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Ceramic Art of Kathmandu Valley
(From Lichchavi Era to 17* Century AD)

Terracotta or ceramic objects, particularly utensils
of various shapes and sizes, have been in use in the
Kathmandu Valley since the beginning of the

Lichchavi era (synchronizing with the inception of

the Christian era). Ceramic objects, mostly potteries,
are still in use in plenty in Nepalese society for socio-
religious activities like the rites and rituals
performances. In the valley of Kathmandu, there
exists a special group among the farmer community
of Bhaktapur known as Kuma or Kumaley or
Prajapati, who are adept in making clay objects or
ceranmics,

The excavations carried out by His Majesty's
Government of Nepal at various places in the
Kathmandu Valley during the year 1959, 1964 and
1965 have brought into light numerous pieces of
ceramic objects used during the Lichchavi and the
Malla periods. But, unluckily. these antiquities were
destroyed in 1970 in a big fire, which took place in
Singha Durbar, where the Department of
Archaeology was located at that time. We have
however the report of the work undertaken jointly
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by His Majesty's Government/Department of
Archaeology and the Indian Co-operation Mission,
Nepal under the leadership of S.B. Deo at Lazimpat
and Handigoan in the month of January 1965. The
excavations were conducted in a very small scale but
they were unique in the sense that they were the first
scientific archaeological excavations of their kind.

In the excavation of 1965 by S.B.Deo at Lazimpat
and Handigoan, some very interesting ceramic art
objects were found. Among them was a potsherd
stamped with a seal bearing the motifofa calf sucking
a cow and with the legend 'prasthada’ in Gupta
characters, identical with the well-known 'Kamadohi'
motif on the coins of Amsuverma. It probably
belonged to the period of King Amsuverma or 7th
century. A variety of terracotta objects were found
in the deposits belonging to this period. There were
some terracotta beads, lamps and tiles, though not of
remarkable art creation, of the contemporary period
of the Lichchavis.

In 1966, Dr. N. R. Banerjee undertook a small-scale



excavation at Dhumbarahi near Handigoan. Its report
was never published. [n this excavation also, the
ceramics or clay utensils and artifacts used during
the Lichchavi period were discovered. Terracotta
human and animal figures of the lion, elephant, horse,
cow and buffalo were found. Some miniature replicas
of makara spouts were also found. The report says
that the Dhumbarahi excavations have brought to
light an interesting facet of the terracotta art in the
form of an infinite variety of curved hand-pressed
moulds. The excavations have also discovered a large
number of hallow terracotta figurines of animals
modeled by hand in two parts and joined along the
medial line. The humped bull takes the pride of place
in the menagerie, while the assemblage includes the
horse. elephant and, uniquely, the camel. In terms of
proportion, symmetry of composition and disposition
of curves, they are extremely graceful and they would
add a tresh chapter to the history of plastic art in
Nepal.

In around 1969-70 (7), a huge deposit of terracotta
figurines of various animals and human beings were
found when digging was conducted for the
construction of a telephone exchange building at
Naxal in front of present day Bal Mandir. They were
toys small in size but very beautiful. The collection
of the Department of Archaeology was lost in the
big fire of Singha Durbar. But some of them are still
adorning the drawing rooms of ex-royal palace
officials and secretaries of the concerned ministries.
Undoubtedly. they all belong to Lichchavi period

The excavations at Handigoan in Kathmandu carried
out jointly in 1984, which lasted until 1989, by
ISMEQ. ltaly and His Majesty's Government have
proved that the valley has continuous history since
the beginning of the Christian Era. This fact was again
corroborated by the discovery of the stone life-size
statue of King Jaya Verma with inscription dated 2nd
century A.D. at Maligoan near Handigoan.

The IsIAQ (Rome) has conducted some small-scale

excavations at Dhumbarahi in 1984 and 1992, The
finding of huge deposit of ceramics there has made
the archaeologists to conclude that the site is likely
to have had a long tradition as a crafts centre
specializing in pottery production. Numerous pieces
of mostly fragmentary animal figurines are found
there. attributable to the 7th century. In 1992
excavations, there were some significant findings of
specimens of stamped pottery, usually with sharp
fracture, human figurines and seven fragments of
terracotta animal pottery. Other remarkable findings
from this site are decorated shreds. Out of 748
decorated shreds, belonging to a diagnostic sample
of 1696 items, 72 are stamped.

