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Ganga - Preface 

For many millennia, even though India gets her name from the Indus, i.e Sindhu River and Veda, the 

oldest compendium of literature in the world were compiled by the river Sarasvati, it is Ganga that 

has defined India. India is known as the land of the Ganga. 

This mighty river is revered in our land as a Devi – Ganga Devi. 

 

Ganga Devi 

Coming down from the snowy heights of the Himalaya and flowing through the northern belt of India 

to join the Bay of Bengal in the East, this perennial river has been revered as the holy mother “Ma 

Ganga”, who washes away all sins, not only by the Indians but by many of the South East Asian 

civilizations too. 

Bhagiratha Prayathna 
In the Purana, the legends of ancient India, we have the story of Bhagiratha, an ancient king of this 

land belonging to the Surya Vamsa, Solar Dynasty. He was the illustrious forefather to Rama and 

Dasaratha. Illustrious, because he diverted the waters of the Ganga by his extraordinary effort, to the 

present day Gangetic plains. 

This effort of Bhagiratha is celebrated in the legends as Bhagiratha Prayathna, the extraordinary or 

superhuman effort of Bhagiratha in bringing the waters to his parched kingdom. 
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Bhagiratha Prayatna – Popular Imagery 

While narrated as an effort by Bhagiratha to cleanse the sins of his ancestors, once the river Ganga 

was brought this side of the Himalaya and started flowing through the land, the waters gave 

prosperity to the land through the ages. Thus Ganga, with its waters has been giving unending 

prosperity to a civilization for generations and generations to come. 

Akshaya Trithiya 
Akshaya Trithiya is the day Bhagiratha brought the waters of the Ganga, to this side to give unending 

prosperity to his land, kingdom and people. 

It is this event of bringing prosperity with the waters that has been commemorated with the Akshaya 

Trithiya day. 

A river Engineering Marvel 
The river Ganga in our legends is said to have been brought down to the Earth by a very ancient king 

by name Bhagiratha. The river Ganga as it flows through the Himalayan ranges is also called 

Bhagirathi. Though Ganga is said to come from the heavens onto Siva’s head and from there on follow 

Bhagiratha, Ganga is not said to be a Deivatanam of Shiva. 
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More on Shiva as Gangadhara in our book and film, “Understanding Shiva”. 

 

Also see our short film :  Gangadhara : 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u-aW3GTGP-g&t=2s 

Yatnam means effort, Prayatnam means extraordinary effort and Deivatanam means divine miracle. 

While rivers flow naturally, this particular river Ganga has the legend Bhagiratha Prayathna tagged 

to it. 

Yatnam means effort, Prayatnam means extraordinary effort and Deivatanam means divine miracle. 

The effort of bringing the Ganga is referred to as "Bhagiratha Prayathnam" and this legend of Ganga 

is very popular all over India. 

Does this indicate that Ganga is a man made river as opposed to all other rivers being naturally 

flowing rivers? 
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Could the bringing of the Ganga river have been Bhagiratha’s Hydraulic Civil engineering or 

rather River Engineering effort in days gone by? 

Was it brought down from the heights of the Was it brought down from the heights of the 

Himalayas in stages by creating lakes and bends to reduce its velocity? 
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Ganga – A River Engineering Marvel 

From literary sources, geography, geology, British records and the works of many researchers who 

have tried to unravel the legend of Ganga, let us now see how Ganga is Bhagiratha’s Prayathna, the 

physical effort, extraordinary effort of Bhagiratha in bringing the Ganga through his kingdom to the 

seas. 

The details of this river engineering aspects have been studied from,  

1. The angle of the Ganga legend, 

2. The perspective of the British Surveyors who have surveyed the sources of the Himalayan 

rivers extensively, more than 100 years back itself.  
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From the angle of the Legend 

Siva’s head = Bindusarovar lake 
The Puranic texts clearly equate Siva’s head with the ancient Bindusarovar lake. The text speaks of 

six rivers flowing out of this Bindu Sarovar. 3 flowing east namely Hladini, Pavani and Nalani and 3 

flowing west namely Seeta, Sucheksa and Sindhu.  

It was from this Bindu Sarovar that Bhagiratha brought the seventh river down south – the Ganga. 

What was the need for Bhagiratha in those ancient days to bring out a seventh river when 

already 6 rivers were flowing out of Bindu Sarovar? 

Desert then 
To answer this, we need to understand the geography of North India then. 

We had the rivers such as Sindhu and Sarasvati which were west flowing.  

To the east of these rivers, we have the Aravalli hill range, which is one of the oldest and hardest rock 

formations.  

