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Introduction

As SVBF is building the authentic temple for

Sharadamba, Chandra-mouleeswara, and Adi

Sankara at the lush green Pocono Mountains in

Stroudsburg, PA, it is only appropriate to

understand the elements of the architecture of a

traditional Hindu temple and the consecration

rituals.

The Hindu Temple is not a building. It is a

conception of Divinity; it represents a combination

of religion and art. Its roots go back to the very

remote past, to the earliest stages of human•s career!

Though the rays of the sun illumine everywhere,

the placement of a mirror focuses the light and can

even burn a paper! Similarly, the glory of the Lord

is seen in all of creations, and the temples play the

role of mirrors where the prayers by the community

together strengthens the community and enhances

the •sAnnidhyamŽ. So temple worship became a

tradition that helped to bring the communities

together. Depending on the desires of the

community, installation (pratishthapana) and

worship of the image(s) of the ishTa devata(s)

became popular and reinforced the deep rooted

religious sentiments. In this context, our scriptures

recommend building of a temple as one of the

highest of dharmas!

The temple architecture:

 The science and details of temple architecture are

seen in the vastu sastra. The sacred image of the
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deity to whom the temple is dedicated, is housed

in a small sanctuary within the temple known as

garbhagriha (womb-chamber), indicating the

location of the kernel or essence of the temple.

Precise scriptural injunctions regulate the

production of these sacred images. The incidence

of divine presence in the form of the image occurs

upon completion of the praTishThApana ceremony,

which will be discussed later. The sacredness of the

image in the garbhagriha expresses itself as a

powerful force whose influence expands outwards

in all directions; hence the potency of the other

images that are aligned with these forces, especially

those positioned in the centers of north, west and

south sanctum walls. These considerations require

enormous skills on the part of the temple designer

(sthapati) to position the other deities in

appropriate places. Especially in a temple that

houses several deities, this becomes a very complex

design.

Fig. 1 Outward radiation of energy
from center of sanctum1
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The cosmology of temple plan

Great importance is given to the establishment of

the ground plan because it functions as a geometric

sketch (mandala) of the structure of Universe. It

is usually a square divided into a number of grids

which is taken to be a microscopic image of the

universe. By constructing this diagram to regulate

the form of the temple, a symbolic connection is

created, binding together the world of the devatas

- the Universe - and its miniature construction

through the work of man - the temple. The central

and largest square is occupied by Brahma or some

other prominent God-head, associated with

creation. Arranged around this are the planets, the

directional guardian deities and other astronomical

deities.  It may also contain an image of the cosmic

•manŽ - vAstu purusha - arranged diagonally, each

square connected with the process of creation of

the Universe and its underlyig structure. (Fig. 2)

In the Rig Veda ( 7.54.1) vAstu purusha is identified

with Indra (vAstoshpati) . However, in the later lore,

vAstu purusha is regarded as a demon (or at best a

demi-god) whose permission is necessary before

beginning any construction on the site!

The mandala is drawn on the ground before even

starting the building construction and the details

are outlined in brihatsamhitA, one of the early

treatises on astrology (& astronomy) including

details of temple construction. The term mandala

symbolizes the totality of existence. Associated

with this is the belief that the center of the

Universe is the mythical Mount Meru around

which all the continents, islands etc. are arranged.

In the temple, the square sanctum is the outer

mandala, the vimAna on top symbolizes Mount

Meru. The central point of the square mandala is

the position of the Icon. When a devotee enters

a temple, he actually enters into a mandala, and

therefore into a power field!

Temple and Human Constitution

Scriptures say that •the human body is the temple

and the soul is the God withinŽ. Interestingly the

architectural terminology used in the texts are the

names of parts of the human body; for example,

feet (pAda), knee (jAnu), belly (kukshi), neck

(grIva), face (mukha), nose (nAsika), head (sIrsha)

etc. As a temple is laid, it is believed to picture a

man in the lying posture. His feet denote the

entrance tower (rAja Gopuram), his waist portion,

the hall; his heart, the porch; his head, the

sanctum; the point where the eye brows meet, the

seat of the vigraha. In another version, the neck

represents the sanctum, the head represents the

tower and the heart represents the porch from

where the devotee looks at the vigraha.
Figure 2. Mandala and vAstu Purusha
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Bali PeeTham (Altar)

The altar (bali-peeTha) is an indispensable

associate of the sanctum. It is a stylized stone seat

on which food offerings to the attendant divinities

are placed after the main offering in the sanctum.

