The second edition draws on that research, adding
new material and personal experiences to sections on various mountains
ranging from Tai Shan in China to Mount Athos in Greece. In addition,
[ was able to return to peaks I had previously visited, such as Mount Kailas in
Tibet, where I completed the ritual circumambulation of the sacred moun-
tain. The second edition includes a number of new mountains, such as the
Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta in Colombia, Burkhan Khaldun in Mongolia,
and Devils Tower in the United States. The new format of the second edition
focuses on the text with only a few photographs, all black and white, most of
them new images taken by me since 1990. I have added material based on
events since the publication of the first edition, including controversies over
placing telescopes on Mauna Kea in Hawai’i and over making snow from grey
water on the San Francisco Peaks in Arizona. The second edition makes
extensive use of research published in articles and books that have appeared
since 1990.

I have also drawn on work I have done on projects that came out of writing
the first edition of the book. An invitation to give a keynote on the policy
implications of sacred mountains at an international conference led to partici-
pation in an innovative project at a pilgrimage shrine in the Himalayas that
motivated pilgrims from all over India to restore a sacred forest for reasons
coming out of their religious traditions. Noting parallels in the way that
National Parks function as secular shrines drawing visitors from all over
America, | initiated a program working with interpreters at various parks,
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PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION X1

such as Yosemite and Hawai’i Volcanoes, to develop interpretive materials
based on the inspirational meanings and associations of features of mountain
environments in mainstream American, Native American, Native Hawaiian,
and other cultures around the world. Writing Sacred Mountains of the World also
led to work on a project to nominate Mount Kailas in Tibet and the pilgrimage
routes leading to it as a World Heritage site. In addition, I have been working
on an international program to integrate the cultural and spiritual significance
of nature into the management and governance of protected areas in general.
Along with discussions of these projects, the second edition includes a new
section on climate change and its impacts on mountains and their sacredness.

Since the first edition of Sacred Mountains of the World appeared in 1990,
there has been a growing interest in sacred places and a deepening recognition
that they provide a sustainable basis for programs of environmental and
cultural preservation. When people revere a mountain or other natural site,
it acquires for them a special value that makes it worth protecting at all costs —
an ultimate value that may, in fact, transcend all cost. To be effective in the
long term, environmental programs require the kind of respect for nature
found in views of sacred mountains. Without an underlying sense that nature
possesses something of deeper reality or significance, conservation efforts lack
the bedrock of commitment needed to sustain them. To this end Sacred
Mountains of the World provides a wealth of useful information and back-
ground material for scientists, environmentalists, protected area managers,
policy makers, and others who recognize the need to take the spiritual and
cultural significance of nature into account in doing research and protecting
the environment.

A few matters regarding terminology, style, and content bear mention. First,
this book recounts a great number of myths about sacred mountains. I use the
word myth to refer to stories, ideas, beliefs, and assumptions that express what
people in a particular culture or tradition take to be ultimately real. On
a superficial level, myths may be factually true or false. At a deeper level they
embody deeply held views of reality — the basic, often unconscious, but
necessary assumptions that guide people in their lives and interactions with
the world around them.

For simplicity and ease in reading, I have avoided the use of unusual
diacritical marks, such as the ones used to transliterate Sanskrit and Japanese
terms. Those who know them will recognize the words and be able to supply
such marks for themselves. To streamline the text and highlight primary
sources, I have put much of the scholarly apparatus with references to inform-
ants and scholars in the endnotes. Since many readers in the United States,
including myself, have a more visceral feel for feet and miles, I have used them
rather than meters and kilometers for altitudes and distances. For those who
prefer the metric system, computers make conversions between the two
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Xii PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

systems very easy. Finally, a book of this scope is bound to contain mistakes,
and I apologize for any errors found in these pages.

