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Introduction 

When we speak about Regionalism in Architecture, 
we are trying to find out the very root of Architecture 
at the macro scale. Architecture being a product of 
climate, social customs, social values and norms, need 
not be identical between two countries within a 
region. A glance at the architecture of a country may 
give tentative idea about the architecture of the region 
in which that particular country lies but the study 
remains incomplete unless we study the regional issues 
of which it is ultimately a product. 

In the architecture of the Indian sub-continent region, 
we find some resemblance in architectural character, 
style and constructional techniques, but if we study in 
depth the architecture of each individual country we 
find quite a new picture. To some extent, architectural 
concepts derived from the point of view of the climate 
are almost identical but socio-cultural tradition and 
behaviour are reflected quite differently. 

Architecture is dynamic, continuously adopting new 
science and technology to fulfil the changing demand 
of mankind. In the past science and technology 
remained confined to a particular region where they 
originated, whereas with the present pace of develop
ment in communications, they cannot remain con
fined and are adopted in various parts of the world. 
If the architectural style of one country or region is 
adopted in another country or region, it is modified 
according to the local environment, socio-cultural 
background, and religion Therefore, whilst regional 
issues create a cohesiveness local issues are embodied 
in architecture which create uniqueness. If we wish to 
know why Nepalese architecture is, what it is, we can 
find answers only in Nepal's geography, climate, 
social customs, values and norms. 

Architectural issues of Nepal 

Nepal is roughly the shape of an uneven rectangle 
measuring 800 kilometres east to west and 170 

kilometres on average from north to south. It extends 
along the Himalayas between longitude 80° and 83° 
east, and latitudes 26° and 30° north. Nepal is a land
locked country between China on the north and 
India on the east, west and south. It exhibits a wide 
range of terrain with more than 80% of the country 
covered by hills and mountains. The country is 
divided into three distinct physical regions running 
north to south namely the Himalayan Region, the 
Midland Region and the Terai Region 

The Himalayan Region ranges from 5000 metres to 
over 8000 metres and contains Mount Everest, the 
highest mountain peak in the world. This region 
accounts for about 23% of total land area, and is 
influenced by Buddhist culture embodied in Lamaist 
philosophical thought from Tibet across the border to 
the north. Architecture and other works created 
under the influence of Buddhist culture have not lost 
any of their original integrity or intensity of thought 
and expression. On the contrary, the innate integrity 
in Sherpa architecture can be traced to the principles 
on which it is based. 

In the valleys of the Khumbu regions architecture is 
influenced by climate and environment. The roofs of 
houses however are different from those in Tibet. For 
whereas in Tibet roofs are flat on account of light 
rainfall, in Khumbu, as in other regions of central and 
southern Nepal where rainfall is heavy, they are of the 
ridge or sloping type. Roofs of houses in Khumbu, 
though differing from those in Tibet resemble more 
closely those of houses across the border in Bhutan, 
south-east of the Himalayas. 

Throughout Khumbu, Sherpa villages are the inevit
able result of a conscious choice of the sites on which 
they are built, as well as of a deep respect for tradi
tion and religious principles. An important feature of 
the villages, which does not strike the onlooker at 
first sight, but which gradually emerges on further 
analysis, is the invisible though definite link existing 
between the scattered groups of houses. Here again 
the origin of the link is to be found in the Sherpas' 
common religious tradition; the link i~ so strongly 
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forged that it has given rise to social integration and 
finn spiritual unity, which not only permits day-to
day village life to be lived to the full, but also enables 
the villagers to endure the rigours of an exceptionally 
harsh environment 

Embedded in the precepts of Tibetan Lamaist tradi
tion and civilisation, the Sherpa villages of Khumbu, 
despite recent social and political upheavals, are still 
in the main unspoilt, though the danger of their being 
spoilt by so called innovation in the future is ever 
present. 

