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Arguably the high point of the annual Bangalore Karaga procession is an encounter between a Sufi 
saint and a Hindu goddess. The meeting of Hazrat Tawakkul Mastan and the epic heroine and divine 
avatar Draupadi (manifested in the body of a Hindu priest) takes place in the small hours of the 
morning during the goddess' circumambulation of the old city and its waterways when she stops off 
at the Sufi's tomb shrine. In every imaginable way this encounter is rich in sensory stimuli, drawing 
devotees and observers into an experiential world shaped by sights, sounds, smells, the heat and 
pressure of bodies striving to witness, and other somatic sensations. This paper is premised on the 
principle that the stuff that shapes the sensoria of a sacred site is as important as the doctrines, texts, 
ethics, and experiences that also intersect at the shrine. Drawing on the growing literature on 
material religion and building on my own site-based studies at plural worship spaces in India and 
Turkey, this paper will explore ways in which material culture facilitates or inhibits transactions 
between people and between people and the divine. Attention to the material culture of a sacred 
space constituted by people from various religious traditions allows the "felt life of belief" to emerge 
from the debates over doctrine that often overshadow the pragmatics, and the popularity, of 
multireligious sites. (Morgan, 2010, p. 56) As Jamal Elias points out, site-based images and objects of 
worship can be understood as metaphors or symbol systems that "function through a process of 
indirection and can only really be made sense of through the observation of their implicative 
techniques." (2012, p. 21) Studying these implicative techniques – including ritual, performance, 
corpothetics, and commerce – allows for a grounded assessment of the significance of shared sites 
for the constituent population. The ways in which people interact with, employ, commodify, 
exchange, and understand the material transactions of worship exposes much of the logic of that 
worship. In the case of multireligious sites, that logic also illuminates the pragmatics of coexistence 
in plural communities. By examining several examples of material transactions at shared sacred sites, 
this paper brings together my two current projects on shared sacred sites and the material culture of 
vernacular Islam.  
 


