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A Model of the Universe in Kathmandu’s Old
Royal Palace

Gudrun Bithnemann

University of Wisconsin-Madison

HE HANUMANDHOKA, THE OLD ROYAL PALACE OF KATHMANDU Is, along with other
buildings on the Darbar Square, among the world heritage sites listed by
uNEesco. The palace was built and rebuilt over a long period of time and thus
contains sections belonging to different time periods. The section dating to the
period of the Saha kings (the second half of the eighteenth century) has long
been accessible to the public. However, the sections dating originally from the
Malla period (the twelfth to eighteenth centuries) have been strictly off-limits
and inaccessible even to scholars. They were described by Vajracarya (1976),
published in Nepali. This scholar had access to the palace for a short time in the
1970s but was not allowed to take photographs. Thus, the sites have remained
unstudied and undocumented in photographs. In early 2012, two courtyards be-
came (partially) accessible to the public: (Man)mohan (also called Mohankalr)
courtyard and Sundari courtyard. Scholarly work is still difficult here; some
shrines are closed and photography is not permitted.

Mohan courtyard (Fig. 1), the residential courtyard of the Malla kings and
their families, was built in 1649 under King Pratapa Malla of Kathmandu (r. 1641—
1674). It was repaired and reconfigured in 1822 under King Rajendra Vikram
Shah and has undergone many renovations up to the present. In the centre of the
courtyard is a sunken stepped fountain (Fig. 2), which boasts a large number of
Tantric sculptures along its walls, which are mostly unidentified. The fountain
was constructed in 1652 under King Pratapa Malla, who contributed significantly
to enhancing the royal palace with works of art.

The focus of this paper is one artifact in this courtyard (Fig. 3). It was commis-
sioned and installed by King Pratapa Malla in 1656, a few years after the fountain,
as is attested in an inscription on the artifact. Two statues, identified as Ganesa
and Parvati, now flank the artifact. They were apparently moved here from an-
other location and seem to belong to a group of sculptures of the Siva family
(Sivaparivara), which included Gane$a, a seated Parvati with her hands forming
the afijali gesture, Skanda and Nand1 placed around a $ivalirnga.
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2 A MODEL OF THE UNIVERSE IN KATHMANDU’S OLD ROYAL PALACE

Figure 1: Mohan courtyard in the Hantimandhoka palace. Photo courtesy of N. Gutschow.

The entire artifact is a model of the universe likely based on Puranic concepts.
The text inscribed on the uppermost disk (Fig. 4) refers to it as bhiigola, a word
whose literal meaning is “earth ball”, that is, the terrestrial globe. The word
bhiigola is glossed as prthvi, earth, in the inscription and bhuvana (“world, earth”)
in a ritual text, which post-dates the artifact and can be attributed to the eight-
eenth century. This term is applicable to the uppermost disk which is round and
inscribed with the names of different continents, as discussed below.

The model shows, at the bottom, seven disks (Fig. 5) each featuring a wavy
band, the traditional design symbolizing water. On one side (Fig. 6) (the side
where Varaha's foot points forward) the wavy line is interrupted and the names
of the seven parts or lokas of the subterranean region are inscribed, one on
each disk, starting from the lowermost one: patalaloka, rasatalaloka, talatalaloka,
mahatalaloka, sutala<tala>Iloka, vitala<tala>loka and atala<tala>Iloka.* A tortoise
(kitrma) occupies the space atop these disks (Fig. 7).

Visnu's boar avatara (Varaha) is positioned on its back with his legs in the
militant (alidha) stance. His left foot is placed on the tortoise’s head. According
to Indian mythology Varaha rescues the earth from the cosmic waters. Here he

1 The names are written as patala rokam, stitala rokam, vitala rokam and atala rokam.
rasatalo rokam, talatala rokam, mahatala rokam,
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Figure 2: Sunken stepped fountain and model of the universe. Photo courtesy of S. Dongol.

is shown with a boar’s head, a human body and a long garland of forest flowers
(vanamald) around his neck. He is shown in the form of a four-armed Bhiivaraha,
who holds a disk (cakra) and a lotus in his upper hands and a club and a conch
in the lower hands. The deity supports the earth goddess (Bhii) on the upraised
elbow of his upper left arm.> The back of the sculpture of Varaha is adorned with
a floral design (Fig. 8), which indicates that the artifact was meant to be viewed
from all sides. The earth goddess holds a large disk, the bhiigola, aloft with the
palm of her proper left hand. She sits in lalitasana, with her right leg folded and
her left leg hanging down. The outer rim of the disk is encircled by the body of
a divine serpent (naga).

The lower disks, the tortoise, the figure of Bhiivaraha and the bhiigola are
made of brass. The artifact measures about 26cm in height and the upper disk,
the bhiigola, 44 cm in diameter.

