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Preface

Deopatan, the “City of (all) Gods,” and the Pasupatiksetra, the “Field
of Siva or Pasupati,” have noticeably changed over the past decades.
Not only have several temples been renovated and restored but many
houses and monuments have also been destroyed, shifted, or dis-
placed. The consequences of these urban and social alterations in-
fluence the ritual structure of the city and its festivals to an extent
that many citizens and pilgrims, worried about the future of their
deities and its processions, ask themselves: To whom does Pasupati
and his vicinity belong?

All this happened during a period when Nepal also changed
politically, socially, and economically. The very question of the identity
of the people from Nepali parallels the debates about the Pasupati-
natha Temple: What is the (religious) centre of Nepal? With whom
one is to identify? Are federalism and democracy, decentralization and
local autonomous forms of governance the best answer to Nepal’s
religious and social diversity? Or are centralized and unitary models of
governance to be favored? In a more general sense, these questions
concern notions of socioreligious imagination and hybridity generated
by modernization, especially the development of public spheres
and their new media as well as the propaganda of democratic, na-
tionalistic, and socialist ideals.

The conflicts that arose after the changes had been implemented
at the Pasupatinatha Area reflect such public debates and concerns.
Discussions revolved around whether priests from Nepal should
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substitute for the Indian Bhatta priests, whether the income of the temple and
other religious institutions should be put under supervision of a democratic
government rather than being left to the uncontrolled rule of the Pasupati-
natha Temple and its priests, and whether the influence of the palace should be
minimized or strengthened. Since Pasupati is regarded as the tutelary and
protective deity of Nepal and his temple as a national sacred monument, such
discussions reach far beyond the limits of Deopatan. At times, it is even alleged
that the future of Nepal depends on the solution of these problems since the
gods have to be pacified and live in peace if humanity also wants the same.

The present book reflects the situation before these radical political
changes but also shows that the Pa$upatinatha Temple has always been a
touchstone of Nepal’s identity. This book combines a translation of some
relevant chapters of my German Habilitation thesis on the PaSupatinitha
Temple and its vicinity (Michaels 1994) and articles on festivals in Deopatan
that have been published elsewhere over the years." All chapters have been
revised. The epilogue gives an overview of the current situation in Deopatan
and includes new data from fieldwork done in the autumn of 2006.

Besides fieldwork material, I have, to a great extent, used historical doc-
uments and inscriptions as well as Nepalese chronicles to describe and analyze
festivals and rituals at Deopatan. In particular, I have used the so-called
Wright’s chronicle, of which I am preparing the editio princeps based on a codex
unicus kept in the Cambridge University Library. It is a Buddhist recension
which Daniel Wright, resident surgeon at the British Residency, translated into
English with the help of two pandits. However, Wright's History of Nepal
(1877), a text full of misreadings and wrong translations, is not a reliable
source. (Even more corrupt is the 1966 Indian reprint). The same is true for
the chronicles edited by Bikram Jit Hasrat, who used various vamsavalis (now
kept in the India Office Library at the British Library, London) which were sent
to London by Brian Hodgson, British Resident between 1821 and 1843, dividing
them in Buddhist (Nevarl) and Brahmanical (Nepali) versions. However, due
to a lack of critical editions and the translation of other vamsavalis both
chronicles remain important sources for the discussion of Nepalese history.

The following peculiarities should be noted:

If not evident or otherwise stated, all non-English words are Sanskrit
(abbreviations: Nep. = Nepali, Nev. = Nevari).

Generally I differentiate between -jatra (Newar city processions) and -yatra
(brahmanic processions) as well as between Nep. guthi and Nev. guthi.

The transliteration of Nepali words follows mostly Turner’s dictionary (see
R. L. Turner 1931: xvi—xix) or the Nepali Brhat Sabdakosa V.S. 2040. However,
transliterate the inherent a more often than Turner in order to indicate the
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Sanskrit background of certain terms, e.g., Nep. prasad < Skr. Prasada, etc.
Anusvara and anunasika are generally transcribed with the circumflex sign over
the preceding vowel; however, in Sanskrit loan words (tatsama) it is adjusted to
the following consonant. The phoneme /kh/ often written in Old Nepali with
the “s”-sign is always transcribed by kh. The transliteration of Nevari texts
follows the principles of Gutschow/Kélver/Shresthacarya (1987: xi—xii).

I generally diffentiate between a) the deity Pasupati, b) the temple complex
area (PaSupatinatha), c) the holy field of Pasupati (PaSupatiksetra), and d) the
city Deopatan, which also includes the Newar settlements.

