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I ntroduction:

Dr. H. Ambrose Oldfidd vidted and stayed in Nepd in the firgt haf of nineteenth
century. On exhibition is what he saw. These collection of sketches show facets of our
town that is difficult to imagine thesedays. So much of changes have happened in the past
one hundred and fifty years. But thisis how our greet grandfathers lived, may be we
could find him among the tiny carefree tots, wondering what was in store for him and his
grand children in these towns. Wonder of wonders, he could have hardly imeagined
Instead of vegetables and rice grown at their own farms being marketed at the
Durbar square, there would be handicraft peddlers and his own square would
look like it belonged more people like that white man with water colors;
That the bull would no longer rest in the squares and the streets and the people
would be consgned to the narrow plinths on the Sdes asthe dl powerful
motor vehicles would colonize both;
That his grand children would build houses tdler than the abodes of the Gods
and like the dirty drain, the sky would aso be made so dirty that he would not
see the backdrop of the temple roofs and hillcrests in the horizon.
That ail of the wick lampswould be replaced by something called eectricity
and histown would look asif awire mesh was spread over it.
that the chariots of the Gods would come around only asif to fulfill achore
and many of his children would see that as a nuisance in darkness, caused by
the removd of main grings of the wiremesh;

And that ... we could go on and on.

Asitisthelife of that great grand father was dowly adjusting to the town, which was
suffering from results of another kind of change a that moment. Drains had gone



unattended for years. Temples and Bahas were fdling apart. Poverty, particularly at the
community level, was debilitating and many Guthis had gone as birta of the new gentry.
His thoughts would probably make him imagine the lovely days of hisown
grandfather...in those days gone by when his town was rich and was a center of the
cosmos, as it were. Everything had fitted to a socio-religious scheme of themes and work
and working environment of the residents, and, Gods and therr reflections of heavenly
cycles of time and seasonality of Nature were mirrored by the use of spaces. Those days
would have gppeared alittle less unreal to him as Oldfield’ s sketches appear out of the
world to us today.

The Planning and Design of the town, spaces and uses:

Having said that much, alook at the planning and design of the town, urban spaces and
their use, would be useful in helping us understand the sketches and our towns as they
were actudly lived in its hay days.

Were these towns planned? Often, we are misguided by athought that planning of atown
isregular patterning of roads and conclude that traditiona sectors of our town are
unplanned. There should be no doubt that form of our traditiond townsis aresult of
organic growth over tens and tens of generations. Y et they are not as disorganized as
Baneswor, which isjust aresult of one generation of autonomous owner building

activity. Baneswor is unplanned, not because it is amorphous or shapeless, but because it
iswasteful and inefficient, it aggrandizes the private spaces and demeans the public ones,
it shuns community living, it defeats movement, it isacultura desert etc. etc. Wefind

our traditiona towns a the opposite end of Baneswor if we gpply the same criteria. There
was a unifying planning thought a work. Only having been developed for the man, in his
natura mode of movement, that of walking, and only because circumstances have forced
the pedestrian to a backward position, there would be hardly sufficient reasonsto call our
traditiona towns unplanned or haphazard. That town was planned with priority of

location for Gods and ritud festivals mediated circuletion. The failure of the latter at the
hands of materid economy has dso made out towns look quaint and unplanned.



The Planning:

Bdaboring the issue of planning and planned towns alittle bit further, letslook at this
term called ‘jaat’, which is often, sometimes even by oursaves, mistakenly associated as
afunction of rdigion or ‘touchability / untouchability’ . Jaat structureis aresult of
occupation based division of society and ‘jaat’ is, above dl, just ajob indicator. For the
largest section of the society ‘jaat’ had a horizonta structure. 1t had acquired strong
verticd dratification traits for amdl section of population at the top and the bottom. From
the perspective of building block of atown, it isindeed amazing to find the paace of the
most powerful kingdom of the valey, the Patan Durbar, neither gtriving for height, nor
for ceremonia approaches. The socia status was just a function apparently of location,
carved embdlishments, size of square and number of temples therein. The dispersd of
‘jaats in the town was directly based on *proximity priority related to frequency of
consultation’ by the palace or the state.

The most amazing planning thought gpplied in our traditiona towns could be termed
‘zoning by jaat’, which at once ensured survivd of the profession, reduced intra-town
movement (concept of work place at home) and alowed growth of locdized
‘homogeneous communities . The idea of locating smal domestic industries together,
which was practiced in our towns, is these days theorized in planning as required and
logicd for sugtainability of smal businesses and industries, achieving what is called

‘scale effect’. What we see s0 plainly happening naturaly (cf. hardware shops at Teku or
tourigts handicrafts stals at Svayambhu), our forefathers were deliberately zoning. The
latter isjust an economic activity zone, where as the former was a socid, cultural and
economic zoning gpplied together through ‘jaat’ consideration.

This concept was so scrupuloudy followed that two of the jaats who were pushed to the
periphery found themsalves outside the town walls, as medieva turbulence led the later
Malas to build defense walls around their town.



