Lecture 6

MALLA SETTLEMENTS AND ARCHITECTURE

Much of the Malla architecture that can be observed today began with the coming to power of Jayasthitimalla in 1382. The time of the Mallas, especially after the breakup of the kingdom, is often referred to as the golden period of art and architecture in Nepal. The relative political stability and wealth from agriculture and trade as well as the rivalry among the three cities to outdo each other led to highly developed urban spaces and architectural forms.

After the establishment of Tripura palace at the western end of Bhaktapur in 1147 by Anandadeva, efforts were made to reshape the city along the Astamatrika plan, whereby the matrikas were placed around the periphery of the town with the temple of Tripura Sundari at the centre. The theoretical pattern could not be strictly followed because of the elongated shape of the town. In Kathmandu the perimeter goddesses were believed to be placed on the periphery of a sword shaped plan during the reign of Gunakamadeva (c. 10th century). By encircling the city with the statues of Astamatrikas, the king achieved the twin objectives of sanctifying the city as well as demarcating its territorial limits. The shrines also acted as a barrier to check unplanned urban sprawl and in effect the city grew through infill development. 

In Nepal the passage from rural to urban did not imply an abrupt change in construction patterns or difference in economic activities as in the west. The majority of the city dwellers were engaged in agriculture and the buildings and settlement patterns of the rural areas resembled those of the cities and towns. Tar land was not good for agriculture so all settlements were built on the uplands. The fertile low lands were reserved for agricultural purposes. This practice was continued until recent times and was disregarded during the rapid urbanization during the 80s and 90s.

Movements within the city were designed for the Gods, the living and the dead. The movement of the Gods was designed along major streets for the movement of chariots and festivals from temple to temple, palace and piths. The movement of the living was designed to allow them to fulfil their functional requirements: performing the daily religious rituals such as bathing in rivers and sacred ponds and offering pujas to Gods, going to farms and markets. These movements generated a pattern of movement connecting the rivers, ponds, temples, farms and markets to the residences. Towns were normally located on high lands close to water sources to meet such requirements and temples were even located at river sides so a person could retain his purity after the ritual bath before offering puja. As farmlands were all around the settlements, there was growth of radial roads leading out to the farms and rivers. The streets would join as they reached the town and the nodal points developed into squares. The squares gained social importance as they got progressively closer to the city centre, finally converging on the Durbar square which was the central nodal point.

It was considered inauspicious for the dead to encounter the gods on the way to the funeral ghats. Thus the route for the dead followed narrow back lanes, avoiding the routes of the wheeled chariots of Gods, never going over bridges and only when it was physically impossible, the route of lesser Gods was taken. The stoppage and intermingling was designed only for the Gods and the living, resulting in squares, while no nodes were designed for the dead (Tiwari, 1989).

The streets were always designed in straight line segments; at every turn a temple or religious landmark was placed. The reduction of the streets into short straight sections reduced the visual effect of narrowness. Intersections were usually developed into a small square so as to bring in more light and sky into visual play. The bounding surfaces of the streets were designed and treated for visual harmony, through uniformity in building sections, elevational treatment of doors and windows, roofs and horizontal elements. The sloping ga-jhya on the upper floor allowed observance of the street activities from the privacy of the house. It was designed not for sun and sky but for a better field of vision of the street below (Tiwari, 1989).

Hierarchy of squares was maintained in Malla towns in accordance to social cultural activity: the Durbar square or central square, the market square, the residential neighbourhood square and the private residential square. All except the private residential square were located at nodal points or where directional change occurred in the streets (Tiwari, 1989).

The private residential square was bounded by houses of the same extended families and was connected to the street through a doorway. The square could have a votive miniature temple or a well. The residential neighborhood square often housed a large number of extended families, often belonging to the same clan. It differs visually from the private residential square in that two or more streets come to meet there. They have public religious edifices such as temples or a large water spout. Being basically residential squares, the temples are not of dominating volume.

