SYMBOLISM AND PROPORTION IN NEPALESE ARCHITECTURE

SYMBOLISM

The Himalayas were revered as the home of the gods, thus the temples with their pedestals and diminishing roofs could be an imitation of the mountains. Temples were often modeled after the mountain form of Mount Kailash; circumambulation around the temple representing circling of the mountain. It is not surprising Amshuvarman named his palace after Kailash. The development of the early stupa form as well as shikhara temple form was also supposed to imitate Mount Meru.

The gods were believed to require easy passage between heaven and earth and the diminishing size of the roofs with the gajur on top was believed to facilitate god’s flight to heaven. The birds ready to take flight at the roof corners were artistic manifestation of this concept and signify lightness sought in temple form. 

The square was considered the perfect form. Ziggurats, pyramids and Aztec temples were all based on the square form. The circle and the sphere which was evident everywhere was easily identifiable as God’s representation. However, because of its association with movement, lack of cardinality and infiniteness of symmetry, it was considered unsuitable by the Hindu seers. Thus the square with its centre, cardinality and limited symmetry was used to symbolize the universe. The centre of the square, the garbha griha, where god’s image was placed was considered the centre of the universe (Tiwari, 1989). 

The proto-Hindu temple form symbolized the centre of the universe, Mt Meru where the Gods lived. The people lived to the south. This concept was probably derived from the fact that the Vedic settlements on the Gangetic plains lay to the south of the Himalayas and the Himalayas were identified as the abode of the Gods.

The temple plan was based on the Vastupurushamandala- a unified design principle based on the square- and the temple represented the centre of the universe. The temple elevation was also a geometric representation of Mt. Meru.

The concept of a pyramid within a circular lake generated the concept of circumambulation as a first step in worshiping the God in the temple. While circling the temple it was theorized that the devotee would absorb and pay homage to the radiant energy emanating from the centre. Windows were set at the cardinal points, sometimes with images of guardians, to allow the energy to radiate out. 

No temple was oriented to the north as symbolically the people were supposed to live to the south. The temple structure with its central axis pointing to the sky symbolized the heavenly movement of the godly energy which was supposed to have taken up temporary residence in the temple to allow people to worship it on earth. In Hindu temples the Gods did not occupy the temple all the time so worshippers were supposed to call out to the Gods to ensure they would be there when the devotee was in the temple. Thus without worshipers the temple were not visited by the Gods.

Although very few temples are actually built in the middle of a lake (Ranipokhari), all Nepali temples are conceptualized as lying on a subterranean water body. The rituals associated with the study of the temple site picturize underground formation of white nagas which represent water. Certain elements are used in the temple to convey to the layperson the concept of the encircling water body. Each corner strut of the temple depicts a Vyala, a winged horse-like aquatic creature. At various levels, the entablatures depict Nagpasa, the snake chain. Similarly, the torana above the entrance ways include images of the Makara, nagas and fish which also represent water. 

Temples were planned according to the rules and guidelines of the Vastupurushamandala but were often modified as per site conditions and terrain. According to descriptions of old Indian writings, while laying the temple the ground was demarcated into squares representing the sacred nagas that lived underground. Nagabhanda was the chief Naga and it was the great serpent Ananta which carried the earth on its head and encircled the building site with its body. His form was divided into eight parts corresponding to the eight Digpalas, the presiding deities of the eight quarters. The serpent was believed to move under the earth making a full revolution every 3 months. His head was supposed to lie east in the middle of Ashwin. The location of the temple doorway was determined by the location of the serpent’s head. (Bernier, )  

The doorway of the temple was the passage of transformation between the profane and mundane world and the holy space of the sanctum. Sometimes the devotee was stopped at the door with the priest taking over his religious duties. The toranas above the doors symbolized the window to the sacred interior. The central figure in the torana was the deity of the temple, whether Hindu or Buddhist. The toranas gained significance when the devotees were denied access to the inner sanctum. Images of Garudas, Makaras and Nagas were arranged symmetrically around the central figure. (Bernier, )

The eyes on temple doors could be interpreted as the all seeing eyes of Adibuddha in the case of Buddhist temples and of Siva in Hindu temples. The eyes had the power to deflect and nullify the effects of the evil eye (Bernier, ). Circumambulation around the temple symbolizes circling of the lake. Devotees move along the passageways surrounding the garbha griha. In the case of double core wall, circumambulation along the inner wall is generally limited to the priests.

