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Abstract

Using an examination of the Rekha tem-
ples of Bengal as a vehicle, this paper
attempts todemonstrate a symbolic corre-
spondence between the universe, a hu-
man being and architecture. In establish-
ing this symbolic correspondence the pa-
per reveals one of many ways of interpret-
ing meaning in architecture and discloses
the surprisingly complex symbolism of the
architecture of the Rekha temple. In In-
dian tradition the structure of the cosmos
as a whole becomes the paradigmatic
model of each and every entity within the
cosmos. This view posits that a human
being, a microcosm, is an integral part of
the entire universe, the macrocosm, and
that a microcosm is a reflection of the
macrocosm. This microcosmic and mac-
rocosmic correspondence is projected in
the architecture. There thus exists a ho-
mologous relationship between the mac-
rocosm, the microcosm and architecture
Through this homologous relationship, ar-
chitecture re-confirms abond between the
cosmos and a human being.

The Rekha Temples of Bengal

The Rekha temple type is one of the most common early Hindu
temple style found in Bengal.! It reached its zenith in Medieval
Bengal. Examples of thistemple type which survive in Bengal cover
a period from the seventh century to the late eighteenth century.2
Rekhatemples are generally referred to as rekha deul. The Bengali
term “deul” means “temple”, and is a derivative of the Sanskrit term
devakula3, meaning “ belonging to the divinities or celestials”. The
rekha deul of Bengal are described in the ancient architectural
manuals, the Silpasastra4 as “nagara’ (North-Indian) temples.5
These temples, however, are not unique to Bengal, they are found
in Orissa and are common in many other parts of India.
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Fig. 1a. Rekhatemple from the Silpasarini Silpasastra (Boner, 1975, pl. f.
p. 75); b. Rekha temple from Bengal (Michell, 1983)
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A Rekha temple has a pillar-like structure, with a square sanctum
and vertical projections from the base to the tower. The lofty
curvilineartower sukanasa sikharagradually diminishes atthe apex
and is crowned with a large amalaka sila (ribbed copping-stone)
which carries a kalasa (pitcher shaped) finial. The temple’s richly
ornamented, hollow, pillar-like superstructure conspicuously
celebrates the vertical. The slender and elegant Rekha temples
may have square, cruciform or polygonal (octagonal, dodecagonal
etc.) plan forms.

The main body of the temple is an elaborate structure usually
referred to as the prasada. While the classical Indian Rekha temple *
has a porch or “front hall”", mukhasala attached to the prasada, in
Bengal the prasada usually stands alone.

Fig. 2. Model of votiave Rekha temples: a. Dinajpur, Bangladesh
(Saraswati, 1976, pl. VII. 14); b. Jhewari, Chittagong, Bangladesh
(ibi., pl. VII. 15); c. India (Michell, 1977, p.87).

Macrocosmic and Microcosmic Correspondence

In the traditional Indian view the macrocosm is the entire universe,
while a microcosm is a human being who is an integral part of the
entire universe. There exists a direct correspondence between the
macrocosm and a microcosm. One of the symbols used in Indian
Hindu and Buddhist literature to establish an analogical relationship
between the macrocosm and microcosm is that of meru. The
macrocosm, the universe, is said to be centered around the cosmic
column, Mount Meru, and the microcosm, a human body, is said to
be centered around the spinal column, merudanda (meaning meru
column).6
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Rekha Temples as a Representation of the Macrocosm

Temples in the Indian tradition are perceived as cosmic mountains.
There are therefore many temples called Meru, Mandaraor Kailasa,”
the names of the cosmic mountains. Rekha temples specifically are
referred to by one of the ancient architectural manuals, the
Bhuvanapradipa Silpasastra, as Meru,8 Maha-Meru® Mandara, !0
and Kailasa.1

Rekha Temples as a Representation of a Microcosm

The Rekha temple is analogically viewed as a practitioner of yoga,
yogapurusa, who is seated cross-legged in yogic contemplation.
The elements of the temple are referred to with the same terms as
those used for the body of the practitioner of yoga: the base of the
temple is called “jangha”the “legs” or “shins”, the vertical body rising
towards the amlalaka-silais called the “skandha”, and the amalaka-
sila is called “kantha” “griva” or “beki” meaning “neck”; while the
amalaka-sila supporting a kalasa is the head.12

Reinforcing this human analogy, the temple as a whole is also
considered to be Purusa, the Primordial Person, the Father of all
beings, the archetype, who isthe embodiment of the entire universe,
the macrocosm. Referring to the temple prasada, the architectural
manual, the Silparatna Silpasastra, thus states that “The Prasada
should be worshipped as Purusa”13 Purusa as prasada-purusa
(Lord of the temple) is considered to be installed in the kalasa (the
pitcher at the apex of the temple.14

The Crown of the Temple symbolising the Sun in both
Macrocosm and Microcosm

The crown of the temple consists of the amalaka-sila (clogged ring-
stone) and the kalasa (pitcher). The shape of the amalaka-silais like
the fruit of the Amalaka tree, the celestial tree, which is the
embodiment of the Hindu trinity: the Amalaka tree embodies Visnu
at its base, Siva at a higher level, and Brahma at its summit. The
leaves, flowers and fruits of the tree represent the celestial beings
(deva), and on its branches rests the Sun.15

The attainment of awakening by a yogic practitioner is symbolically
represented by the crowning of his/her body by the Sun. The
crowning of the Rekha temple by the Sun is thus analogous to both
the crowning of Mount Meru, the macrocosmic axis, by the Sun and
the crowning of the merudanda the microcosmic axis of spinal
column of an awakened human being, by the Sun.