The market square is remarkable for its heightened sense of urban space. It is the typical nodal square located at street intersections and often has more than one element of visual focus. The element of surprise is heightened by the fact that the main focus is often the last to be seen e.g. Nyatapola square. The tiered temples are visually dominant bounded by the uniform façade of commercial residential buildings. The axes of movement is changed leading to a different focus. Platforms are located for the transaction of produces but the squares are most active during times of cultural events.

The Durbar square is the apex in the hierarchy of urban open spaces. All the streets lead to it and it is flanked by the palace on one side and a whole phalanx of temples on the other side. Major temples or their replicas are located there. By royal decree all major festivities either began, passed through or ended in these squares and they came alive during the continuous cycle of festivities.  

Temples became the dominant feature of the Durbar squares during the Malla period. It began with the construction of the lineage goddess Taleju Bhawani in the palace precincts of Tripura (c. 1300 AD) followed by the construction of temples in the palace foregrounds, ultimately rivaling the palaces for dominance of the squares. The temple building activity was so extensive that temples began to be erected even in the secondary and even smaller squares of the city, e.g. Kumbeshwara temple area (c. 1390 AD), Datratraya Matha area (c. 1450 AD), Nyatapola square (c. 1704), Jaisideval area and Indrachowk. Even street ends and corners began to look imposing with the introduction of the temples (Tiwari, 1989).

The main streets were paved with stones while side streets were paved with bricks. Water supply was based on a system of springs, wells and ponds. Natural underground water flows were connected to hitis. Water was also brought from distant sources to feed the hitis. Water for household and religious purposes was often drawn from wells. Water from the hitis and springs were collected in open tanks (pokharis) which were used for commercial and household purposes.  

Jayasthitimalla had designated 36 kar or occupational groups such as Tamrakar, Silpakar, Chitrakar etc. and population was settled according to their occupation. The central palace was immediately ringed by the Pradhans, Amatyas etc. and other castes were settled in concentric patterns on a decreasing hierarchical order with the untouchables occupying the outermost outskirts of the city.

Occupational groups also tended to be loosely grouped in specified areas of the city. For example, in Patan, Jyapus were concentrated in the NE quarter of the town, bronze casters in the SE, goldsmiths in the NW, coppersmiths in the city centre. Certain towns also had specialized functions: Bhaktapur in dyeing and printing of cloth, Thimi in pottery, Khokana in oil pressing, Patan in metallurgy etc.

Mallas preferred bricks as the main structural material and used timber, richly carved , as the filler material, as opposed to the timber and stone preferred as structural elements by the preceding Lichchavis. Although wood carving probably existed during the Lichchavi period, the richly carved windows were a contribution of the Mallas. The Lichchavis were familiar with bricks but brick making was much more advanced during the Malla period. They introduced the polished telia bricks and the highly decorative brick moldings, which was not known to the Lichchavis.

Expansion of palaces was done through addition of quadrangles to an existing structure as it would require only two to three sides to complete the enclosure. Expansion took place normally in a geometric fashion, however, squares were often added in an informal pattern depending on the need or site/street layout.

Because of the religious dogma that dwellings should not be higher than the house of Gods, the settlements upto the 14th century probably did not exceed two storeys. Mahendra Malla is believed to have received divine inspiration to construct a three tiered temple dedicated to Taleju in Kathmandu. The architects were at a loss as to how to construct it and they built it in 1564 only after they had been enlightened by a sanyasi (Slusser, 1982). Thus it is apparent that temples with three or more tiers appeared only from the mid 16th century. This allowed the secular buildings also to be raised in height beginning from the late 16th century. The rationale for building vertically was necessitated by the growing population and the scarcity of inner urban land (Parajuli, 1986).

For the Malla period structures, foundations were generally built of bricks with or without footings as sometimes the width of the wall was considered adequate enough to serve as foundation. Floors consisted of wooden joists placed 4-6" apart laid over with wooden planks, clay and tiles. The roofs had ridges. The central post supporting the ridge beam was raised like a king post but without the supporting struts.

The roofing rafters were closely spaced, covered with planks and laid over with a thick layer of clay and tile on top. The heavy roof overhangs were supported on struts. The doors and windows were non-load bearing and were richly carved.