The Midland region with an altitude from 1000 metres 
to 5000 metres covers about 60% of total area. The 
temperatures usually vary from rc (mean minimum) 
to 24°C (mean maximum) with average rainfall of 
about 1300 millimetres per annum. Kathmandu the 
capital city of Nepal lies in this region. 

For long periods in the past, the Kathmandu valley 
alone signified the entire kingdom of Ancient Nepal 
and is very rich in culture, art and architecture. The 
main originators of the cultural heritage of the valley 
are the people now known as Newars, an amalgation 
of ethnically diverse peoples interacting within the 
environment of the valley, whose cultural achieve
ments over several centuries have become expressive 
of the contemporary integrated nation as a whole. 

With two religions flourishing in the land from early 

Settlement pattern of the Himalayan region 

96 

times, Brahmanism and Buddhism, the people of the 
valley constitute two main religious communities, the 
Shiva Margis and the Buddha Margis: From earliest 
known times, Nepali religious life had a spirit not 
only of toleration but of mutual respect among sects 
The religious hannony and sense of mutual respect 
between the two different religions, Hinduism and 
Buddhism exists today 

The division of society into these main groups did not 
interfere with most fonns of social activities, although 
interdining and intennarriage did not occur. The 
social customs and behaviour of the two religious 
communities did not deviate seriously 

Traditional monumental architecture of Bhaktapur, Durbar 
Square 
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Monumental architecture of "Malia period". Traditional style of old settlement of Malia King, Patan Durbar Square 

The rich and unique culture and high religious moral 
of the people of this valley helped to create unique 
Art and Architecture. The impact of Tantrism in the 
valley'S religion first manifested itself in the creation 
of awe-inspiring deities having ferocious forms which 
resulted in new centres for the worship of certain 
female divinities among which the Ashta Matrikas 
were prominent. They included Kumari, Rudrayani, 
Chaumunda (also Kankashvari or Bhadrakali), 
Vaishnavi, Indrayani, Brahmayani, Mahalaxmi and 
Varaki. 

In some areas, goddesses worshipped, did not have 
any sectarian colour, many others did not carry any 
iconographic form and were represented solely by 
lumps of stone or symbolised by water vessels. Such 
goddesses were Vajrajogini, Vajravarahi, Buheshvari, 
Raktakali, Naradevi, Talaju, Sankata, Ugratera and 
Annapuma. 

Religious festivals are often highlighted by masked 
dancing in which people wear masks and costumes to 
represent the divinities and enact tales of their 
exploits. Some of the noted masked troupes in the 
valley are those ofNavdurga ofBhadgaon, Mahakali 
dance, Bhairab and Bhakhu of Kathmandu. 

The towns of the Kathmandu valley are liberally 
interspersed and beautified with religious architec
tural features such as the temples, Viharas, Chaityas, 
water conduits, monolithic pillars holding aloft the 
statues of the kings and patis or public resting places, 
which were all intimately associated with the every
day socio-religious life. 

Architecture of "Medieval period", Bhaktapur, Durbar 
Square 

Traditional culture and festivals of Kathmandu Valley 
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Settlement pattern 

Bas~d on geographical, socio-cultural and religious 
factors the early inhabitants of the valley reached a 
relatively unique and advanced stage of urban culture. 
The man-made environment we see in the valley today 
can be considered largely the work of man on nature 
during the last three hundred years. 

Centuries of habitation in the valley have illustrated 
that religious and rich cultural impact on man is an 
important factor in the creation of the existing 
physical setting. Most of the prominent settlements of 
the valley date back to the beginning of the Malla 
period (13th to 18th centuries) and have remained 
in the compact forms that were established then. 
Closely spaced houses with narrow streets and small 
courtyards are located mostly on upland, plains 
between or along rivers and are uniformly built of 
burnt and unburnt clay bricks. 