The writing of Sacred Mountains of the World has been a personal encounter
with sacred mountains that has enriched my life, elevated my gaze, and
broadened my horizons in ways I could never have imagined. I hope that the
reader will have a similar experience in reading this book.
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[ am grateful to the many people who have helped me with the research,
writing, and publication of the first and second editions of Sacred Mountains of
the World. To my delight some of the greatest rewards of working on this
project have been the friendships that have come out of it. The interest and
enthusiasm that others share with me have confirmed my view that the subject
of this book has as much to do with people and their relationship to mountains
as with the mountains themselves.

Thinking it was a detective novel about a teenage girl named Annapurna, my
sister Marcy checked Maurice Herzog’s mountaineering classic Annapurna out of
the library. When she discovered it was about the first expedition to the
Himalayan mountain of that name, she tossed it aside. I came across the book,
and it inspired a boyhood interest in climbing that led me ultimately to the
subject of sacred mountains. Years later, in Nepal, I had the fortune to spend time
with Annulu, an extraordinary Sherpa who exemplified many of the values
associated with sacred mountains. Raimon Panikkar encouraged me to devote
myself to writing Sacred Mountains of the World. Lynne Kaufman and Edmund
Worthy arranged seminars I gave at the University of California Berkeley
Extension and the Smithsonian Institution, out of which this book grew. Larry
Hamilton and Jane Pratt played key roles in getting me involved in programs
relating sacred mountains to environmental and cultural conservation.

So many people have helped me that if I credited them fully, the acknow-
ledgments would make a chapter in itself. I am therefore listing them briefly, in
no particular order. My apologies for leaving anyone out. The Tengboche
Rinpoche, Kalsang Namgyal, Kaldhen Sherpa, Gautam Vajracharya, Aditya
Purohit, P. P. Dhyani, Mukti Datta, Abhimanyu Pandey, Harold Arnold,
H. Adams Carter, Matthew Kapstein, Frances Klatzel, Frits Staal, Stan
Stevens, Arlene Blum, and Hugh Swift all shared their knowledge and experi-
ence of the Himalayas. Bakyt Amanbaeva, Raoul Birnbaum, Judith Boltz,
William Doub, Lewis Lancaster, William Powell, Marilyn Rhie, Anna
Seidel, Eldiar Sydykov, and Lilia Ten helped me with China and Central
Asia. Minoru Harashida, Kiyoshige Ida, Makoto Motonaka, Kiyohide Saito,
Shiro Tanabe, Fumiko Umezawa, Nikki Naoko Aoki, Ayako Fujita, and
Souhachi Hatakehori went out of their way to help me in Japan. I received
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additional assistance on Japan from H. Byron Earhart, Allan Grapard, Christine
Guth, Laurel Kendall, Henry Smith, Richard Payne, Nobuko Inaba, and
Maya Ishizawa. For South and Southeast Asia, I am indebted to Eric Oey,
Imade Budi, Robert del Bonti, Eric Crystal, Patrick Harrigan, David Sanford,
Wayne Surdam, and Barend van Nooten.

Martin Schwartz, Pinchas Giller, David Robertson, John Lindow, Zeph
Stewart, Barbara Ehringhaus, Bernard Amy, Antoine van Limburg,
Benyamin Tsedaka, Ibrahim Dabbek, Subhi Abu-Ghosh, Archbishop
Damaiamos, David Enelow, China Galland, Maria Kotzamanidou, Hector
McDonnell, Zeph Stewart, and Lance Morrow provided observations and
assistance in the Middle East and Europe. For assistance in doing research in
Greece, I am indebted to Johan Reinhard, Dan Bennet, Rita Charitakis, Kostas
Zolotas, Dimitios Pandemalis, Helen Benaki, Elena Partida, George
Martzoukas, and monks and fellow pilgrims on Mount Athos. lan Allain,
Alan Bechky, Clive Ward, and Willy Makundi assisted me with African
mountains.

