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A Visit to Khao Phra Viharn
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An avenue leading from the second gate to the third one.
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A VISIT TO KHAO PHRA VIHARN

After having travelled 34 kilometres amidst
a dense forest spotted here and there with patches
of intense green which seems to sing the glory of
Nature, we arrive at the foot of the Khao Phra Viharn
and by a flight of a hundred and sixty steps plus a
second stairway of another sixty steps we reach the
first of the four gopurams which precede the Sanctuary,
we are enraptured by a mysterious scene which in its
natural reaction compels us to make a comparison
between old and modern ages. In our dynamic and
scientific days we have no more time to meditate in
spiritual matters as did old people; of course, with
modern knowledge and means we do wonderful and
useful things such as the people of the past could not
even dream of, but these works do not represent any
more the common spiritual effort of arace to glorify their
faith as it was in the case of the builders of Borobodur,
Angkor Wat, Khao Phra Viharn, the Kandarya
Mahadeva at Khajuraho, the Lingaraja at Bhuvanesvara,
the Medieval Buropean cathedrals and other hundreds
of examples we could cite. In those days the erection
of a temple meant the highest ambition to express the
devotion towards a god. In particular for the eastern
people each stone erected, each sculpture chiselled to
enrich the temple was the most pious activity a man
could offer to the divinity. Everyone believed, everyone
lived within god and as such any suffering and fatigue
was borne with serenity: the spirit supported the
matter and man lived in happiness in the certainty of
a spiritual eternal life.
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In visiting places such as Khao Phra Viharn we
are stunned by the picture we may figure of the large
mass of men working almost frantically to accomplish
the house of their gods. Indeed, it was an army whose
soldiers were all believers, either materially or spiritually
everyone concurred to erect these wonders.

The architect of this superb monument conceived
it as a transcendental development towards the abode
of the god, the Kailasa. Most cleverly, the architect
took advantage of the exceptionally beautiful natural
spot to give more meaning to his creation. The temple
is a complex of architectural elements developing from
the foot of the slopes of a mountain which rises up to
105 metres to finish abruptly in a majestic cliff dominat-
ing all around the vast plains. From the physical world
man rises to heaven and indeed the sensation we
experience is tremendously impressive. Our imagination
may picture the immense hypnotising influence such a
monument had over the believers who came from far
away in pilgrimage to ask protection and benevolence
from their god.

As said, over two hundred steps bring us to the
first of the four gopurams.* Here the pilgrim would
rest and meditate; it was a long rest in order to begin
his spiritual purification. The fine sculpture chiselled
on the portals depicting deities and subjects from
Hinduism intensified the imagination of the believer in
his devoted thoughts. Indeed those bas-reliefs which
for us have only a great artistic value, but for old

The gopuram is the gateway giving access to a temple. But more
than a geteway, as generally understood, the Indian gopuram is a place
where the believer concentrates in his pious thoughts hefore proceeding
in his spiritual quest.
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people had an impressive religious language. The
temple being dedicated to Siva, all the other divinities
are subordinate to that god, but at the same time they
form an inseparable philosophical unity with him, hence
each deity or subject was of a major importance for
the transcendental emotion of man.

From a gentle sloping avenue, about 280 m. long,
flanked by a series of pillars, we reach the second
gopuram which, like the others, has a Greek cross plan.
The third gopuram is accessible through another avenue
about 170 m. long and from this to the fourth there is
another walk of about 40 m. The difference of distance
between one gopuram and another was not causal but
was purposely planned to emphasize the emotion of the
believers who, through the shorter length between
structures could feel nearer and nearer to god. The
mental effort of the pilgrim in his quest to communicate
with god came to be accomplished and, like a purifying
flame, the spiritual vibration emanating from the
sanctuary became so intense that man felt one within
god himself.

