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Great Zimbabwe is an archaeological ruin in the south-eastern hills of Zimbabwe. Construction 

of the monument began in the 11th century and continued until the 15th. There are various 

mysteries surrounding Great Zimbabwe that orthodox archaeological interpretations cannot 

explain. Perhaps it was the capital of the Kingdom of Zimbabwe during the country’s Late Iron 

Age, yet there are no burials anywhere near the vicinity of the ruins. And what was the purpose 

of the enigmatic hilltop complex above the primary ruins, which compelling evidence suggests 

was used as an astronomical observatory and ceremonial site?

Great Zimbabwe
Zimbabwe
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Baghdad, Iraq, is home to the Mausoleum of Abdul Qadir Gilani. This esteemed site pays 

tribute to the life and teachings of the influential Sufi saint, Abdul Qadir Gilani. Pilgrimages 

to the mausoleum have been taking place since the 12th century. The main holy structure, a 

mosque and tomb complex, was built during the saint’s lifetime. Pilgrims visit throughout the year, 

particularly during the annual urs (death anniversary) of Abdul Qadir Gilani.

Mausoleums of Imam Ali Alhadi and Imam Hasan Alaskari
Samarra l  Iraq
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Shrine of the Sufi saint Shah Nur-ed-Din Neatollah Vali
Mahan l  Iran

Located in south-central Iran, the small town of Mahan holds the beautiful pilgrimage shrine of 

the Sufi saint Shah Nur-ed-Din Nematollah Vali (1331–1431). Nematollah travelled widely in 

the Islamic world, studying with different scholars and sages before settling in Mahan in 1406 

and founding a Sufi sect. The small room where he prayed and meditated contains beautiful tile 

decorations and has a wonderfully peaceful feeling.

Shrine of Imamzade Shah-e’ Abdal-Azim
Rey l  Iran

To the southeast of Tehran, just beyond that city’s vast urban sprawl, lies the ancient city of Rey 

and its pilgrimage shrine of Shah-e’ Abdal-Azim. Archaeological evidence indicates the city was 

important during the Achaemenian (559-330 BC) and Sassanian (224-637 AD) periods. Rey 

was occupied by the Muslims in 635 AD, was the regional capital in the 11th and 12th centuries, 

and was later plundered by Mongols in the 13th century. Within the large shrine complex are 

buried the religious scholar Shah Abdul Azim (786-865 AD), a descendant of Imam Hussein; 

Hamzeh, a brother of Imam Reza; Hussain, the great-grandson of the second Imam Hassan, and 

Taher, a descendant of the fourth Imam.
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The Blue Mosque in Mazar-e-Sharif, Afghanistan, is an important Islamic holy site dedicated 

to the Prophet Muhammad’s cousin, Ali ibn Abi Talib. Built during the late 15th century, it is 

renowned for its intricate blue-tiled mosaics. Pilgrims throughout Central Asia have journeyed 

to the Blue Mosque for centuries, with the most significant pilgrimage period being the Islamic 

month of Muharram.

Blue Mosque
Mazar-e-Sharif l  Afghanistan
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Mundeshwari Devi Temple is an ancient Hindu shrine located in Bihar, India, believed to have 

been constructed between 625 and 850 in the Nagara architectural style. Dedicated to the 

goddess Mundeshwari Devi, an incarnation of Kali, its inner sanctum houses her four-armed 

image and a Shiva lingam. Inscriptions in Brahmi script provide historical details about its 

construction under the patronage of Shahi, Kushan and Gupta dynasty rulers between the 6th 

and 8th centuries. The temple complex also contains the ruins of several subsidiary shrines. As 

one of the oldest intact Hindu temples in eastern India, Mundeshwari Devi Temple is of immense 

archaeological and religious significance.

Mundeshwari Devi Temple
Bihar l   India
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Perched on a hilltop overlooking the Banganga and Manjhi rivers near Dharamshala, Himachal 

Pradesh, India, Chamunda Devi Temple is dedicated to the Hindu goddess Chamunda, a fierce 

incarnation of Durga. Believed to have been constructed around the 10th century, with its current 

structure dating to the 17th century, the temple features ornate stone carvings, pinnacles, and 

a dome over the inner sanctum housing the statue of the goddess. The complex also contains 

shrines to Shiva, Hanuman and Narsingh. As a highly popular Shakti pilgrimage site, it draws 

thousands of devotees annually, especially during Navaratri celebrations.