Several such seats are placed in several parts of the

temple as determined by the canonical texts.

Dhwaja-stamba: Flag Staff

The flag-staff (dhvaja-shamba) is often erected

close to the bali-peetha. The early purpose was only

to indicate the position of the sanctum. In some

practices it was not intended as a permanent

structure and putting it up marked the commence-

ment of occasional festivals in the temple. In some

parts of India, particularly in the North, long and

flowing banners are flown from the tower of the

temple itself. In course of time, the flag-staff

became a permanent fixture in temples. The

wooden pole, covered with copper, brass or silver

is installed on a raised stone platform, often square

in shape, in front of the sanctum. At the top, there

are three horizontal perches (indicating

righteousness, reputation and prosperity or the

Trnity), pointing towards the sanctum. Hoisting a

flag on the dhvajastamba marks the beginning of

festivals. It is also customary to decorate the flag-

staff with a cloth. Hoisting the flag also symbolizes

setting out for victory. The devotee coming into the

temple would resolve to conquer his own baser

nature and mean disposition. Also the term dhvaja

also means whatever is raised with connotations of

hope, desire, pride, will etc. Whatever raises man

to a higher level of understanding is symbolized by

the dhvaja.

Rituals

To enable our understanding of the aesthetic and

religious aspects of the temple symbol, our

tradtion has formulated a doctrinal approach

which encompasses the concept, the procedure

and the purpose of temple building. The temple

is also a medium of rituals. The rituals serve to

provide for us a shelter between our inherent

limitations and the perfection that we strive to

seek, which is a divine quality !

Over the yugas!

In our scriptures, we divide time into yugas, satya

(or krita), treta, dwApara and kali. Kali is the time

domain where we live. To give an idea of the time

domains, satya yuga has a span of 1,728,000 years;

treta, 1,296,000 years; dwApara, 864,000 years and

kali, 432,000 years. In satya yuga, when dharma

was reigning supreme, people were engrossed only

in dhyAna (meditation);  In treta yuga, as dharma

started to decline, sacrifices etc. started to take

shape. In dwapara, when dharma started to

deteriorate even further, other rituals and shrines

at the house level were popular. In kali, devotion

(bhakti) and community worship are emphasised

as the easiest means of attaining salvation. Two

kinds of shrines started to be recognized,: a) a

•private• shrine in one•s own home, meant for the

individual devotee and for the family (AtmArtha)

and b) a •public• shrine, meant for the commuity

(parArtha) to gather and worship which has

several other service oriented objectives also. To

accomplish the later purpose, temples began to be

erected and icons (vigrahas) installed in them.

The presence of Divinity was felt when the

images were properly installed and the temples

were correctly built. In early periods, the sages
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merely installed the images and the divine

presence was with them ever after. However, in the

later, decadent phases, the presence of the divinity

in the temples could be secured only by

continuous worship and periodical festivals.

Sthapati and Shilpi : the architect and sculptor of

temples and vigrahas

The first architect of the stylized temples is

believed to be the divine creator-sculptor, Visva-

karma (the all-maker!). According to mythology,

he had five sons:1) Manu, the first •manŽ, the

contemplative (man) man; 2) Maya, the architect

or designer, who is reputed to have built the

assembly of Dharmaraja; 3) Tvashtr, the carpenter,

who fashioned the trident of Siva and the discuss

of Vishnu; 4) Shilpin, the sculptor who is

proficient in all the above three crafts in addition

to metal work, clay-modelling, weaving etc., and

5) Arka or Visvaja, the master artisan or smith

who worked with gold and silver. The temple was

the craft of these five craft-progentiors!

As was mentioned earlier, the art and science of

temple building and carving of images of the

divinities are exhaustively given in the scriptures.

