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Excavation of Shiva Temple in Hanumandhoka Palace, Kathmandu
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Shiva Temple before earthquake (photo taken between
October-November 2013, contributed by Kathmandu Valley
Preservation Trust)
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Shiva Temple after earthquake (photo taken in June 2017)
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Temple foundation unearthed at the survey zone in the South-
West area.
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Lower podium unearthed at the survey zone in the North-West
area.
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Foundation of the East-West wall unearthed at the survey zone
in the South-West area.

Hanumandhoka Palace, the Old Royal Palace located in Nepal's capital city of Kathmandu, is
one of the cultural assets found in Kathmandu Valley, a world cultural heritage. Hanumandhoka
Palace is situated within an approximately 4 hectare site, together with several religious buildings
such as temples. Most of the buildings that can be seen today were built between the 16th-20th
centuries, and it is said that successive kings built at least one new building or building extension
during their respective reigns.

This building complex built from burnt brick and wood incurred major damage due to the magnitude
7.8 Gorkha, Nepal Earthquake which occurred on April 25, 2015. Tokyo National Research Institute
for Cultural Properties was commissioned by the Asgency for Cultural Affairs to conduct an
“Investigation of Damaged Cultural Heritage in Nepal” and began dispatching researchers from
September 2015. From the following year until today, the institute has continued to research
buildings within Hanumandhoka Palace with a view to providing “Technical Assistance for the
Protection of Damaged Cultural Heritage in Nepal” with the cooperation of the Nippon Institute of
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Technology and the University of Tokyo.

The Shiva Temple is located at the South-East part of the Hanumandhoka Palace site. It has a
side length of approximately 5 meters and is said to have been built in the 17th century. Referring
to a photo taken before Gorkha Earthquake (Photo 1), the temple was a two-storied tower. No
measured drawings of the temple exists and only a few photos taken before the earthquake
destroyed it provide information on its upper structure. The earthquake caused the superstructure
to almost completely collapse (Photo 2) and fall into Naga Pokhari (snake pond), a royal bathing
tank, on the South side of the temple. However, the building materials were retrieved without being
mixed up with the structural members of other buildings. Owing to this, precise restoration is
expected to the condition before the earthquake. An excavation survey was performed in June
2017 under the joint auspices of Tokyo National Research Institute for Cultural Properties and
Nepal's Department of Archaeology primarily for the purpose of confirming whether or not the
remaining foundation can support the repaired superstructure.

The results of the survey showed that the temple foundation structure was composed of burnt
bricks laid to a depth of about 180 cm below the surface (Photo 3). This foundation was also
placed on top of a brick pavement-like structure, which may continue further downward. The
foundation was generally horizontal, although slight inclinations and some joint openings were
found. As opposed to the superstructure which has suffered major damase, the subsurface structure
is in a relatively stable condition.

According to some previous research, traditional buildings in Nepal generally have a foundation
running to a depth of 1-4 meters; a deep brick layered foundation has been excavated from
Jagannath Temple which neighbors Hanumandhoka Palace. Almost no such cases can be found
in India where there are many Hindu temples like in Nepal, and it may be possible that the deep
foundation is peculiar to Nepal where there are frequent earthquakes. According to Buddhist
writings, Kathmandu was at one point a large lake, and it said that Manjushri (Bodhisattva) swung
down his sword on the Southern bank and drained the water from the lake to create the present
day valley. Geolosgical surveys have also substantiated the existence of a lake in ancient Kathmandu,
so a deep foundation is also thought to have countered the soft subsoil made up of lakebed
sediment.

Meanwhile, another foundation buried in the ground (lower podium) was unearthed (Photo 4) in
the survey zone to the North-West of the temple. This lower podium rising up from a depth of 100
cm below the surface is built approximately 50 cm outside of and encircling the ground surface
foundation on which the upper structure is placed. The lower podium is composed of decorative
brick called dachiapa bricks which are thought to have been originally built presupposing they
would be seen by people.

To the North of the stone altar housed within the temple can be found a water outlet used for
rituals (somasutra) and a single 80 cm long water channel carved out in the stone on the surface
of the ground, which together make up one continuous water channel. It does not function today
as the levee crown of the water channel is situated at the same height as the surrounding stone
paving. This suggests that the water channel is integrated with the lower podium buried underground,
and that the ground surface surrounding the temple may have been raised at some point. However,
a brick paved surface like on the ground was not found on the base surface of the lower podium,
suggesting that the condition of the surrounding ground prior to raising was very different from
what it is today.

Other than this, a foundation thought to be the remains of a brick wall which can be seen in
photos taken before the 1970s was unearthed from the survey zone to the South-West area of the
temple (Photo 5). Some of the series of modifications and reconstructions that the Shiva Temple
has undergone to date can be corroborated from the findings of this current excavation survey.

While an “excavation” is generally imagined to be the unearthing of ruins from thousands of
years ago, history amounting to just several decades to hundreds of years is buried at the foot of
buildings still being used today, but have mostly gone unrecorded thus far. Elucidating this history
will contribute to reconstructing the overall history of Hanumandhoka Palace.

(Hiroo KANSHA, Japan Center for International Cooperation in Conservation)
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