SHAH AND RANA PERIOD ARCHITECTURE

Prithvi Narayan Shah adopted the traditional Newari architecture when he built the Nautale durbar, also known as Basantapur at the southern end of Nasal Chowk of Kathmandu palace in 1770. The building was created as a pleasure palace and was a tall building of four roofs and nine stories. Compared to the earlier Malla period, the scale tended to be larger with larger doors and windows, more storeys etc. The motifs used were, however, similar and some struts had erotic carvings. An attempt was made to merge the temple and the palace form. He also built the adjoining four-storey quadrangle originally called Lohan Chowk but later known as Basantapur or Tejarat Chowk. These buildings were thought to have been built vertically over smaller buildings. The quadrangle has three pavilions at the corners of superficial Mughalized design representing Kirtipur (NW), Bhaktapur (NE) and Patan (SE). Lohan Chowk is of single bay construction. Prithvi Narayan Shah probably did not construct all the pavilions as it is believed Pratap Singh Shah and Rana Bahadur Shah built some of the pavilions. 

Earlier the Valley architecture had influenced construction taking place outside. Prior to his conquest of the valley, Prithvi Narayan Shah had employed Newar architects and artisans for the construction of his palaces at Gorkha and Nuwakot. Both are mountain-top palaces designed as defendable watchtowers. A courtyard design palace was later constructed in Gorkha bazaar which was recently renovated by HMG. All of these buildings are strongly influenced by the Malla architecture.

The Nuwakot palace is a 6 storey tower, vertically broken by horizontal strings of balconies, string courses, window frames and roof edges. The fifth storey is capped by a shrine. It is built on 3 load bearing walls with the central wall bisecting the building along its length. Its design influenced the design of the Nautale Durbar at Basantapur.

Just as in the earlier Lichchavi period when art form and use of stone was influenced by the Guptas/Kusans, during Malla and Shah period some Indian influence was perceived in paintings and buildings, e.g. in the northern wing of the Nasal Chowk, arches with 7 and 9 foils have been used. Similarly, many buildings with dome roofs were constructed which had recessed arch niches with foils and decorative motifs borrowed from Mughal buildings. 

Dharahara, a free standing minaret-like structure of Mughul design, was erected by General Bhimsen Thapa (prime minister between 1806-1839) in 1826. It was originally 250 ft. but was destroyed during the 1934 earthquake and was subsequently restored by Juddha Sumshere to its current height of 203 ft. A viewing platform was also added during restoration. There does not appear to be a need for such a structure, unless as suggested, it was to maintain contact with Chouni barracks and summon the army at short notice. The palace of Bag Durbar was also built for Bhimsen Thapa, however, it was severely damaged during the earthquake and Hari Bhawan was built in its place. The Finance Ministry currently resides in Hari Bhawan.

Bhimsen Thapa built Bhim Mukteswora and Rana Mukteswora in Moghul style with dome roofs, using horizontal bands of motifs of floral design and plastering the outer surface and painting it white, probably an imitation of white marble of Mughal architecture. Like the Indian structures, the temples have small domed pavilions at the four corners surrounding the large dome roof. Rana Mukteswora has doors on all sides flanked by arched recesses of Mughal design. The enclosing sattal structure is however done in traditional Malla architecture with exquisitely carved doors and windows.

In 1828, during the time of Bhimsen Thapa, Queen Lalit Tripura Sundari offered to Bagmati the three tiered temple of Tripureshwore in memory of her husband Rana Bahadur Shah. The temple is an imposing structure with three tiered roof raised on a pyramidal platform and done in traditional style. Four small shrines are placed at the four corners of the first layer of the platform. The enclosing structure is a traditional structure constructed in bricks with carved doors and windows and jhingati roof. The large courtyard is paved with brick tiles. The temple is currently being renovated but the sattal is in a dilapidated condition and in need of urgent repairs.

Following the usurpation of power by the Ranas, there was a dramatic change in the palace architecture of the country. Traditional architecture was completely rejected in favour of style borrowed from outside. As a projection of their autocratic hold on power and the inclination to outdo each other in the grandeur of buildings, the Ranas bequeathed to the nation a style of buildings completely different in scale and design. Many of the buildings were done in neo-classical, Baroque or industrial style with columns of different orders, French windows and white plaster, a style much in use in Europe and in neighboring India by the British. The scale of the buildings was monumental so they required to be set along an axis, had a symmetrical design and had formal gardens. Because of the lack of space within or close to the old city to provide the wide axis necessary for the visual appreciation of such monumental design, the Rana palaces were built much further away from the city area, mainly to the east and north-east. While the earlier buildings were dictated by the roof forms, the Rana buildings paid little heed to roof forms as the tiles had been replaced by CGI sheets which allowed various roof forms. Iron girders were also later introduced to replace timber beams and lintels. The warm brick exteriors of the Malla period were replaced by the white stucco surface. The first floor was normally the entertainment and living area so the halls were much grander with great detailing. Pressed metal ceiling, wall pilasters, mirrors, framed photographs etc. were employed to expressly impress the visitors and other Rana brothers with its grandeur. Despite the complete switch over from the traditional designs, the Rana buildings were quite artistic and attractive in appearance.  