Chamunda Devi Temple 
Himachal Pradesh l   India
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Guruvayur Krishna Temple
Kerala l   India

One of the most sacred Hindu temples dedicated to Lord Krishna is Guruvayur Krishna Temple in 

Kerala, India. Believed to be over 5,000 years old, with legends dating to the 16th century, the 

main deity is Lord Krishna as a four-armed black stone idol. Millions are drawn to Guruvayur, 

considered the Dwarka of the South, to offer prayers, flowers and oils and perform rituals at 

elaborately carved shrines like the famous Guruvayurappan Chittambalam, where Krishna is put 

to sleep every night. The temple hosts spectacular processions of the deity on elephants during 

festivals like Janmashtami that draw huge crowds.

In the Indian state of Kerala, the early Dravidian people worshipped Ayappa, a youthful forest 

god born from the union of Shiva and Vishnu. Legends recount Shiva mating with Mohini, Vishnu’s 

female incarnation, which produced Ayappa, an avatar sent to battle hill-tribe demons. Raised 

by a childless king, Ayappa performed miracles and healed people before disappearing into 

Sabarimala Temple in the mountain jungles. For a thousand years, mystics have reported seeing 

Ayappa riding tigers in the dense forests surrounding Sabarimala. Despite its remote setting, the 

shrine draws millions of devotees, who undergo 41 days of austerity before journeying through 

the mountains for a brief glimpse of the deity. To respect Ayappa’s celibacy, however, women 

between the ages of 6 and 60 are not permitted.

Sabarimala Temple
Kerala l   India
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The sacred site of Ramkund in Nashik, Maharashtra, India, is home to an important ritual 

immersion site along the banks of the holy Godavari River. With strong connections to the Hindu 

epic the Ramayana, Lord Rama is believed to have bathed in these waters during his 14-year 

exile. Every 12 years, the renowned Kumbh Mela pilgrimage takes place, drawing millions of 

devotees seeking spiritual cleansing and divine blessings. The atmosphere surrounding the site 

makes it an ideal spot for meditation and reflection.

Ramkund
Nashik, Maharashtra l   India
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Mahaparinirvana Stupa
Kushinagar, Uttar Pradesh l   India

In Kushinagar, Uttar Pradesh, India, Mahaparinirvana Stupa is a testament to Buddha’s passing 

into nirvana. Established as a pilgrimage site around the 5th century CE, the present temple was 

built by the Indian government in 1956 and it attracts Buddhist pilgrims from around the world. 

Inside the temple is a 6-metre-long reclining Buddha image lying on its right side.
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Candi Sukuh
Mount Lawu l  Java, Indonesia

Set against Mount Lawu in Java, Indonesia, Candi Sukuh is a sacred site with a unique and 

mysterious architectural style. The 15th-century temple, resembling a stepped pyramid, is 

dedicated to the Hindu deity Shiva and it symbolises Mount Meru, the cosmic mountain central to 

Hindu cosmology. Pilgrims have visited Candi Sukuh since its construction, with Maha Shivaratri 

being a prominent pilgrimage period. The origins of its builders and their strange sculptural 

style remain a mystery, and it seems to mark a reappearance of the pre-Hindu animism that had 

existed 1,500 years earlier.



Sacred sites  are among the world’s most visited and venerated places. They offer another level 

of experience to both visitors and pilgrims, full of intensity, presence and, for some, a higher 

level of consciousness.

The drawback is that they are often overcrowded and full of tourists whose presence tends to 

ruin a very special moment.

Secret Sacred Sites reviews 100 lesser-known sacred sites that are often only known to locals, 

guaranteeing a truly authentic visit.

In his 40 years of pilgrimages, renowned National Geographic photographer Martin Gray 

has visited 160 countries and photographed hundreds of these sites. Here he has selected his 

favourite hidden holy places, the result of a lifetime’s quest.
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