In the south, the Vindhyachal mountain range.  

In the east, we had the remnants of the Tethys sea, which had once covered much of the modern day 

Bengal and the arms of the sea had extended all the way inland.  

The rivers from the mountains, drained into the remnants of these 2 arms, leaving the land in 

between, a desert. 

King Sagara 
One of the illustrious forefathers of Bhagiratha was a noble and renowned king by name Sagara. We 

have already seen the geography of their land which was arid and dry. King Sagara was keen on 

getting waters to his kingdom. He first tried diverting waters from the Saraswati and Sindhu rivers 

eastwards. He was unable to cut through the Aravalli range to take the waters across. We now know 

that Aravalli is one of the hardest rocks of the world. 

Having failed in this mission, he turned his attention to the water tower in the Himalaya, the huge 

Bindu Sarovar lake. The legend states that King Sagara did penance at Bhrigu ashram. 

King Sagara also realized that it would not be enough to make just an opening in the Bindu Sarovar 

as the waters may then flow in any direction and not necessarily towards his kingdom. He realized 

that a canal would have to be dug to direct the flow of water to his kingdom. Not only upto his 

kingdom, he also realized that the canal would have to be dug all the way upto the sea to ensure an 

end to end flowing path for the waters as otherwise his kingdom would have got flooded. 
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By then Sagara had aged. His son Asamanjas, as his name suggests, was a wastrel and in dilemma.The 

job on hand  of digging a canal from the foothills of the Himalayas to their kingdom and all the way 

upto the sea, then fell upon the 60000 Sagara putra who divided the length among themselves as one 

yojana each and used the equipments of their time such as Trisulam (spear) and Halam (plough) to 

dig this canal. 

Rishi’s Curse = Volcanic eruption 
While nearing completion of this job of digging the canal, they had to dig through the area of Rajmahal 

hills to reach the seas. Cutting through this area, the 60000 Sagara putra seemed to have disturbed 

some volcanic formations causing a volcanic eruption to occur, which burnt them all alive save for a 

four of them who lived to recount the story of the mishap. 

The legend states that the Sagara putra disturbed the deep penance of Rishi Vasudeva Kapila and he 

being angry with them, in one glare burnt them alive. 

The term Kapila means brown in colour, hot and liquid and this could very well suggest molten lava. 

The term Vasudeva means the divinity of this earth.  

This legend clearly suggests that in their absorption of digging this canal, enthusiasm overtook 

caution and the Sagara putra were burnt alive in an environment debacle. 

Anshuman 
The next king to take up the work, left unfinished by the Sagara Putra, was Anshuman. He had an 

environment debacle on hand, which had set back the project by a few generations. 

The legend states that Anshuman pondered over the action plan and at the heights of the Himalaya, 

consulted Garuda for advice and also visited the place of Kapila, to exonerate the 60000 Sagara Putra 

from the deed they had committed.  

This brings out how Anshuman looked for ways to put the project initiated by his ancestors, back on 

track. 

Dilipa 
Dilipa was the next king who focused his attention on charting the path of the Ganga through the 

Shivalik range or the lower Himalayas. 

After all this effort, it was now left to Bhagiratha to bring the waters of the Ganga. 

Bhagiratha 
Bhagiratha did not have any biological children. He turned the kingdom over to the care of his 

ministers and went to the Himalayas along with his co-workers to complete the task initiated by his 

ancestors, to create the breakthrough in the Bindu Sarovar and lead the waters of the Ganga from 
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Trivishtup, the Swarga Loka, through his kingdom and all the way upto the sea along the pre dug 

canal. 
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Perspectives of British Surveyors 

In the 1800s and during the early part of 1900s many British surveyors have extensively surveyed 

the Indian rivers – Ganga, Yamuna, Brahmaputra and other rivers originating from the Himalayas.  

Captain Herbert 
Captain Herbert, British Geologist surveyed the icescaped mountains of Himalayas in the year 1817. 

He has primarily commented on 3 places in the upper reaches of the Ganga. On visiting Dhouli, which 

is almost above Gangotri, he remarks about the accumulation of huge boulders here which in his 

opinion could not have been created by the weathering of the waters of Ganga alone, but something 

else seems to have had a hand in shaping these boulders and the passage of waters through them. 

Coming downstream, Captain Herbert on observing the deep gorge between Srikanta and 

Banderpoonch, states that this must have been once a solid rock and it has been cut through to create 

a passage for the waters of the Ganga to flow through. 

In summing up his survey of the source of the Ganga river, he states that “The hand of man and not 

nature alone has been at work in carving he headwaters of the Ganga.” 