We have no positive evidence for dating the
production of stamped pottery in Nepal. but some
considerations are possible. Some of them belonged
to 7th Century, as they are associated with the
terracotta figurines of the same period. The Italian
archaeologists have concluded that the pottery of
Dhumbarahi belongs to the repertoire of the Gupta
pottery of India and shares some basic characteristics
with its sculptural and architectural repertoire, as
characterized by a sizeable presence of decorations
and stereotyped motifs.

The most remarkable and outstanding archaeological
excavations in the Kathmandu valley were conducted
by ISMEO and later on by IsIAO, Rome in
collaboration with His Majesty's Government of
Nepal from 1984 to 1989. In these excavations,
hundreds of nice pieces of terracotta artifacts and
other building materials on clay have been
discovered. Some earlier pieces of terracotta art
belonging to the Ist and 2nd centuries are the hand-
made head of a boar, with eyes shown by applied
circlets and a hand-made animal figurine which had
legs wide apart and which shows a short twisted tail.
Among the early terracotta picces is a 'grotesque’ head
with thick, joined eyebrows, elongated eyes, and an
open mouth with tecth depicted by means of vertical
lines. and large coarsely-made ears. There were holes



in the nostrils and ears. The hair on the reverse side
is shown by rows of double-incised lines. (Ph.N.1)

Next is a beautiful standing lemale figure with small
breasts, huge hips and narrow waist. She wears
earrings, a thick necklace (called tikama), keyuras
and bracelets. a garment made of beads covering her
hips. and a belt. A sash divided into two bands around
the neck. falls vertically along the axis of the body: a
second sash forms a loop above the knees. The female
figure has both arms raised, the left one showing a
closed fist, the right one holding an indistinguishable
object at which she is looking (probably a mirror?)
(Ph.N.2). Another interesting piece is a potsherd with
a stamped medallion, which shows a humped cow
standing to the left with a suckling calf popularly
called 'kamadhenu'. This discovery has clearly
revealed the fact that 'kamadhenu’ tradition was
popular in the Nepal-Mandala much before the 7th
century or the Amsuverma period.

The most common terracotta object discovered in this
excavation is clay lamps of various shapes and sizes
and small-figured lamp handles all belonging to
Amsuverma period or 7th century. The Italian
archaeologists considered them very much of the
Gupta tradition of India. Some of the lamps have twin
heads as handles. Also lamps with handles depicting
various scenes and figures have been found.

Another interesting and beautiful figure is a fragment
of a female with left leg bent wearing a long sari-like
robe which falls on the right leg, leaving the left one
uncovered. Her sari-like robe is fastened with a belt
made of two rows of beads with a central buckle.

Among the secular images is a beautiful plaque,
rounded on the top. showing an image of Ganesa
scated on a low pedestal. He wears a crown and is
four-armed. Among the objects he is holding, a rosary
is seen in his right lower hand, resting on the knee,
parasu is visible in his left upper hand, and modaka
is held in his half raised, lower left hand. A mouse

can be seen at the right side of the god. The plaque
has a round cavity on its bottom, to be fitted on a
tenon. On the basis of art style, it is dated 7" or 8"
century by the art historians. (Ph.N.3)

Last but not the least among numerous pieces of
terracotta artifacts, [ would like to mention the head
of Bhairava. Here the Bhairava has third eye, arched
evebrows and grinning mouth. He wears a mukuta
with a large central face of Brahma. A perforation
through the mouth was apparently intended for
pouring the rich beer or also known as hatho, the
god being known as Hathodeo. It is considered of
9th or 10th century. The excavated site is so rich in
ceramic art that it has given us a vivid picture of
ceramic art tradition of Nepal from the very beginning
of the century. (Ph.N.4)

In this paper I am not discussing other terracotta
materials used as building materials. In Handigoan
excavations, numerous architectural fragments,
countless numbers ot potteries and numerous beads
were found. The ceramic art tradition nonetheless
developed and flourished during the Lichchavi period
and continued during the Malla period also. In Malla
period. some terracotta temples were built. Among
them the Mahaboudha temple of Patan is famous and
noteworthy. The Mahaboudha temple was built in
the 16th century and it is a facsimile of India's Boudha
Gaya temple. The temple has on its surface Buddha
images on every single brick. Various scenes from
Buddha's life are shown in minute detail over the
entire structure. (Ph.N. 5)