Another interesting aspect of the Mdlatown was application of the cosmic image to the
town. Borrowing from Vedic traditions and supplemented by Shakti cult, the towns were
overlad with aritua based planning structure. Planners today would dispute that the
success or acceptance of a plan depends most on how well it addresses the most widdly
accepted vaues of the society. The Malatown planners, Guvajus (?), thought best to use
the ritua bad's — for a society seeped in religion thiswould dmost ook naturd. Thus the
Durbar Square became home of the key gods from al cults current in the society.
Krishna, Vishnu, Vidhyadevi (Tripurasundari), Tagu, Degutdgu, Karunamaya, Svadl
came to cluster around the king. The Durbar Square, something that was not there in the
Lichchhavi period, had come into being. Likewise, town periphery was defined not by the
walls but by the periphera gods, such as the Matrikas and other protectors of directions.
This concept of ‘abadanced and whole cosmic image was applied down to individud
elements, leading to the incorporation of the cult imagesin each Tole, mainly survived by
the common and the strong ones such as Nriteswora, Ganesh or the Chaitya these days.
Wide gpplication of such concepts, led to the development of ‘jaat’ specific community
gpaces, squares and courts, interspersed in town. Town planning by-laws were thus
mediated by Religious Rituds and hardly any one dared to encroach these ‘rules .
Without any ‘ Town Planning Office’, our ‘planners were able to assure continued hedth
of the town over time. Indeed the town form and structure was never chdlenged, until the
Gods themsdlves sarted losing their power. At the time Oldfield visited, the people had
dready discovered that one would get away even after perpetrating indignities against
Gods. The down fdl of the Ritual Town had started.

The Design:

When talking about design of spaces, two aspects come immediately to the fore,
pedestrian scae of design and superb community spaces distributed around town. Both
the aspects made the town respond and belong to communities rather than individuas.
Oldfidd s sketches illugtrate these agpects quite well. (Here we might need to apply some
correction to Oldfields anthropometry! His human figures are scaled down, possibly a

result of hisresdud visua experience of monumentalism of Victorian towns & work).



Temples and squares were dl open, illicit trading of God images had yet to begin. The
gpaces ill belonged to the people and their Gods each enlivening the other. The Kumari
Chowk of Bhaktapur was not yet closed and the high fales served the boy well. Oldfidd's
sketches only shows the military adventurism of Bhimsen Thapa, Dharahara, which
Oldfield, in classic display of the Empire s didike, dubs as*Bhimsen's Folly”, guarded

and closed. The belongingness of the immediate community to the space amid their midst
iswdl exhibited by the uninhibited bather of Pimbahad or the vegetable seller of the

Lagan Bahd or the picnickers a Bagh Bhairava. The familiarity to each other in the

community seemingly widened the ‘ persond defensble space’ to cover the whole Tole.

Pedestrian Scale:

Our towns exhibit a grand sense of a scale; they are not just anthropometrically human

but aso designed for the pedestrian. The pace of pedestrian movement, capable of
savoring details, was responded with plain surfaced buildings embelished with minutely
detailed windows. Wherever the sun could play with the shadows, such asin the upper
floors and at wider squares, Viman and San windows or the projecting roofs and recessed
walls of the public buildings such as temples, it was dlowed to create a show of light and
shadows. The streets themselves narrowed and widened, a great design feature, breaking
monotony and bringing persondity into the place. Movement could be peppered with

little sojourns for heavenly or worldly merits in communion with Gods or friends. The

street became much more than a street and the window was much more than aSlpakar’s

expression.

Oldfied’s sketches do not show a single vehicle. The wheds were known but the buggies
were a Thapathali, Dharahara and Hanumandhoka areas. The town spaces do not even
show asingle horse or eephant. The street was awholly pedestrian affair. A bull or a
goat only sometimes shared them. One may dso be impressed by the low intengity of use
even as a pededtrian artery (See the Mahaaxmi Dyochhen at Bhaktapur as an
illudration).



Community Spaces:

In the old scheme of spacesin the town, one could ill notice and enjoy at least three
kinds of spaces, Nodal places, Street spaces created by varying widths and Bahal spaces.
The Bahds, having been subjected to a fresh wave of Hindu overlordism, by the time of
Oldfied s vist, were dready in the process of transforming themselves from rdigious
spaces to “workshops of the Bgjracharya and Sakyas clans’. Two of the mgjor Durbar
Squares had logt their kings and cosmic image and transformed themsalves into peoples
gpace. It had become a market square, which in its hay days would have been
unthinkable. Oldfield's Patan Durbar and Bhaktapur Durbar sketches illustrate this
change quite well.