The Lotus Symbolishing the Sun in the Macrocosm and a
Microcosm

The amalaka-silais carved like a lotus and radiates from the centre

Iike'the rays of the sun, so that “The disc of the sun looks like the
pericarp of the sky-lotus of which the petals are the directions of the
compass and the filaments the solar ray;"17

In Indian tradition the Sun and the lotus are analogous symbols.18
The interpretation of the amalaka-sila as a lotus suggests that the
temple, the meru pillar, is also a lotus pillar. The Brhadaranyaka
Upanishad refers to the amalaka-sila as the lotus at the summit of
heaven, the cosmic region: “The Amalaka ring-stone on the shaft of

Abode of the Sun or the centre of the univer:
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centre of the world

Fig. 3 An analogy between a Rekha temple (after Michell, 1977,
p.70) and a yogapurusa (author).

the Pillar of the Sikhara symbolises the celestial region where the
rays of the sun spread like the filaments of the lotus of the Zenith. 19
The lotus depicted in the amalaka-sila at the zenith of the temple is
the “sahasrara-kamala”the “thousand-petalled lotus.”

Inthe practice of yoga, the human subtle body is assumed to consist
of a number of energy centres called cakra placed one above
another along the spinal column, the merudanda. The sahasrara-
cakrais the top most cakra of the human subtle body located at the
peak of merudanda the location which coincides with the human
skull. The sahasrara-cakra is referred to as a sahasrara-kamala a
thousand-petalled lotus. The awakening of a yogic practitioner is
depicted as the blooming of the thousand-petalled lotus at the
crown of the head of human body. The amalaka-silain the form of
the lotus at the summit of the Rekha temple is thus analogousto the
thousand-petalled lotus at the crown of an awakened human being.
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The correspondence between the summit of the temple and the top
of a microcosm, the sahasrara cakra of the human body, is also
revealed in the architectural term itself. The vaulted circular stone,
oftencarvedinthe formof lotus petal 20 sited between the amalaka-
silaandthe kalasais, called “khapuri’ in Orissan, and “kharpara’in
Sanskrit, both meaning “skull.”21 The sahasrara cakra is stationed
at the summit of the human skull, where lies the Vortex of Brahman
(brhmarandhra) the door to cosmic consciousness, and to the Sun.
The kharpara has a hole for the insertion of the foot of the kalasa,
which corresponds exactly to the opening in the skull, the
brhmarandhra.-22 Just as the peak of the golden mountain, Meru,
is the abode of the Supernal Sun, “the one Sun that never leaves the
Meru”23 so an awakened person is ever illuminated by the
Supernal Sun, “For one who thus knows the secret doctrine of
Brahman, it (the Sun) does not set nor does it rise; for him it is day,
once and for all.”24 The amalaka-sila at the summit of the temple
represents the realm of heaven, the cosmic region and symbolises
“the passage to heaven".25 The amalaka-sila is thus “at once the
roof of the cosmic house, the crown of the cosmic tree and the skull
of the cosmic Man "26
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Fig. 4. The khapuri or kharpara supporting the eleven ornamental
bands (egarupattka, egarumundi or ugrapatta) and surmounted by
the kalasa (Boner, Sarma, and Das, 1972, p. 223, fig. 11).

The kalasa (pitcher) as the Womb of the Sun

The amalaka-sila holds at its centre the pitcher (kalasa), painted in
a golden coloured material, which is also called amrta-kalasa, the
pitcher of ambrosia, the life bestowing nectar. The dark interior of
the golden pitcher kalasa, the top-most element of the temple, is
referred to as “garbha’, “womb",27 and represents the “cosmic

womb”, the hiranyagarbha, Brahma-sthana. The garbhais the dark
chamber within the super luminious golden pitcher, the Sun. The
garbahaofthe golden pitcher, the Sun, is like the solar orb, the solar
plate itself, throughwhichone can not gaze, orpass either physically
or psychically. The garbha contains the quality of the “ineffable”,
which is the “Way beyond the Sun”, referred to as the brahma-
patha, the path of the Highest Brahman.28 The embryo is concealed
with in the womb of the golden pitcher, as “In the highest golden
sheath is Brahman without stain, without part; pure it is, the light of
lights............ The sun shines not there, nor the moon and stars,
these lightenings shine not, where then could this fire be? Every
thing shines only after that shining light. His shining illumines all this
world."29 The kalasa is thus the solar orb that is stationed at the
apex of the axis of the world, and is the transcendental centre of the
universe. The golden container the golden womb, amrta-kalasa,
contains the “embryo” as amrta which symbolises immorality,
permanency. The amrta-kalasa the symbol of the permanent Sun,
is supported by the amalaka-sila the “High Altar, above which are
the rays and the deathlessness of the Sun, the Brahman."30

The Sun Crowning the Rekha Temple, the Universe and a
Human Being

While the location of the amalaka-sila at the top of the temple
symbolises heaven, in terms of the macrocosm, the amrta-kalasa
symbolises the supreme heaven, the peak of Mount Meru. The
golden pitcher is the golden Sunwhich isimmortal and ever present
on the highest peak of Mount Meru. The temple supporting the
golden sun is likened to the central pillar of the cosmos which is
described as “the pillar of light, extending downwards from the sun
in the zenith and rests on the earth."31 The amalaka-sila, the sky-
lotus of the Rekha temple, is thus illuminated by the Sun, the kalasa.
In this way, the Sun is the crown of the Rekha temple, the crown of
the universe (the macrocosm) and the crown of a human being (the
microcosm).