2 For the iconography of Varaha, see, (2019: 515-16), especially the four-armed
for example, Gail (1977) and Rangarajan Bhivaraha from Bhaktapur (von Schroeder
(1997:34—46). For Varaha sculptures in 2019: 524, plate 169B).

the Kathmandu Valley, see von Schroeder
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4 A MODEL OF THE UNIVERSE IN KATHMANDU’S OLD ROYAL PALACE

Figure 3: Model of the universe. Photo courtesy of S. Dongol.

The upper disk bears detailed inscriptions, including the names of the prin-
cipal rivers and mountains with their dimensions and extensions on the seven
continents (dvipa), the names of the oceans surrounding the continents and the
names of the cities (pur7) surrounding Mount Sumeru. The yellow and red
powders applied to parts of the disk show that the artifact has become an ob-
ject of worship.

An untitled eighteenth-century ritual text written in the Newari language
and catalogued as “The method for making fire offerings to the [deities in the]
fountain of Mohancuka on its anniversary”3 details invocations made for a ritual

3 The name of the ritual text has been recon-
structed in Sanskrit as *Mohanacukaprana-
likavarsavardhanahutividhi. The textis known
from two manuscripts. The more import-
ant of the two is a concertina-type paper
manuscript (thyasaphii) preserved in the Na-
tional Archives of Nepal in Kathmandu
(MS Kathmandu NAK 8/1994) and access-

ible through the Nepalese-German Manu-
script Cataloguing Project (NGMCP), reel
no. A 1252/16. The manuscript may date
back to the eighteenth century. The second
manuscript of the text was formerly in the
private collection of Ram Jvalanand Sharma,
Patan and now belongs to his son Niran
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Figure 4: Uppermost disk. Photo courtesy of S. Dongol.

performed on the anniversary of the consecration of the fountain in the centre
of the courtyard. This text includes the model of the universe as one object of
worship among a large number of Tantric deities whose sculptures are installed
in the fountain. This fact may indicate that in the eighteenth century the model,
considered a divinity, was positioned closer to the fountain.

The ritual text directs the priest(s) to make fire offerings to the bhiigola by
uttering the names of the seven subterranean regions patala, rasatala, talatala,
mahatala, sutalatala, vitalatala, atalatala, followed by the names kiirma (tortoise),

Varaha (Boar) and prthot (Earth).
The brief passage runs as follows:
qdl Yaa+am |l
qATSSHHRE 74 : |

Jvalanand (Rajopadhyaya) Sharma. Mr.
Sharma made a photocopy of the manu-
script available to me after removing the
seed syllables (not to be shown to the
non-initiated) in the text with a white cor-
rection fluid. This late-nineteenth-century
concertina-type paper manuscript (thyds-
aphii) is probably a copy of the first ma-

nuscript. Shrestha (2013) reproduced the
Patan manuscript, in which the mantras
had been removed with white correction
fluid. He also transcribed the text of the ma-
nuscript from the Newari into Devanagari
script but offered no analysis or translation.
4 The scribe wrote ¥da instead of ¥a+.
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6 A MODEL OF THE UNIVERSE IN KATHMANDU’S OLD ROYAL PALACE

Figure 5: Seven disks with water design. Photo courtesy of G.V. Vajracharya.

TEASSERE a1: |l
ASTASHIHRE a7: |l
HETASSERME a4: ||
GASasa®E a4: |l
IEGESERIEARGEA]
AASASSIEHE a4: ||
FA

FUEN

EiRcifl

“Then [an offering] for the ‘[model of the] universe’ (bhuvana).

Obeisance to patalaloka.
Obeisance to rasatalaloka.
Obeisance to talatalaloka.
Obeisance to mahatalaloka.
Obeisance to sutalatalaloka.
Obeisance to vitalatalaloka.
Obeisance to atalatalaloka.
Tortoise. Boar. Earth.”
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Figure 6: Names of the seven parts (loka) of the subterranean regions. Photo courtesy of S. Dongol.

The names invoked in the ritual text are identical with the ones in the final section
of the text inscribed on the uppermost disk of the artifact, the bhiigola. They are:>

A%

A

QTATSAIEH,
“Earth. Boar. Tortoise. Vitalaloka, sutalaloka, mahatalaloka, talatalaloka,
rasatalaloka, patalaloka.”

5 Vajracarya 1976: 217. U, AETas U, dBas s, Was U and

inscription as published by qrdts Uh

Vajracarya (1976: 217) reads: faae U, gao
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8 A MODEL OF THE UNIVERSE IN KATHMANDU’S OLD ROYAL PALACE

-

(

Figure 8: Back of the figure of Varaha with floral design. Photo courtesy of S. Dongol.
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One name, atalatalaloka, has been omitted, which could be a printing error or an
oversight on the part of Vajracarya.