If not otherwise indicated, all photos are mine, mostly taken between 1981

and 1984.
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I

The Pasupatinatha
Temple Area

The town of Deopatan, three kilometers northeast of Kathmandu,

is above all famous for its main sanctum, the temple of Pasupati, “the
lord of the animals,” a form of Siva and the tutelary deity of the
kings of Nepal since Licchavi times (c. fifth to seventh century). By its
name alone, this temple attracts thousands of pilgrims each year
and has made itself known far beyond the Kathmandu valley. How-
ever, for the dominant Newar population in Deopatan, the town is
by no means merely the seat of Siva or Pasupati. It is also a city of
wild goddesses and other deities. Due to this tension between two
strands of Hinduism—pure, vegetarian Smarta Hinduism and Newar
Hinduism, which implies alcohol and blood sacrifices—Siva/Pasupati
has more than once been in trouble, as the many festivals and ritu-
als of Deopatan described and analyzed in this book reveal.

In the eyes of many Hindus and Nepalis, Siva, as the supreme
being, can never be in trouble. For them, the following quotation from
Padgagiri’s chronicle holds true: “First of all there was nothing in
Nepal except Pagupatinath, whose beginning and end none can know
or tell” (Hasrat 19770: 23). However, Deopatan, or the area around
the Pagupatinatha Temple, the Pasupatiksetra, is a historically and
ritually complex field that is constantly contested. Different deities,
agents, social groups, ritual specialists, and institutions are constantly
seeking dominance, challenging and even fighting each other,
thus contributing to the social and political dynamics and tensions
that are indeed distinct in South Asia. I will concentrate on these
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FIGURE I.I. Pasupatinatha area at dawn

aspects in this book, leaving aside many spiritual and philosophical issues
regarding Siva and Saivism that, if considered, would indeed lead to another
book.

Topographical Structure
Deopatan is surrounded by large open spaces, fields, and formerly thick for-

ests. In the east is Tribhuvan Airport, which used to be called Gauchar (“cow
meadow”), and Mrgasthali (or Slesmantaka) Forest; in the west, we find
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Tapakhel, a large meadow that has been called the “goddesses’ romping
grounds”; in the south are rice fields; and in the north is the Kailasa Plateau,
which always comes up in conversation as the site of the Licchavi palace.

The forested land, particularly Mrgasthali, is important for Deopatan’s
religious image. According to one myth of origin, Siva/Pasupati and Parvati
hid themselves in it in order to amuse themselves before being discovered by
other gods. Thus the forest was, and continues to be, accorded special pro-
tection. Girvanayuddha Saha (1799-1816 cE) went so far as to issue a royal
order declaring the trees to be saintly persons (rsi, muni) not to be desecrated
under any circumstances.'

The city itself has the structure of an elongated, one-street village, in which
the old residential complexes and quarters, called tvah in Nevarl and tol in
Nepali, are laid out along one of the roads coming from Kathmandu. This road
leads downbhill to the Pasupatinatha Temple. Deopatan was close to the old
trading route from India to Tibet, and many travelers have left behind re-
minders of themselves at the site. From early days onwards, the Pasupatinatha
Temple won a place for itself in the transregional topography of sacred places.

Pasupatinatha is a tirtha,” a holy crossroads, and thus in a sense an axis
mundi. Since no tirtha (literally “ford”) is without water, the river Baigmati has
always enjoyed great mythological and ritual status. At Pasupati there is said to

West Ga
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KAILASA
S 3,

pamlichi - )0)
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7
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FIGURE 1.2. City quarters of Deopatan
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be, for example, a trivent, a confluence of three holy rivers, like in Prayaga.
Thus the approaches to the Bagmati are laid out with many bathing spots (ghdat)
built for the comfort of pilgrims. Renovating such stepped sites, furnishing
them with rest houses, or roofing them over has always been regarded as a
meritorious deed. Ritually prominent are Aryaghat, east of the main Pasupa-
tinatha Temple complex, which in its present form was largely laid out under
Candra Samser (19o1-1929). This is the only place where lustral water for
Pasupati can be obtained and where members of the royal family can be
cremated. In addition there is Bhasmesvaraghat, the main cremation site; in
the north Gaurighat is the preferred bathing spot for women.

Apart from the Bagmati, artificially constructed bathing sites (kunda),
particularly stepped fountains, serve an important function within temple
ritual. One of the oldest such watering places is the Golden Well (Stindhar3, or
Lithiti), which was renovated as early as 1388, at the latest, by Jayasthiti Malla
(13677-1395). The bathing spot, containing many inscriptions and for the most
part Vaisnava statues, is located beneath a Krsna temple. An eloquent example
of a former well is the one located at Rajar3jesvari Temple; on it stands the
largest linga in Nepal, Virateévara. King Sankaradeva is said to have filled it in
because a person’s future existence could be seen in it. And when he himself
looked down into it he saw a rat swimming about far below.

