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Abstract 
 
Ram Setu or Lord Rama’s bridge as it is popularly known as in India is a natural geographical 
formation extending from the Rameswaram island is situated in the Southern state of Tamil 
Nadu. It is a linear, bridge-like formation that shows up in the satellite imagery amongst the 
vast waters of Gulf of Mannar, appearing to be physically connecting India and its neighbouring 
country Sri Lanka over the sea. This feature has not gained so much importance amongst 
Indians just because of this reason, but because of its association with the Hindu God Rama, 
the hero of the 2000 years old Indian epic Ramayana written in the Sanskrit language. In the 
epic, one of the chapters describe Lord Rama wanting to cross the sea between India and Sri 
Lanka to fetch his loving wife Sita back who was snatched away by the demon king Ravana to 
his island. The manner in which this is claimed to have been achieved is by building a bridge 
onto the sea out of miraculous floating stones owing to the sheer devotional spirit. The 
Abrahamic religious beliefs in India have associated this bridge claiming that Adam walked into 
India through this bridge and so it is still called Adam’s bridge since colonial era. In later 18th 
century CE, post the rule of Vijayanagara empire in India, a subordinate of Nayaka dynasty 
claimed themselves to be the protectors of Rama’s bridge and called themselves Setupati 
(literally, guardians of the bridge). They ruled a kingdom, regulated the pilgrimage in the 
Rameswaram island, collected tax and so on with this authority. This association with the 
legendary epic Ramayana has not only left its trace as beliefs in people’s minds but has 
inspired a number of architectural works such as temples, shrines and water structures to be 
built on the island establishing a connection to one or the other part of the legend. This 
phenomenon has led to the development of an entire cultural landscape that is visited by 
numerous pilgrims all over the world. In recent days, the Rama’s bridge has become so much 
important when a political debate arose whether to dredge a part of this feature to allow 
commercial vessels for better water transport or not to disturb the bridge owing to the 
devotional and cultural beliefs and cry of millions of believers. This paper examines the role of 
such a legendary bridge loaded with cultural and poetic meaning, in shaping the Indian cultural 
landscape of Rameswaram. It also relooks at the current issue of dredging the bridge with the 
cultural landscape approach. 
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