Compared to the brief passage in the ritual text, the inscription on the disk,
written in the Newari language (with some Sanskrit), is much more detailed than
the ritual text. It was published by Vajracarya (1976:212-17 (inscription 25)).
Already in the 1970s parts of the text could no longer be deciphered and are
indicated by dots in the publication. The inscription has further deteriorated
since then and the disk is now affected with rust.

From the inscribed text we learn that the artifact was commissioned by King
Pratapa Malla in 1656. The text inscribed on the disk is arranged as a chart which
contains lotus petals, squares and circles but no engraved figures. It awaits a
detailed study based on high-quality photographs.”

We do not know the source(s) for the text inscribed on the disk. Material
from the Purana literature is likely to have been used. The inscription states that
King Pratapa Malla had the bhiigola (glossed as prthovi) inscribed after consulting
personally the “Sastras”.®

Questions that can be raised are: Why did the king commission this artifact?
What was its use before the eighteenth century, when the ritual text included it
as one of the objects venerated in courtyard? Was its function purely religious,
educational or related to royal prestige?

One possible function may be suggested by dharmasastra texts that discuss
the merits of gift giving (dana). They recommend that a king give the gift of
the earth to Brahmins as part of a meritorious ritual. Such a gift is already de-
scribed in section 10 titled bhiimidana of the Atharvaveda-Parisista. A description
of the ritual is also found in Matsya-Purana 284.1-21 and cited in the “section on
gifting” (danakanda) of Laksmidhara’s Krtyakalpataru.® This latter text was com-
posed in the first half of the twelfth century in central North India. According
to this textual material, the king should make a golden replica of the earth that
includes Jambtidvipa with its parts such as Mount Meru and the nine subcon-
tinents (varsa). As Krtyakalpataru, Danakanda 4.11.1-2 states (citing the Matsya-
Purana):

FT: G TSI THHA
qAETIRL OGS 4.11.1

7 Due to the inaccessibility of the artifact gl 9 fosaret 990 ... and p-217:
and the difficulties involved in reading the SRECIEt e Ko R C) gﬁ[_lacuna_]qagg‘m
inscription it is not possible to provide a de- foanfamETiestata i

tailed analysis at this time. - 9 See Brick (2015:336-39 (text) and 115-17
8 See Vajracarya 1976:213: ... STIIdIHGGH (translation)) for this ritual.

T STHEEA IH T G U o3 WPFiis
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10 A MODEL OF THE UNIVERSE IN KATHMANDU’S OLD ROYAL PALACE

FRAGRE 2ff SHgargHIRu)
Wﬁmml
WW" 4.11.2"°

I shall now explain the unsurpassable Gift of the Earth, which des-
troys men’s sins and obliterates inauspiciousness. (1)

A man should have a golden Earth built that contains a replica of Jam-
btidvipa, including the Border Mountains, Mount Meru at its center,
the eight World-Protectors, and the nine Subcontinents.” (2)"

The uppermost disk of King Pratapa Malla’s artifact, the bhiigola, is indeed
a golden colour and appears to correspond to that description. However, the
objection can be raised that if the artifact was indeed a case of a bhiimidana, why
is it still in the palace of the donor and not with the donee?

Pratapa Malla’s artifact may have also functioned as a symbol of power and
prestige. Sumathi Ramaswamy has written extensively on the significance and
role of globes in Mughal India as symbols of world rulership, authority, power
and prestige. Her picture album “Going Global in Mughal India”** includes rep-
resentations of Mughal kings holding globes in their hands or standing on them
or using them as a footstool. Many of these globes date from the time of Shah
Jahan, the mid-seventeenth century, which is also the time when Pratapa Malla’s
bhiigola was made.

The globes held or stepped upon by the Mughal kings are spherical European
globes. Several spherical globes based on concepts from the Puranas have also
been noted.’> The oldest Puranic globe is the one made by one Ksemakarna,
whose date corresponds to 1571 ce. It is now in the Museum of the History of
Science at Oxford' and was studied by Digby (1973). The piece is actually a
storage box with an attached hinge and locking clasp.

There is apparently no artifact comparable in shape to King Pratapa Malla’s
model of the universe with its lower disks, the figures of the tortoise, Visnu's
Boar manifestation supporting the earth goddess holding the bhiigola. It is quite
possible that the king, who is considered an innovator and somewhat of an ec-
centric in Nepalese history,'> was the first to commission this object. Since the
artifact contains not just a sculpture of the earth goddess, but of Varaha rescuing
the goddess it may also allude to Pratapa Malla rescuing his country.

10 Brick 2015: 336. late L. Evans Collection. See also Gole
11 Brick 2015: 115. 1989: 26, 74 and Schwartzberg 1992: 352, 426
12 See Ramaswamy 2019. (plate 26).

13 Schwartzberg 1992: 352-58. 15 Slusser 1982: V.1, 191.

14 Accession no. 10/27-10, no. 2191 of the
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