The most noteworthy of all the terracotta images of
the Malla period are kept inside a shrine in
Hanumandhokha Palace at Mohan Chowk. Inside this
courtyard in its west wing on ground floor. there isa
shrine ofAstamatrikas. There are terracotla images
of goddess Astamatrikas in it. But nobody is allowed
to enter into this shrine except the members of the
royal family and other related persons. The terracotta
Astamatrikas was made by the order of King Pratap



Malla (1641-1674). These Astamatrikas are not only
the best example of terracotta art of Nepal of the
mediaeval period but also the most beautiful and
attractive pieces of art of Nepal. Here, Goddess
Chamunda is worshipped as the main deity or Shakti.
The images are of about two and half-feet height and
they are decorated with silver and other jewelleries.
They are so marvelously polished that they look like
that of stone.

Another best example of terracotta art tradition of
Malla period can be seen at the famous courtyard of
Kumari Ghar built by the last Malla King Jaya
Prakash Malla in 1757. Every body can visit this
courtyard and can sec terracotta tile panels on all sides
of its plinth course. Here. we can see mating scencs
of peacocks, parrots, elephants: hunting scenes, love
scenes, dancing scenes, battle scenes Ph.N. 6, playing
musical instruments, monks and so on (Ph.N.7.)

Before concluding my paper, | would like to give
few examples of terracotta arts from the collection
of National Museum, Kathmandu. The terracotta
Navadurgas namely Sailputri, Brahamacarini,
Chandra Ghanta, Kusmanda, Skandamata,
Katyayani, Kalaratri, Maha Gauri, and Shidhidatri,
are in display there (Ph.N.8). All are made at the
same time and are of about two feet in height and
dated 17th century. Most probably they are the few
best examples of terracotta art tradition of Nepal
continuing from the Lichchavi period. In the
collection and exhibition of National Museum, there
are some other notable terracotta art pieces also such
as four-armed Ganesa sitting in lalitasana mudra,
Matsyaavatara or fish incarnation of Vishnu and
Bhawani or Durga. But after 17th century, the

tradition of making terracotta images began to
decline. The use of metals, wood and stone became
prominent. Those people, who were responsible for
making ceramic figures for secular and religious
purposes, are still continuing their profession but their
quality and artistic creativeness has degraded in
comparison to other fields of arts.
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Fort, Ramnagar
Varanasi 221008

30 November 1992
Your Majesty

When late His Majesty came to Benares I showed him the ghats while taking
him down the river. 1 showed the Nepali Ghat to 11is Majesty and suggested to him
that is should be taken over by the Government of Nepal and turned into a Nepalese
Cultural and Information Centre. His Majesty appreciated the idea and assured me
that steps would be taken in that direction. Unfortunately nothing has been done
and the property is falling into ruins owing to neglect.

When Sri G. P. Koirala, the Prime Minister, came to Benares last year and
had lunch at the Fort, I talked to him about the property on the Ghat. He said he
would take up the matter but probably owing to his many preoccupations he has
forgotten about it. T am enclosing a copy of a write-up in the "Aaj" a leading
newspaper of Varanasi, highlighting the gradual destruction of the beautiful wood
carvings on the premises. May I request Your Majesty to take a personal interest in
the matter and turn this property into a decent Cultural and Information Centre.
This will add to the beauty of the river bank.

With warmest regards.
Yours sincerely,
His Majesty R
King Birendra Bir Bikram Shah Dev (Vibhuti Narayan Singh)
The Royal Palace
Kathmandu
(Note:- typed true copy)
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Fort, Ramnagar
Varanasi 221008

18 August 2000
My dear Sri Koiralaji,

I was very happy to meet the two Government officials sent by your
Excellency who came to report about Nepalese Temple in Varanasi which is being
renovated by His Majesty. I have suggested that a Nepal Information Centre like
the British Council and the American Centre be opened here by the Crown Prince.
I have also suggested that the His Majesty's Government do something for the gold
covering of the domes of the Kashi Visvanath Temple.

Kindly convey my best regards to His Majesty.

With all good wishes,
Yours sincerely,

His Excellency‘ i i s
Sri G. P. Koirala (Vibhuti Narayan Singh)
Prime Minister of Nepal
Prime Minister's House
Kathmandu
Nepal

(Note:- yped true copy)
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