The third gopuram has two lateral additions
which certainly were built later supposedly to accom-
modate the many male pilgrims visiting the Sanctuary.
If our supposition corresponds with the real fact, the
two additions, each 35 m. in length, obliterate to a
certain extent the former conception of the monument.
In fact, these two structures which, as mentioned
above, could accommodate many people affected the
mystic holiness of the gopuram built exclusively for
the purpose of meditation. Referring to this mystic
sense, we have also to remark that all along the way to
the Sanctuary the thick vegetation would serve also as
a suggestive element,

— 923 —



The fourth gopuram serves as an entrance to a
walled court. At the end of this court there is what
looks like a mandapa and at its sides there are two
small structures used as a library and treasury to keep
ritual objects. The pillars of the ground floor support
other shorter pillars, from which we may suppose that
the building had two stories, or otherwise the openings
between the upper pillars served to give light to the
mandapa.*

Finally, after the spiritual walk of about nine
hundred metres the believer reached the abode of the
god. This structure is built just at the summit of the
mountain which abruptly ends in a sheer vertical
precipice as to indicate the boundery of Heaven.

Nature, religion and art here form an impressive
unforgettable spiritual unity.

Many holy places are either located in the peaks
of mountains or other suggestive natural spots, but the
architect of this monument exploited Nature to the full,
according to his high psychological and philosophical
understanding.

The Sanctuary, that is to say, the main structure
of this complex temple, is planned according to the
Indian prototype, namely, a holy rectangular precinct
enclosed by a vaulted gallery walled outside and with
opening inside. In the case of the Khao Phra Viharn,
instead of the usual pillars the openings of the gallery
are formed by series of windows which give a sense of
concentration to the sacred spot more than the effect
produced by pillars.

# Mandapa is a walled portico in front of the cell. Although the Indian
prototype of the Mandapa may be of a considerable size, in gencral it is only
a little larger than the cell. If the first mandapa was not sufficient for
the rituals, then one or two more were added attached to the first in an

axial way.
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The cell, roofed by the massive sikhara*, and
the mandapa in front of it are erected in the centre of
the sacred precinct and form a fine unity which is the
credit of the Khmer art. Indeed the curve of the roof
of the mandapa intersects and harmonizes both with
“the front and the side elevations of the cell perfectly.
This remark may be better understood by comparing
the Khmer temple with the Indian ones of the northern
style from which certainly the Khmer temple originated.
In looking at the famous and beautiful temple of
Lingaraja of Bhuvanesvara we shall notice that the
pyramidal roof of the mandapa with its many horizontal
tiers, reminiscence of wooden structures, does not
harmonize with the menumental appearance of the
curved outline of the sikhara. Such a contrasting effect
was corrected by the Khmer in a way as to render the
two architectural elements a single fine composition.

But the sense of harmonious monumentality is
not limited to the sikhara and the mandapa of the
Sanctuary of the Khao Phra Viharn alone; the four
gopurams are also most fine, both in their masses and
details. Every part seems to impress the aesthetic
sense of the visitor; from the massive and plain walls
relieved by a few fine mouldings to the exquisite
ornamentation. Also in this monument it will be
noticed how perfectly the builders understood the func-
tion of sculptural decoration. Pediments, pillars, roofs
and mouldings are enriched with most delicate carvings
which, although profusely applied, never affect the
structural appearance of architecture.

¥ The Sikhara is the roofing tower-like overstructure of the cell. It
may bear a pyramidal outline formed by receding stories like in the Indian
temples of the Dravidian style, or may have a curved outline like the temples
of the northern style from which the Khmer architecture originated ( See
also the Thai phra-prang ).
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At present the sikhara of the cell enshrining the
holy symbol of Siva is fallen down. In astonishing and
reverent silence we look at these large blocks of stone
which once had the power to move deeply and to
enrapture the soul of man. But in the awesome enclosure
and through art we still feel the spirit of god enveloping
this sacred mountain.

Outside, flanking the left and right sides of the
Sanctuary and detached from it about five metres, there
are two fine looking structures (20 x 15 m.) which have
horizontal long openings enriched with the typical
Khmer colonnade. We do not know the purpose of
these structures, but considering that the openings are
on the upper part of the buildings, we could suppose
that they served to room women pilgrims or were
reserved for some important personnages who could
have the privilege to live for some time so near the
abode of god, or again, were used as dwelling of the
Brahmans who performed the sacred rituals.