Observations of Sir William Willcox 
Sir William Willcox, the Director General of Irrigation of both India and Egypt, categorically states in 

his book that, 

1. Indian ancient writers wrote about physical facts in a spiritual manner 

2. Every canal which went southwards whether it became big as the Bhagirathi or not, originally 

started as a canal 

3. These canals were lined out, dug and placed just at the distance that canals should be placed. 

In the end, Sir William Willcox reasons that Ganga or the River Bhagirathi was a canal constructed by 

our ancients. The bringing of the Ganga from the roofs of the world to the plains of India would rank 

as the greatest feat of engineering in India, or even in human history. 

More on Ganga being a man – made river, in our documentary – Ganga - River Engineering Marvel 

of Ancient times. 
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The worldwide popularity of Ganga 

 

This manmade river Ganga has captured the hearts of so many across the world that she can be found 

depicted in many lands across the world in form, fame and name. (Preethi in murthi, kirthi and sruthi). 

In Rome 

For instance, one of the oldest depictions of Ganga river is actually in Rome. Ganga forms one of the 

4 rivers in the fountain at Piazza Novonna built in 200 CE.  

 

Piazza Novona in Rome depicting the 4 popular rivers of the world in 200 CE – Tiber, Nile, 

Rhine, Ganges 
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In Sri Lanka - Kelani Ganga 

In the south of India, in Sri Lanka, there is a place called Kelaniya on the banks of the river Kelani 

Ganga. Kelaniya from many millennia is held as the place where Vibhishana had his palace. A temple 

in honour of Vibhishana stands here even to this day.  

The outer wall of the temple building, which also houses a Buddhist shrine and monastery, bears a 

mural depicting the Coronation, pattabhisheka of Vibhishana by Lakshmana, the younger brother of 

Rama. 

     

                                                        Buddha Vihar                                      Vibhishana Temple 

 

Ganga Sculpture at the temple on the banks of Kelaniya Ganga River 
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It is interesting to note that the river by this palace was called Kelani 

which is a morphed version of the word Kalyani, meaning abundance 

giving, auspicious.  

More on this in our book, Ramayana in Lanka. 

 

 

 

Ganga – Perennial Rivers, Oya – Minor Rivers 

The river was called Ganga since the word Ganga means one that is perennial. It has now come to be 

associated with larger rivers whereas minor rivers are called Oya in Sri Lanka. 

Other Gangas in Sri lanka 

For example there are Kalu Ganga near Bentota, Menik Ganga, Gin Ganga etc. in Sri Lanka itself. 

In Early European Maps 

Early European navigation maps of the world clearly depict India as a land of Ganga.  

 

Tabula Peutingeriana showing Indi by Peutinger in 200 CE 

Ganga made her way not only to the seas of the Bay of Bengal but her name and fame had made their 

way all over the world.  
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Alexander’s wish 

One of the items on Alexander’s agenda when he came to India in 326 BCE, was to see Ganga flowing. 

Proof of Popularity 

Alexander’s wish along with the erection of a fountain in Rome in commemoration of the 4 major 

rivers of the world with Ganga figuring in that list in 200 CE and India being distinguished by the 

Ganges river on the maps of Europe right from 2000 years ago, are proof enough of her popularity 

around the world through the times. 

India was mapped by the Ganga. India was branded by the Ganga. 

 

India delineated as “India Intra Gangem” and “India Extra Gangem” on either side of the 

Ganga by Ptolemy in 140 CE 

In Cambodia 

If Ganga is found in the West, she can also be seen in the East in Cambodia. Tucked away in the jungles 

of Kulen Mountains, she is found as a concept, sculpted on the hard rocky stone. She is shown 

originating from Vishnu’s feet, touching Shiva’s head and then flowing over Sahasra Shiva linga 

carved on the bed rock of the headwaters of the Stung Kbal Spean river which is a tributary of the 

Siam Reap river that flows down from the Kulen Mountains to Angkor Wat. Dating to 11th century CE, 

Ganga has been depicted here as a legend.  

http://www.bharathgyan.com/


Experience the Knowledge of India 
 

Ganga – A Manmade River 

 

www.bharathgyan.com   Page 16 of 30 

 

 

Sculptures of Ma Ganga story in the upper reaches of Stung Kbal Spean, a tributary of Siem 

Reap river, which in turn is a tributary of Mekong, flowing through the Kuhlen mountains 

near Angkor in Cambodia 

 

This stone carving of the 1000 Linga in Cambodia, built during the time of King Udayadityavarman 

II, in turn is found back home in South India too.  