For American Indian views I am grateful to Wilson Aronilth, Jr., Theresa
Boone, Will Channing, David Luhan, Barbara Duncan, Marilyn Harris,
Leanne Hinton, Phyllis Hogan, C. Benson Hufford, Florence Jones, Charles
Thoms, Wilmer Kavena, Hartman Lomawaima, José Lucero, Jim Enote, Peter
Nabokov, Jerry Wolfe, Paul Robinson, Christopher McLeod, and John
Wood. I want to thank Ecuadorean friends who introduced me to the joys of
climbing, in particular, Jack Bermeo, Leonardo Droira, and Romulo Pazmino.
Woashington Rozas Alvarez, Narcisso Ccahuana, Winston Crausaz, Jorge
Recharte, Johan Reinhard, Guillermo Rodriquez Navaro, and Jesus Qhana
T’ito helped me with Latin America. Peter Ruka, Maurice Gray, Rakeipoho
Taiaroa, Te Ngache Wanikau, Kiri Tumarae, Naomi Teka, Bubs Smith, Pat
Devlin, Paul Green, Bruce Jefteries, Margaret Orbell, and Margaret McKinzie-
Hooson provided valuable help on Maori views in New Zealand. Thanks to
Apela Colorado and Hale Kealohalani Makua and to Jim Gale, Jim Martin,
Cynthia Orlando, Keola Awong, Tom Peek, and others at Hawai’i Volcanoes
National Park for sharing their knowledge of Hawaiian culture. Jeffrey Falt, Kal
Muller, and Rudy Wenk contributed material on mountains elsewhere in
Oceania. James Cahill, Roger Keyes, Roger Lipsey, and Mimi Lobell helped
with art.

I would like to acknowledge the people with whom I worked on projects
having to do with National Parks, conservation, and World Heritage, includ-
ing John Jarvis, Timothy Manns, John Reynolds, Dave Uberuaga, Mechtild
Resler, Thomas Schaaf, Chris Stein, Ted Stout, Kent Cave, Kyra Busch, and
Ken Wilson, as well as colleagues at The Mountain Institute, ICIMOD, and
the IUCN, including Jeremy Spoon, Jonah Steinberg, Elsie Walker, Lhakpa
Norbu Sherpa, Brian Peniston, Andrew Taber, Bob Davis, Gabriel Campbell,
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Cultural Affairs of Japan, Alliance of Religions and Conservation, Mountain
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providing other assistance: Alan Bechky, Raoul Birnbaum, Jeffrey Falt, Pat
Devlin, Pinchas Giller, Allan Grapard, Stuart Kelman, Roger Keyes, John
Lindow, Roger Lipsey, Peter Nabokov, Margaret McKinzie-Hooson, Scotty
McLennan, H. Arlo Nimmo, Margaret Orbell, Richard Payne, Bruce Phillips,
David Robertson, Tom Peek, Anna Seidel, William Shumate, Henry Smith,
Zeph Stewart, and Hugh Swift.

My editor for the first edition, Linda Gunnarson, played a crucial role in
helping me to craft this book with her astute suggestions, critical eye, and
unflagging attention to detail. My agent, Joe Spieler, appeared at just the right
moment to make the book a reality. I am indebted to Abhimanyu Pandey,
Siddharth Pandey, and Kevin Taylor for putting me in touch with Beatrice
Rehl, my editor at Cambridge University Press. Beatrice’s immediate interest,
enthusiastic support, and valuable advice made possible the second edition of
Sacred Mountains of the World. My thanks to Sarah Lambert, Raghavi
Govindane, Carol Bailey, and Joseph Shaw for the care they have taken in
finalizing this edition of the book.

Finally, I want to thank my family for putting up with my occasional
moaning and groaning as I worked my way up the mountain of writing this
book. My wife Diane’s unfailing love and encouragement helped me to lift my
eyes and sustain the vision needed to finish the climb by completing the second
edition. She listened with infinite patience as I read passages out loud and
offered essential criticism. In the liveliness of their enthusiasm and the love they
gave me from the time they were very young, my sons David and Jonathan
played a role of paramount importance by reminding me of the sense of wonder
and delight that sacred mountains and this book are all about.
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