Development of ghats was undertaken by Jung Bahadur Rana. To atone for his sins of the Kot massacre, he constructed the Hiranya Narayan temple and the enclosing sattal in 1875. The temple was built in Moghul style with a large central dome flanked by small domed pavilions at the four corners and painted flower motifs. The surrounding quadrangle was built in traditional style. He also constructed the embankment structure from Panchyami to Kalamochan. The temple was renovated very recently but many of the ghat structures are in a dilapidated condition and are occupied by squatter families. 

Narayan Hiti Durbar was built in 1847 by Jung Bahadur Rana for his brother Rana Uddip Singh in neo-classical style. It eventually was used as the palace of the kings after Rana Uddip’s death in 1885. The building was remodeled and enlarged in 1889. Part of the building was demolished and a new palace building was constructed in modern style by King Mahendra in 1969.

Jung Bahadur Rana built the Thapathali Durbar beside the Bagmati for himself. The building was in colonial style. Much of the palace has been demolished.

Before the earthquake, Ranipokhari was the central city space and the Ranas had developed it into an area surrounded by public buildings such as Durbar High school, town hall to its south, Bir Hospital and the Military Hospital, Tri Chandra College and the clocktower. All the structures were of colonial design done in simple plastered and whitewashed exteriors. Bir Sumshere had built Bir Hospital in 1890. Except for a small annex much of the older building has been demolished to construct the new OPD building of the hospital. Chandra Sumshere constructed the Durbar High School on the western side and the Tri Chandra College along with the clock tower in 1919 on the eastern side. These structure are still existing and being used as per their original function. The previous clock tower was designed by Kumar and Kishore Narsing Rana, Nepal’s first engineers trained in India and abroad. It was destroyed during the 1934 earthquake and rebuilt in simpler colonial design. The brother team was to go on to design many of the subsequent Rana palaces. 

Chandra Sumshere built Singha Durbar in 1903 as his residence. It was designed by the Narsingh brothers in neo-classical design. The palace had more than 1000 rooms arranged around seven quadrangles and was among the largest building in South Asia. It was set amid a large park with formal gardens, pavilions, fountains etc. The palace was serving as the main Secretariat building when the entire building except for the front wing was destroyed by fire in 1973. The first courtyard was reconstructed using modern construction techniques but with the original elevational treatment. The building currently houses the prime minister’s offices and the office of the National Planning Commission. The front wing which was of exquisite neo-classical design was saved from the fire. It houses the Belayati Baithak which is still used for various national ceremonies.

Bahadur Bhawan was constructed in 1889 and was later refurbished into the first hotel of Nepal, the Royal Hotel. The building was renovated and is currently in use by the National Election Commission. Lal Durbar was built for Bir Sumshere in 1890 and it got its name because of the red bricks used. It was one of the few buildings with exposed brickwork built by the Ranas. A part of the building has been renovated and incorporated into the Hotel Yak and Yeti complex.

Seto Durbar was also constructed by Bir Sumshere in 1893. Most of the palace building was destroyed by fire during the 1934 earthquake. Only a small wing of the original building remains and is visible on the west side of King’s Way behind the Mercantile Office Systems.

Phora Durbar was constructed by Bir Sumshere next to his palace in 1895 with gardens and fountains. Its name was derived from the large number of fountains. It was used mainly for cultural programs and cinema. The building was completely dismantled in 1960.

Agni Bhawan was built in 1894 for Agni Sumshere, son of Juddha Sumshere. It was remodeled into a hotel in 1964 and is still functioning as the Hotel Shanker. Keshar Mahal was built in 1895. It was built around a courtyard and was surrounded by gardens and water bodies. It is currently being used as the Ministry of Education and the Keshar Library. 

The old Sital Niwas was completed in 1923 and was designed by Kumar Narsingh Rana. The building was extensively damaged in the 1934 earthquake and had to be rebuilt. The current design was prepared by Kishore Narsingh Rana. The building is being used by the Foreign Ministry.

Following the devastating earthquake of 1934, the Ranas tried to restructure the city according to the changing times. They built thoroughfares connecting the old city to the palace complexes which were constructed outside the city cores. Juddha Sumshere introduced wide thoroughfare into the city core area of Kathmandu, opening up the Durbar square and constructing a new centre within the city. He maintained the uniform façade of Juddha Sadak, built Bhugol Park, Nepal Bank, the fire brigade and a sabha griha (Jan Sewa cinema). Many of the buildings of New Road also followed the colonial design although it was not uniform as in Juddha Sadak as they were built as individual structures. Much of Juddha Sadak still retains its original façade while that of New Road has been completely modernized. The Bhugol Park is a small sandwiched space, its openness reduced by the construction of the new large Nepal Bank building built in the open space in front of the original building which also has been demolished and replaced by a new annex. The Jan Sewa building was destroyed by fire in 1961 and a shopping centre has been built in its place.

The Ranas also built many gardens in formal classical design with well laid out gardens, summer houses, fountains, statuaries etc. Exotic plants were often imported for the gardens from Brazil and Japan. Many of the gardens have been destroyed or built over but some remain such as the gardens of Kaiser Mahal and Nepal Rastra Bank.   