In spite of variations in size, geographic location 
and economic activities of their inhabitants, the 
settlements are not radically different from one 
another irrespective of whether they were called towns 
or village. They are far from merely smaller or larger 
conglomerations of single housing units designed to 
provide shelter, they form institutional and social 
units for performing the various functions involved in 
the life of the people. 

Settlement pattern of Kathmandu city core. 
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Aside from the historic necessity for defence and the 
need for proximity to cultivated fields, the compact 
form of vertically oriented living is motivated by a 
strong concern for preserving the rich agricultural 
land and avoiding its inefficient use. 

Most towns and villages have some direct association 
with gods or temples. The central area of the town 
is marked by an open space upon which streets and 
roads converge. Often the space is the site of the 
temple to the village god, forming along with the 
water pond(s) the nucleus around which the settle
ment grows. This association of the settlements with 
the physical structures dedicated to the gods is very 
important to their organisation. There are two major 
patterns The temples may be within the care of the 
settlements, set in extensive open spaces, as the 
temples in Kirtipur dedicated to Bag Bairab and in 
Bungamati dedicated to the Machhendranath, or they 
may be outside the settlement, as Vajravarahi at 
Chapagaon or Vajrajogini at Sankhu. 

This layout is not oriented toward horizontal ex
pansion so population growth occurs vertically. 
Naturally, the detailed settlement plans differ accord
ing to the geographic characteristics of the site. 
Generally, the streets of most settlements are more or 
less straight, often forming fairly rectangular patterns. 
The streets are mostly brick paved and the houses, 
of rather uniform height, seldom over three and one
half storeys, built on either side and have at least 
the brick walls of the compounds adjoining. Those 
enclosing a courtyard are sometimes secular out
growths of earlier monastic units and are termed 
bahals - this is particularly true in the cities. In 
most courtyards there are small free standing shrines 
called chaityas, and particularly in bahals there is 
a shrine within the ground floor of the building. Of 
functional and visual importance are the open ponds 
and water tanks existing in each settlement. They are 
found either in partially or totally enclosed courtyards 
or frequently as twin ponds at either end of the main 
road; often near an archway or gate. These factors 
coupled with a lack of unutilised housing spaces 
within the compact settlements create a generally 
homogeneous character throughout. 

Of distinctly different character are the habitations 
and settlements of the people who came to the valley 
after the Gurkha conquest. These groups of people 
were not generally as well integrated or as closely 
knit as the Newar society. Families, representing 
a variety of castes and occupational groups, were 
more independent. The resulting settlements were 
dispersed rather than a compact grouping of houses. 
Traditionally mountain people, these newcomers 
settled mostly along the mountain rim in areas 
of differentiated slopes. Soil quality and fertility 
were insufficient to support large concentrations of 
people. Development patterns show major differences 
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between the Newar settlements, where primary 
considerations were. defence and social continuity, 
and the later dispersed settlements where there was 
little concern about defence and less social unity 
to maintain. 

The Terai region is the plain in the southern part of 
the country and covers approximately 17% of total 
land area, averaging only 300 metres above sea level. 
The climate is tropical with temperature ranging 
from lloC to 41°C. This belt alone produces 60% of 
the total agricultural production and supports about 
33% of the total population. This physical division of 
the country does not have uniqueness in its culture, art 
and architecture. It has architecture which is derived 
from and similar to Indo-Aryan peoples of northern 
India. This group includes Brahmin, Rajput, Tharu, 
Rajbansi, Dhimal, Satar and Muslim. 

Regionalism and Nepalese architecture 

Nepal is a divine nation in view of its art and archi
tecture and harmony between man, religion and 
nature, under diverse ecological settings. 

The Kathmandu valley is considered the museum of 
Nepal's culture, art and architecture. The city of 
Kathmandu was famous as a city of temples and 
festivals. The essence of her richness in culture and 
architecture one can still experience. Nature has 
played a primary role in shaping Nepalese architec
ture. The unity between different ethnic group has 
enabled this country to remain a place of peace and 
safety. The country remained virtually cut-off from 
the outside world until the middle of this century. 