A similar depiction of Ganga and 1000 Linga can be found on the river Shalmala in the jungles near 

Sirsi, Karnataka. It was built in the 17th century during the reign of Sadashivarayavarma, the king of 

the Sirsi kingdom. 
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Sahasra Linga in Western Ghats, in River Shalmala, near Sirsi, in Uttara Kannada District 
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Mekong – A Morphed version of Ganga 

The Mekong of Cambodia is a morphed version of Maa Ganga. 

The very name Mekong for the main river of South East Asia, is the Cambodian way of saying ‘Ma 

Ganga’ - ‘Me Kong’. The reverence of the South East Asians, for Ma Ganga, can be seen in Mekong, 

right from its name to the sculptures along the river that depict its legend. 

 

Map highlighting Ganga and Mekong  
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In India 
Most perennially flowing rivers in the Indian subcontinents and S.E.Asia were called a Ganga, as they 

were nurturing their respective regions like Ganga does, through the year. 

Wain Ganga, PenGanga, VedGanga 

In India too, besides the Ganga, we have the Wain Ganga, PenGanga, VedGanga etc. 

Godavari – Vrddha Ganga 

Another long and wide river of India is the Godavari which rises from Trimbakeshwar in Nashik and 

flows from west to east across India to drain out into the Bay of Bengal.   

 

Godavari River, location 
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River Godavari, also known as Vrdha Ganga 

 

One other name for this Godavari is Vrddha Ganga meaning the “Older Ganga.” 

Krishnaa – Elder sister of Ganga 

Yet another river of India, Krishnaa, is also referred to in legends as the elder sister of Ganga.  

Interestingly both are Deccan Plateau Rivers and flow through the Telugu lands. 

Telugu Ganga Canal 

Similarly, the canal that brings Krishna river to Chennai, an initiative of N T Rama Rao and M G 

Ramachandran, is known as Telugu Ganga. 

Cauvery – Dakshina Ganga 

Cauvery River is known as Dakshina Ganga, meaning the Ganga of the South. 

Ganga Sagar 

With the Ganga River, draining into the Bay of Bengal, the Bay of Bengal, naturally and rightfully has 

been called the Ganga Sagar for many millennia, till the British in their maps started referring to 

Ganga Sagar as Bay of Bengal. 
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Ganga Talao in Mauritius 

Likewise, further south, in Mauritius, the Indians residing there have named one of their reservoirs 

as Ganga Talao, meaning Ganga Lake.  This shows the connect they still have with Ganga. It also shows 

how Ganga is held as a symbol of a nourisher by people all over.  

 

Ganga Talao 

More on Ganga as a timeless brand of India, in our book, Brand Bharat – Unique To India. 
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Ellora 

If we travel to the heart of India, near Aurangabad we find the heritage site of Ellora.  

Ellora is one of largest rock-cut monastery-temple cave complexes in the world today.  

Built through 400 years, from 600 to 1000 CE, it has been declared a UNESCO World heritage site.   

The unique feature of Ellora is that the temple complex was carved top down from a single rock, 

rather than built from bottom up.  

It is an architectural marvel, in that, the sculpting was started in 600 CE and completed in 1000 CE. 

 The design was envisaged by the architects who lived in 600 CE and the temple was completed by 

the 8th generation of architects down the line. 

In this famed temple, one can find sculptures of Ganga in the caves.  

     

Sculptures of Ganga at Ellora cave 
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Udaygiri caves 

Further central to India, in today’s Madhya Pradesh are the much more old Udayagiri caves, dating 

to 5th century CE. 

Here, one can find Ganga on the wall near the Varaha caves of Udayagiri. 

 

Sculpture of Ganga on a Makara, Crocodile, at Udaygiri Caves, Madhya Pradesh 

Mahabalipuram 

One of the best depictions of Ganga in India by far is the bas relief of the Descent of Ganga, carved on 

the hard granite rocks in Mahabalipuram, near Chennai in Tamil Nadu. 

Dating to early 7th century CE, this panel forms an exquisite backdrop for the Annual Dance 

Conference held here, every year. 
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Bas Relief of the descent of Ganga at Mahabalipuram 

Why is Ganga held so dear in every one’s heart? 
 
Aren’t other rivers equally special, after all they too nourish the lands they flow through? 

They are long, wide and full of water like the Ganga too. 

Did not the Sindhu and Sarasvati nurture the civilization of Bharat along their banks? 

What is so special about the Ganga? 

The term Ganga itself means Perennial. All across the civilization, some of the key perennial rivers 

had the suffix of Ganga, implying its perennial nature.  

