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Vihar

. H.L. Singh

There is an intimate and
inseparable relation between vihar
and Buddhism. Vihar is in fact an
integral part of all three kinds of
theravada, Mahayan and Vajrayana
Buddhism. The construction of
vihars is dated back to the days of
the Buddha.With the growing
influences and popularity of the
Buddha, kings, nobles, merchants
and other people constructed vihars
for the shelter of the
Buddha and the monks following

“him. Jivakaram of Rajagriha and
Jetavana Mahavihar were some of
the examples. Nigrodham and
Mahavana were vihars constructed
in ancient Kapilvastu. In Nepal,
vihars had been constructed from
Kiranti to modern Shah periods.

Vihars, popularly called
bahas, still exist in a large number
in the Kathmandu Valley. Their
popularity has declined in course of
time. They are no longer monastic
retreats of celibate monks. They

now serve as places for performing -
rituals or observing the
socio-religious festivities of
Buddhism.

The central feature of a baha
is a square courtyard open to the sky
surrounded by the shrine and the
living quarters of Shakyas,
Vajracharyas, and the people of
other Buddhist classes. The shrine
is always placed opposite the
entrance.

A bahi possesses some
addtional features than a baha. These
are a wooden corridor projecting
from the first story and overlooking
the central courtyard and a small
circumambulatory path around the
shrine.

The origin of Buddhist vihars
in Nepal dated back to the time of
Krakuchhanda Tathagata who along
with 700 pupils including Gunadhoja
Brahmin, Abhayananda Chherti, etc,
visited Swayambhu, constructed a
vihar for the first time after




establishing the sangha. Then,
Kasyapa Tathagata constructed
another vihar under the patronage of
Bhikshu Gunakara. Then, King
Prachandadeva of Gauda was
initiated into monkhood. The
Mahayana text Swayambhu Purana
contains a detailed account of
Swayambhu Mahachaitya. There
were also other vihars in the ancient
times.

- In different periods of
Nepalese history, there were
instances of the construction of
vihars. Builders of these vihars
included kings, nobles, Buddhist
preceptors and devotees. A large
number of chaityas and vihars were
constructed during the Lichchhavi
period. This is evident from the
inscriptions available in temples,
historic sites, etc. Vihars were
sacred places with an air of sanctity
- and solemnity. There is some halo
of tranquility in vihars which even
non-believers looked upon with awe
and veneration.

The vihars of Nepal once
hummed with activity. Some of them
were great centres of learning
frequented by distinuished scholars
from India and Tibet. They were
reactivated for a while by Buddhists
fleeing from the universities of

Nalanda and Vikramshila in the wake
of the Muslim invasion in the 12th
and 13 th century in India.
Manuscripts copying and bronze
casting were the chief pre-occupa-
tions of the vihars of Nepal.
Historians have identified the
shrine complex of Vajrayogini at
Sankhu, Kathmandu, as Gumvihar
which is considéred to be the oldest
known vihar in the Kathmandu
Valley. From the Kiranti coinage of
the world, it is generally believed
that the origin of this vihar dated
back to first century A.D. Another
instance of the early introduction of
Buddhism in the ancient times is the
presence of the Swayambhu chaitya
along with other chaityas and stupas,
and other shrines around it. The
Swayambhu Mahachaitya is
considered to be one of the most
ancient ones. and it is distinguished
by its uniquely significant and
artistic structures. Swayambhu is the
most prominent and living represen-
tative monument of Mahayana
Buddhaism in Nepal. This chaitya
had been visited by several Adi
Buddhas, Manjushri and many other
saints and monks of India, Bhutan,
Sikkim and other Buddhist countries.
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