The unique architectural features of the Kirati, 
Lichhavi, and Malla period are a reflection of the 
civilisation up to 7th century B.C. and there is much 
evidence of architectural progress in that period. The 
city called Devpatan was established along the bank 
of Bagmati river in that period and brick houses with 
tile roof were constructed. 

The description of buildings given by Chinese traveller 
in the 6th century A.D. shows the advanced develop
ment of architecture achieved by the people of Nepal 
of that period. 

From the historical point of view Kathmandu city was 
planned in the form of the sword of the goddess 
Manjushree. During the Malla period the art of 
making wooden carved windows flourished and at the 
same time the soil of the valley being suitable, many 
houses were built of brick. 

With the fast pace of modern development, new 
cheap materials have been introduced in building 
construction. These days traditional materials cannot 
be afforded by common man, and have become a 
status symbol. The haphazard import_of modern 
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technology, ignoring economic and social factor and 
the effect of the mass media has had quite an adverse 
effect on traditional architecture. 

Ifwe don't take it seriously then in the future we may 
have identity problem. We are accepting all the new 
developments in the name of modernisation. Our 
main problem is to explore our need first and to 
develop ideas acceptable to our socio-cultural and 
economic background. How far it is practical to 
import ideas or technique is a subject for architects 
to explore. 

Different parts of the world have different identity and 
that is due to geographical condition. Geographical 
and climatic conditions are the factors which cause the 
evolution of the life-style of society and their food 
habits for example All these factors ultimately 
influence the development of an architectural style. 
Architecture develops according to the regional 
conditions and Nepal in this case cannot be an excep
tion. One can see the environmental effect clearly in 
the Nepalese architecture, whether it is medieval or 
modern architecture, whether urban or rural. 

The developed countries of the world are experienc
ing a big technological leap. Importing technology or 
borrowing new ideas without thinking often proves to 
be a costly affair both socially and economically. 

If we do not analyse problems and make our needs 
clear and if we blindly follow this may lead to hazards 
which underdeveloped country like ours cannot 
sustain. Technology should always be adopted in such 
a way that it should satisfy our regional or local 
needs. We should not dream of high rise building or 
skyscrapers when there is much space still left to be 
utilised. 

Rural architecture mainly involves shelter problems. 
Architecture in this situation should be down to earth 
and does not require high sounding principles. It does 
not believe in monumentality or sculptor or costly 
additions. In the solving of such problems the use 
of locally available materials and technology should 
be encouraged. Rural architecture should be very 
practical. This is clearly visible if we study any rural 
houses in detail anywhere in the world. 

Local builders have almost left behind their old 
traditional architecture and use the new technology 
whether good or bad. This is because of the com
munication of ideas and new cheap imitations which 
have arrived. Even the technocrats of the developing 
countries imagine high and think about American and 
Europe. Thus our architectural style and heritage 
have been endangered and this tendency should be 
checked if we really want to keep our identity alive. 

Most of the developed or semi-developed countries 
of the world offer training and education in architec
ture to students from developing countries. They 
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only teach irrelevant history or new technological 
development unsuitable for the student's regional 
situation. As a result, a student faced with the 
practical situation, designs or solves the problem as 
he was taught. He is often incapable of judging the 
prevailing values and needs of the region. This just 
adds one more complexity to the existing problem. 
Architectural education should emphasise the 
regional problems and appropriate technology, 
better still institutions should be established within 
every region to study architecture in the regional 
situation. 

I wish to conclude that Regionalism in Architecture 
must be respected, for, it is the foundation on which 
architecture stands. It seems worthless to talk about 
architecture without considering its origin and 
simultaneously consider the preservation and moder
nisation of Regional Architecture. I feel that 
architects should be sincere and honest in their 
profession, respecting the regional factors which I 
have outlined 

All photoglaphs and illustrations courtesy oj Ranjan Singh 
Shah 