Ganga – A Perennial Cycle of Water 
There are two categories of rivers 

1. Seasonal 

2. Perennial 

As India is a land of monsoon, these seasonal rivers are called Monsoon Rivers. The word monsoon 

comes from the Arabic word, Mausam, meaning Season.  

The perennial rivers are referred to as Ganga and the seasonal monsoon rivers are referred to as Oda. 

Gagan Se Gagan 
Ganga means – Eternal Perennial cycle of water. 

How? Why? 
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The cycle of water on earth begins from 

1. Clouds  

2. Precipitation leading to Rainfall 

3. Flow of water into lakes rivers and seas 

4. Evaporation of Water from Oceans, Lakes and Streams 

5. Transpiration of water from plants 

6. Formation of clouds due to condensation 

7. Precipitation leading to Rainfall 

This phenomenon of water cycle has been termed as Gagan se Gagan, Gagan meaning clouds in Sky, 

as it is an eternal cycle of not only waters on ground, or rivers alone, but a perennial cycle of water. 

It is large cycle of earth, sky and water.  

The word Ganga is thus derived from Gagan, which means eternal cycle of perennial waters. 

 

Ganga – A Jiva Nadi 
The term for perennial nature in Indian language is Jiva Nadi, the one that has Jiva, life, for it is the 

perennial waters that sustain Jeevan, life. The perennial waters are what have sustained civilizations. 

What an apt naming!  

The intrinsic connect between perennial rivers and sustainable civilization has been brought out so 

beautifully in the continuously surviving civilization of Bharata Khanda with the name Ganga.  

However, the worldwide imprints of the Ganga – Bhagirathi, are not just for its size, discharge or 

perennial nature as there were other such rivers here. It was also because of the nature of it being a 

hydraulic river engineering marvel of a bygone era.   

Let us in our generation strive to keep this symbol of India, clean and flowing with Divinity and 

vitality.  
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Epilogue: Need for another Bhagiratha 

Over the last 200 years, the imperial British designed thought process, which has been conditioning 

our minds through our educational system. When we parallely look at the British Surveyors’ report 

on the river Ganga, it gives us a different story. The British Surveyors, through their own onsite 

findings clearly corroborate the details in the Indian legend, of the Ganga being a manmade river. 

Now armed with the Geological knowledge about these areas as well as the findings of some of the 

British surveyors and other Historical records, we will see that our ancients were not wrong in stating 

that Ganga is manmade and we do owe the Ganga to Bhagiratha and his ancestors’ river engineering 

efforts. 

Here is a classic case of the convergence of a popular Indian legend with ground reality and scientific 

data about our land. 

The 5 generation effort of Sagara to Bhagiratha, is perhaps the greatest civil engineering feat of just 

not the Indian people but probably of the human endeavour history. 

 

If many millennia ago, Indians of the remote past could have planned and executed such a great 

project for the benefit of mankind, one which has survived for thousands of years, why cannot we, 

today, the so called civilized generation, think of planning and implementing a water grid for our 

country to ensure that our water sources and the rivers feed each other to keep them flowing all year 

long, all over the country? 

 

While the legend of Ganga showcases the capabilities and knowledge of our ancients, it is also a call 
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to all Indians to think about Ganga in the light of reports that the Gangotri glacier is fast disappearing 

and Ganga will cease to be a perennial river in the next 100 years. 

History shows us that even the mightiest of the rivers can go dry due to glaciers vanishing or due to 

natural calamities. 

When the Sarasvati River dried up around 2500 BCE, i.e. 4500 years ago, there was a large scale 

population migration from Northwestern parts of India to different parts of the world. In the next 

100 years, by 2100 CE, the Ganga River is almost certain to go dry. Almost 1/10th of the world 

population lives by the Ganga river basin. Where will this population migrate to? 

We have a major socio-anthropological problem to deal with immediately. To address this socio-

anthropological problem, we need to understand when, why and how the Sarasvati River went dry, 

4500 years ago. 
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Parallely, we also need to appreciate, understand and realize that Ganga, a man made river, needs to 

be suitably revived to avert a mass migration catastrophe. 

Once we scientifically understand the components of river engineering involved in creating this river 

engineering marvel called Ganga, it will help us address its re-engineering as a perennial river for 

many millennia to come. 

We need a new Bhagiratha in our times to ensure sustenance of 1/10th of the world population by 

the Ganga. We need a Bhagiratha to save the Ganga now. 
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More on Ganga, in our Film – Ganga – A Manmade River. 
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