Various gardens and parks interrupt the density of Deopatan’s building
scheme. They were generally endowed in order for worshippers to be able to
provide the gods with flowers on a regular basis. One example is the park called
Bhandarakhala in the west, which was laid out during the reign of Pratapa
Malla (1641-1674) and enclosed by a wall during the rule of Rana Bahadur
Saha (1777-1799). The Vanakali area and a new “garden for the gods” (Deva-
Udyana) north of the police station provide for relaxation and shade. Ritually
more important are various enclosed spaces that sometimes serve as meeting
points and at others as platforms (Nev. dabii, Nep. dabali) for the goddesses
during festivals.

Deopatan was once presumably surrounded by a town wall. The only old
city gate to survive, however, was the western one, even though its present
form dates to the late nineteenth century. Still, within the city there are a
number of gates that continue to draw ritual attention. This is particularly true
of the Satidvara at the Rima Temple, through which widows who were burnt to
death, voluntarily or forcibly, used to passed. Prime Minister Candra Samser
(1901-1929) had this gate covered with a heavy slab around 1920.

The space in Deopatan occupied by buildings has considerably expanded
within the past two centuries. The Saha kings, rulers in the Valley since 1769,
and the Rana family, occupants of the powerful post of prime minister from
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FIGURE 1.3. The Golden Well (Stndhara or Liihiti)

1846 to 1951, primarily contributed to the eastward shift of the city center.
Among the endowments of these potentates are not only temples but also rest
houses (Nep. pati, sattal), such as the monumental Paficadevala Sattal, en-
dowed by Rana Bahadur Siha, and Chaughera Sattal at Gaurighat. Some of
these rest houses serve important functions during festivals and processions:
During the Tri$ulajatr3, for example, children are bound to a processional litter
at Tristla Sattal so as to make it appear that they have been run through with a
spit. Furthermore, the Navadurgi dancers from Bhaktapur reside in Nava-
durgapati in Navilitvah whenever they perform their ritual dances at various
places in Deopatan.

The majority of Deopatan’s population consists of Newars, who predom-
inantly live in the old city center. The main castes represented are those of
priests (Rijopadhyaya, Karmaicarya), traders (Srestha) and farmers (Jyapu,
Maharjan, Dangol). Dispersed among these groups, as well as on the periph-
ery, are Newar castes that previously, and to a certain extent even today, work as
tailor-musicians (Gaine), washermen-musicians (Sanghat), barbers (Nau) or
butchers (Kasai), along with Indo-Nepalese castes (Bihun-Chetri). The Pode
(sweepers), who are regarded as impure, used to live in their own separate
quarter, southeast of Ring Road.

As far as Deopatan’s identity as a town is concerned, the tantrically wor-
shipped goddesses and their festivals are of central importance. It is primarily
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with the help of these goddesses that the town ensures its prosperity because it
derives its origins from them; it is for their worship that the heterogeneous
population groups come together, and it is to them that many local names of
the city and city sections refer. Additional factors that contribute to the creation
of a collective Newar identity are the clear antagonism that exists between town
and forest (or surrounding land); the town boundaries, which are fixed in the
consciousness of the Newar people by the presence of the seats (pitha) of the
goddesses; an internal social organization centered on the town quarters; and a
rejection of outside influence.

At first glance, to be sure, Deopatan is characterized by another sacred
topography, one that issues forth from Padupatinitha Temple or that is con-
cerned with the latter. Pasupatinatha Temple opens the town out towards the
outside world, connects it with the political center (Kathmandu), brings pil-
grims to Deopatan, and places the town within the larger, superordinated
mesh of the Great Tradition. In the town itself, this is primarily seen in the
endowment-related activities and edifices centered around the old town’s hub.
Even though these buildings and shrines make up the larger share, they are
less firmly rooted in Deopatan’s population than the local goddesses.

The Contested Seats of the Gods

Deopatan is a city of gods and goddesses. Splendid pagoda-shaped temples are
located next to easily missed small shrines or unroofed seats (pitha) of the
goddesses. Most of the sacred sites are votive lingas (also called Sivalaya), but
gods and spirits also dwell in or around springs, fountains and trees, and at
crossroads and thresholds, and they are often surrounded by bells, inscrip-
tions, and divine attributes. Pre-Hindu deities intermingle with the great gods
of the Indian subcontinent, Saiva ones (naturally in the majority) with Vais-
nava and Buddhist ones. All this forms the religious heterotopia of Deopatan in
which the tension between gods, especially between Siva and the goddesses or
“Indian” and autochthonous deities, are often seen and felt.