As mentioned before, one of the outstanding
features of the Khao Phra Viharn temple is the finesse
of the sculptural decoration. The contour of the plenty
carvings of the lintels and those of the pediments are
cut so deep and so neat as to arouse the question of
how those old sculptors could manage to execute such
works. The answer is that the newly quarried stone
was so soft as to permit a deep and neat vertical cut
and at the same time to execute many ornaments in a
relatively short time. When the stone was exposed for
some time to the atmospheric agents it hardened. The
kind of stone used in building the Khao Phra Viharn
was dug out on the spot. Walking around we may
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nearby see how the water running on the surface of the
mountain has corroded the bare rocks in very curious
ways showing the softness of that material. The stone
has either a greyish or reddish tint. The greyish stone
was quarried in the upper part while the reddish one in

the Jower part of the mountain.

One outstanding feature of the Khao Phra Viharn
temple is the outline of the decoration which serves as
the framing element of the pediments. The peculiar
design which ends in what looks like a volute or the
coiling upper part of the elephant’s trunk differs from the
universal naga pattern of the Khmer temples. This
peculiar decoration which is to be found also in
Cambodia in the temple of Banteai Srei of the middle
of the 10th century, and certainly was contemporary to
the Khao Phra Viharn, may have originated from the
design of the Indian makara which is also to be noticed
in Cambodia in a lintel of the temple of Sambor Prei
Kuk of the 7th century.

More particularly we would like to hint about the
upper part of the niches with Buddha images enriching
the terraces of the Borobodur stupa in Java. The
outlines of these niches formed by the figure of the
makaras with its typical coiled elephant-trunk like
snout, tempts us to think that the peculiar outline of the
portal of Khao Phra Viharn was inspired by the
above-mentioned Javanese design.

The rest of the ornaments, although having
stylistic differences which suggest that during the
erection of this monument the style of Khmer art
underwent changes, is very similar to the universal
Khmer patterns as it is that of the architectural mould-
ings. Indeed, we could never emphasize too strongly
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7th century.
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the beauty of these mouldings: it is sufficient to {ook at
the delicate design of the basement of the first gopuram
to understand the finesse and at the same time the solid
appearance of this architecture.

When the dogmatic principles of any religion
imply the absolute belief in god, this is conceived as
the protector and tender lover of the human beings.
Accordingly, the architectural features of the temple
have to convey those religious principles in order to
arouse in man that spiritual emotion which is the source
of the refinement of the human mind and feelings. For
this reason, the plan, architectural masses and details
of a well conceived temple have a profound influence,
not only on the followers of a peculiar religion, but also
over any sensitive man. Of course, not all religious
structures influence us in the same way; it depends
upon the conception peoples have imagined their divini-
ties. For example, the Egyptian temples are impressive
for their colossal appearance, but in front of them man
has the sensation of becoming a nullity. Architecture
dominates and almost incites fear. It seems as though
between god and man there is an unapproachable
distance, quite opposite to the sensation we experience
ascending the Khao Phra Viharn. Here the harmonious
severe architectural masses rendered delicate by the fine
carvings seem to embody the very abstract conception
of a god in his austere ideal vision as well as in his
benevolent love for human beings. In a temple like this,
we feel compelled to offer our reverent thoughts to the
spirit of god, while the beauty of art conveys to us his
understanding and caressing smile.
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The Khmer, expert in water - works, did not miss
also here to provide the place with water for drinking
and bathing by the means of three large basins, about
35 x 20 m. Two of these reservoirs are lined with stone
steps, while the third is merely dug into the soil. Few
metres from the second gopuram, at its left, there is a
fourth square basin, 9 x 9 m., finely proportioned in
respect to the depth, at the middle of which thereisa
lion-head sprouting holy water used for the ablutions
of the believers.

In remembering the visit to Khao Phra Viharn
we feel an intimate pleasure giving us a sense of pride
to belong to this human Family which has left such
masterpieces as a testimony of its eternal creative
power.

Bangkok, 31st December 1959.
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