The sthapati takes into account all the aspects of

the objective of the shrine when he designs the

temple; for example, the design of the mandapas,

the relative positions of the deities in a temple in

relation to the presiding deity of the temple, the

structure of the vimAna, rAja gopuram and every

other detail pertaining to the temple. He should

be proficient in the SAstras, in the engineering of

the cocept, in the aesthetics, the fine arts (music,

dance etc.) and above all in the transcription of

the devotee•s emotional (devotional) objective to

generate a physical form and meaning! He also

directs and coordinates the activities of the others.

The shilpi carves the image in stone or wood. He

also makes moulds if other materials such as plaster

of paris, metals, alloys etc. are used to create the

icon. He is acquainted with canonical prescriptions

and descriptions of the images, and scuptural

ornamentation etc. and extremely creative in his art.

In addition to images, he makes the other structural

components also. Figure 3 gives the vertical section

of the vimAna and Figure 4 gives the details of one

of the components of the vimAna, namely,

adhishthAana to give an idea of the nature and

extent of sculptural work involved and no attempt

is made here to give the other structural aspects of

the temple such as rAja gopuram or the icons etc.

The Hindu temple is a magnificent work of art and

sculpture portraying our tradition and the finer

aspects of an ancient and sophisticated society. The

Shilpis have kept this science and technology alive

against many odds and set backs over the centuries.

PrANa PatishThApana

The prANa pratishThApana and kumbhAbhishekam

rituals of today are generally accomplished in a

span of five days with several rites in an order as

prescribed in the Agamas. These rites start with

MahAgaNapati pUjA and include several

preparatory rituals such as punyAhavAchanam (a

purificatory rite), ritwik AchArya varanam

(offering of special garments to the priests

performing the ritual), kalasa sthApana (where the
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the eyes fof the mUrti. The ritual aims at bringing

the unmanifest nirguNa brhaman to a manifest

form in the mUrti, giving energy and attributes, fit

for worship and endowed with  divine powers.

This is accomplished by the power of the mantras

recited by the competent priest with the conduct

of the rituals as per the Agamas. Before the

pratishThApana of the  deity, the yantra, which is

a geometrical representation of the power of the

deity, is installed in the place where the mUrti is

installed subsequently. This is followed by

elaborate abhishekams with the sanctified waters

from the kalasas with the recitation of appropriate

mantras.  Along with the yantra, precious metals,

precious stones etc. are placed as per the desires of

the community. After the installation ceremony

thus performed, the regular rituals such as

Fig. 3:    Vertical section of Vimana2.
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power of the divinities are invoked in the waters

kept in several kalasas (pots); agni pratisTha

(establishing the fire for performing the fire

oblations - homams),  vAstu pUjA and  homam to

worship the vAstu purusha; ankuraarpaNam

(seeding of the soil; the growth of plants from

these seeds symbolize the prosperity of the

temple); the purificatory rites of the images

through AdhivAsam where the images are kept in

dhaanyam (grains - paddy); jalam (water); ksheeram

(milk); dhanam (gold, silver etc.); sayyAdhivasam,

resting of the image, clad in new clothes, in bed.

The moola mantra homas (oblations reciting the

moola mantra (bIja mantra) of each divinity) are

performed on several days to invoke the power of

the deity in the image. nayanonmeelanam is

another ritual in which the sthapati/Priests open

Fig. 4  Components of adhishThAna2
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abhishekam, homam, alankaram, archana etc. are

performed routinely.

KumbhAbhishekam

After the installation of the moola vigraha, the

mahA kumbhAbhishekam ceremony is performed

which marks the consecration of the temple. As

the vAstu purusha is supposed to lie at the base of

the temple, the prasAda purusha is installed in the

kalasa above the sanctum, on the vimanam and

also on the rAja gopuram. If vAstu sympolizes

•existenceŽ, the prasAda purusha symbolizes,

•essenceŽ ! That is why we believe that kalasa

darSanam of the vimanam or gopuram is so

important. Every thing that pertains to the temple

is divine; the temple is not just a building; it is

Divinity personified !

Om SAnti: SAnti: SAnti;
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