In the center, towering over all others, stands the Pagupatinatha Temple,
in the middle of an open courtyard.’ It is a square shaped pagoda temple built
on a single-tier platform measuring 23.6 meters from the ground. There are
gilt, and richly ornamented silver-plated doors on all sides. Inside the temple
there is a narrow walk engulfing the sanctum, a three-foot high linga with four
faces and images of Visnu, Strya, Devi, and Ganesa.

On both sides of each door of Pasupatinitha Temple are niches of different
sizes containing gold-painted images of various guardian deities. The struts
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FIGURE I.4. Pasupatinitha Temple complex seen from the east

under the roofs, dating from the late seventeenth century, depict wood-carved
images of Siva’s “family” such as Parvati, Ganesa, Kumara, or the Yoginis, as
well as Hanuman, Rama, Siti, Laksmana, and other gods and goddesses from
the epics.

Pasupatinitha Temple is surrounded by many old and important temples,
shrines and statues. South of the Pasupatinitha Temple is, for example,
Candesvara, an inscribed Licchavi linga from the seventh century and in the
north there is the temple of Brahma, dating most probably from the ninth
century. The temple of Vasuki, the King of the Snakes, was built by Pratapa
Malla (1641-1674). Muktimandapa, a kind of ritual assembly hall, and the
temples of Parthive$§vara and Radha-Krsna are dating from the period of
Nrpendra Malla (1674-1680).

South of Pasupatinatha Temple one also finds Dharmasila, a stone where
sacred oaths are taken, and pillars with statues of various Saha kings. Further
to the south is a round temple, Kotilingesvara, erected by Pratipa Malla in
1654. The temple is established in the center of many lingas, such as Cal-
saththi which is a temple of 64 lingas and numerous votive lingas donated 1849
or 1864 by several Ranas and their wives.

Pagupatinatha Temple is barred to non-Hindus, but from Slesmantaka
Hill on the eastern bank of the Bagmati one can catch a glimpse of the com-
pound’s inner courtyard. It is uncertain when the shrine came into being. That
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a pre-Hindu shrine stood at the site, as is constantly asserted, must be regarded
as probable, but there is no proof of this. The influence of the Pasupatas, a sect
with a particularly radical form of ascetic practice, is also largely unknown.
Pasupati was from its early days onwards—this is a historical fact—a tutelary
deity of almost all rulers of the Kathmandu Valley. As early as 605 cE, the
Licchavi king Am$uvarman regarded himself as favored because he worshiped
Pasupati and touched the god’s feet, as the subsequent formulaic inscrip-
tions say.

As the local chronicles would have it, the temple was constructed by Pa-
supreksa of the Somadeva dynasty in the third century BcE or by Supuspadeva,
a Licchavi king who lived thirty-nine generations before Manadeva (ca. 464-
505), as stated in an inscription erected by King Jayadeva II (713—733) in the
Pasupatinatha Temple’s courtyard. It is only with the information in the
Gopalarajavamsavali, Nepal’s oldest chronicle, that Ananta Malla (1274-1307)
had the temple renovated and the roof gilded, that matters are brought up to a
historically better documented period. Padupati’s preeminent position was
quickly established and was enhanced by imitations of the temple, such as
those in Bhaktapur (1460), Patan (1566) or Benares (early nineteenth century).
Following a series of destructions, some wanton and others by the act of
nature, Queen Gangadevi had the temple renovated with three-tiered roofs
during the reign of Sivasimha Malla, and in 1697 the temple acquired its
present-day form under Bhaipalendra Malla (1687-1700).

Pasupatinitha Temple has been the recurrent object of remarkable do-
nations throughout the centuries. They range from small gifts up to the gilding
and renovating of statues, extensive land grants, and valuable attributes and
paraphernalia, including a rare “single-faced” rudraksa nut. Rana Bahadur and
Girvanayuddha Saha, in particular, donated more than two thousand ropani in
lands to Pasupatinatha Temple, and from their yields the lavish monthly
Mahasnana rituals and other expenses could be funded. Another favorite
custom was to weigh out one’s own weight in gold or silver for donation to the
temple. Several pillars (tulastambha) in the precincts of Pagupatinatha Temple
testify to this. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, land donations
usually kept pace with the endowment of religious buildings, rest houses,
fountains, and road paving.

Politically, Pagupati came under the control of the Kantipur Palace, that is,
of the Kingdom of Kathmandu, but it was not drawn into the rivalries of the
various Malla royal houses for venal gain. This is astonishing, given that the
shrine was becoming a pilgrimage site increasingly known to India and thus
economically attractive. To be sure, Pasupatinatha is sought in vain in the
standard lists of India’s sacred places, but there is no lack of local panegyric,