Noda spaces were characterized by informality and space-forming dements were
dispersed to introduce an eement of surprise to the moving viewer. Unexpectedly large
or smdl temples would spring back from behind to make one look up the sky or a deep

stone water conduit pit could draw one downwards. There were at least three variations:

Nodd spaces: informa & element of surprise
Centrd: cosmic and state center : Royas and Nobles mix: others welcome
Intermediate: Market and socid center: Higher Jaats & Nobles mix:
(Sundhara as sketched by Oldfield, Swotha, Nagabahal) hierarchica
restrictions
Interior/ Peripherd: Market and/or socia center specific to cults (Chysd,
Tyagd, Kumveswora, Pimbaha as sketched by Oldfield, Ebaha, etc)

Semi private: extended families

Street was more than just a movement artery for pedestrians. It also doubled up asan
activity space. So much so that they linked it to the ingdes of the house, so to speak, not
only by the building design eement of the Dalan but dso by Windows that faced down to
the Street. The house and the Street were quite clearly intended to interact visudly as well

as physicaly.



Street as space:
activity corridor: the way the town was planned generated limited
movement within as aresult of tertiary functions: workplace a home for
most ‘jaats
streets to take daily movement to the farms: afinger pattern: dso caused
limited day use of the house commercid function limited to * highways
dreets for occasond speciadized movements
movement of the gods: annud, four yearly, twelve yearly
movement of the humans
life cyclerituds: birth, coming of age, marriage, 2000 moons,
death

The third space of the Bahd, a predominant feature particularly of the town of Patan, was
another type greatly affected by the changes. From guarded spaces for rituals and

learning of particular religious groups of the Bgjracharyas and the Sakyas, it was turning
over into resdential workspaces for them. Only afew of the Sakya Sanghas, apparently
as sketched by Oldfield, continued to put up abrave face. The spaces had lost their closed
look.

Building Design and the Dalan

Thetowns spaces of Kathmandu valley towns display remarkable design intent to
support public life. Asamatter of fact, our traditional building desgn and form appear
more aresult of attempts to create ‘ space on the outside’ rather than interior spaces. Our
building fdl into that marvelous category of buildings, which S. Giedion would probably
say, liesin the trangtion stage between * buildings as volumes radiating spaces and
‘buildings asinteriors . Interior space was required, but our architecture seems as though
even interior had an ‘exterior motive'. Our traditiona architects must be credited for the
sngular achievement of cregting Ddans. Yet Ddan is only an example. There are other
features like faes or faechas, Petis and Sattals, Chowks and Chukas etc. etc.



Urban centers have been known in the west to encourage and support impersona
relationships and planners worry that it may be a character of the urban center itsdf. Yet
herein the vdley’ straditiond towns, intimate community relationship and community

life was a hdlmark. There was nothing like aforma space here— every space encouraged
and supported informa use. Would you believe that the set of timber benches, fales,
lining the outsde of Keshav Mohan Chowk are designed and placed exactly asit was
during the assgnment of Oldfield to Nepa? Was it not inviting people to come to the
palace and relax watching the birds play in and around Krishna Mandir? And this festure
isseen in the palace of the richest city kingdom of Kathmandu, controlling al of the
southern stretches of the valey with its northern borders a ong Hanumante, Bagmati and
Bakhu!

Changes over the last one hundred and fifty years ago:

The changes over the period have been 0 extengve that it would be difficult to imagine
the past, since we live today having pushed the pedestrian to the corner in difference to
motor vehicles. Gods have to move around in festivals today well in the day so that the
electric lines may be restored for the night and joy of men. When the Buggys come out, it
isasif to create traffic jams, in marriages. When the uncaparisoned eephants of the zoo
comes out, it isonly to tear down some londly Fipul tree.

But there is one aspect one could imagine quite eadly about life in our townsthen. The
poverty of the people (and Oldfield added ‘which was even greater than their piety’)
Imagine Nepa with exchange rate of Rs. 100 to a Pound and the monthly earnings of a
‘jagir of afew Ropanis of land’. No foreign goods, no Taiwan dresses, only the localy
woven clothes and style. Agro-based product exchange dominated the urban market
scene. There were no ‘tourists and no handicraft peddlers. The now lost community
wedth and the guthis made many of the public structures crumble and at leest in this
aspect, we see the process merrily continuing even today. The clogged and dirty drains

are with us as much as they were there at that time.



The concept of the city-ate, a coincidental development of the late Malla period (since
about AD 1480) had come and gone. A centralized power system was in place. Some
very old people, who had seen the change happen as the Shahs came to town were il
diveto tdl the gories or living ameake bdieve lifein the older pattern. They would
stories about each and every public building and temples were provided for their

mai ntenance and operation in the past. The wedlth of these temples was gone. Instead
there were bullet holes, siwords and shields remaining as memories. The days of
sacrificing big buffaloes so that their horns could be proudly displayed on the temple

posts and toranas were d o fading into memories.
But the air was till clean and the presence of nature as the backdrop of urban scenery
was quite enticing. Even the brick kilns were without chimneys and gave off straw smoke

laden with moisture.

Life was leisurely and the town provided for it quite well. Y ou could even go for afamily

outing to a nearby square and fed a home.
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