When the temple is raised on a plinth figures along the stairways were supposed to guard the deity. They were mounted hierarchically in order of their relative physical or religious power to defend the deity. Even human figures of known extraordinary strength could be included as in the case of wrestlers Jai Mal and Patta at the entrance to Dattatraya temple. Usually located at the highest level were minor deities with powers greater than that of men or animals eg. Simhini and Vyagini at the top level of Nyatapola. (Bernier, )

A lotus, agnishala and the pillar with the gods vehicle were set along the central axis of the temple. The lotus defined the temple area while the pillar probably defined the sacred area surrounding the temple, a line beyond which the devout never entered with shoes on.

In Buddhism life was considered to be an endless cycle of births and rebirths and the circular form was used to indicate the endless path. Just as the square plan of the temples, the spherical dome symbolized the infinite cosmos, the home of the Gods. The anda contained the garbha or the relic bija of a monk or Buddha. The 13 tiers supporting the parasol symbolized the 13 steps required to attain nirvana and break from the continuous cycle of rebirths. The eyes of the harmika symbolized the energy radiating out. The yasti was a symbol of the tree rising from the earth.

Kings were considered gods, an incarnation of the Lord Vishnu so the palace contained some of the symbolic elements of a temple. It was the highest and grandest secular building, its height surpassed only by that of the agamachem temples. Guardian images often flanked the entrance.

PROPORTIONS

The vastushastras have presented the square as one or divided into 4,9,16,25…1024 squares called padas. The Nepali builders apparently restricted themselves to using the vastupurushamandalas which were divided into odd number of squares eg. 1,9,25,49,81, 121..961. The most commonly used plan in the temples of Kathmandu was one using 81 squares. The odd number is also apparent in the temples plans where odd number of bays is selected, normally 3 to 5 (Tiwari, 1989).

The design module (pada for the mandala) of the temple is determined by dividing the outer measurement of the temple by 2n-1 where n is the number of tiers in a temple when odd or the number of bays in the lowest core when tiers are even. When both conditions apply, n will be the greater of the number of tiers of bays. The lion face motif (simhamvah) one of the smallest temple decorations is an indication of the artisan’s working module as their numbers are always equal on each face of the temple. The standard design module determines the sizes of the temple core and the roof above. The reduction in size of the successive roofs is determined by reducing the roof size by one or more modules (Tiwari, 1989).

The temple symbolically represents the mountain. In determining the ideal height of a temple, the Nepali builders appear to have followed the dictates of Matsyapurana which prescribes that the total height of the temple should be twice or three times the width of the temple plan. Some old handwritten texts show two or three triangles raised on each other to reach the finial height. However, the height of the triangles drawn have been found to vary from the actual width e.g. w, 8/9w, 7/9w, 6/7w, 4/5w (Tiwari, 1989).

An old manuscript outlining steps for the repair and maintenance of temples shows the use of 3 proportioning triangles to determine the heights of important elements in elevation e.g. eave level of roofs, level of neck band of lion faces (simhamvah), junction level of lower roofs and upper core walls. Applying this principle to the elevation of Narayan Dega, the proportions of the different elements appear to conform to the given principle.

If H is the height of the proportioning triangle, the height of the temple is 3H. According to the manuals, the lowest downturned triangle extends from the “ritual base” to the “ritual roof” of the temple. The level of the first triangle normally ends at the simhamvah level, however, the base of the triangle may not exactly coincide with the base plan of the temple. In a linga temple, the base of the triangle coincides with the level of the jalahari (Tiwari, 1989).

Rectangular temples are dedicated to Bhairav, Bhimsen, Balkumari and specific devis. The proportion of the plans differ from 5:9 for Jayabageswori, Bhuvaneswori and Bag Bhairav to 5:7 for Balkumari (Patan) to 5:6 for Bhagawati temple at Nala and 3:4 for Bhimsen Patan.

