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The Patan Museum or “Golden Window” (Fig. 1), as it is often called after the gilded 
“palace portal” (Amatya 2002: 9) sanctified with gods, looks out upon Patan Durbar 
Square. The window frames the entranceway to the museum, positioned above the 
“Golden Door” clad in gilt-copper. Both these features pay homage to the exquisite 
metallurgical arts of Nepal and glitter from across the Durbar Square, inviting the visitor 
into the shadows of the museum. These prominent features could be seen as the first of 
the museum’s objects on display, illuminating a complex history of a palace turned 
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Fig. 1 The Golden 
Window and 
Golden Door of 
the Patan 
Museum, 18th c., 
gilt-copper.
Patan, Nepal.
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museum.  They also perform as religious artefacts, showing both Buddhist and Hindu 1

deities; Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara, the Buddhist protector deity of Patan, is surrounded 
by a Hindu pantheon of gods. Through the building’s history and such objects as the 
“Golden Window”, one can explore the interconnected curatorial paradigm of a palace-
museum-temple, defining meaning through the ‘art museum as ritual site’ (Duncan 1995: 
7), and unfolding the shared architectural, cultural and philosophical frameworks to 
reveal the successes of the Patan Museum.

The focus of this paper will be to look at the Patan Museum’s Buddhist collections and 
associations, in relation to the museum’s historical, architectural, and cultural setting. A 
pivotal feature within this exploration is the museum’s equal handling of Hinduism and 
Buddhism - one gallery introduces Hindu-Buddhist iconography, three are devoted to 
Hinduism and two to Buddhism - pertaining to the living traditions and culture of the 
Kathmandu Valley. This equivalence is especially significant given that the religious 
makeup of Nepal consists of 81.3% Hindus and 9% Buddhists.  Despite the statistical 2

disparity between religions, the Patan Museum has made a conscious effort to 
communicate the co-existence of Hinduism and Buddhism in Nepal. By devoting near 
proportional space and dedication to Buddhist art and artefacts, the museum also makes 
a symbolic statement about the relevance of Buddhist traditions to the Kathmandu 
Valley, both historically and today.

 The gilt-copper cladding was created in 1854 and funded by selling antiquities from the palace treasury 1

for scrap metal (S. Slusser 1997: p53)

 Statistics published by H. Gurung and Dahal in David N. Gellner’s lecture on ‘Buddhist Politics and the 2

Politics of Buddhism in Nepal’ at SOAS, 19th Nov 2015.
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The history of this building has the organic, ephemeral quality of time, yet is located in 
space. The site of the Patan Museum, located in Keshav Narayan Chowk, once 
belonged to a Buddhist monastery long before it became a palace (Hagmüller 2012: 50). 
It could be seen that the Patan Museum is therefore rooted in Buddhism, much like a 
Bodhi tree. The monastery was moved ‘to make space for an extension of the 
palace’ (Hagmüller 2012: 29) and, whilst the original date of construction is unknown, 
renovations are recorded to have taken place during the Malla Dynasty (1200-1769). 
The Patan palace was in use by the kings of the Malla period and Patan Durbar was a 
center of political, local and religious life. The Malla kings were considered incarnations 
of Vishnu, therefore ruled under Hindu traditions but had ‘predominantly Buddhist 
subjects in Patan’ (Hagmüller 2012: 32), as well as venerating Buddhist deities.  This 3

religious conflation is epitomised by artefacts like the “Golden Window”, demonstrating 
not only the harmonious relationship of Hinduism and Buddhism, but also acting as a 
socio-historical commentary on the Malla kings who once inhabited the Patan palace.

In 1977, UNESCO published a conservation plan for seven World Heritage Sites in the 
Kathmandu Valley, under request from His Majesty’s Government of Nepal (Amatya 
2012: 9). Three of these sites are the Durbar Squares located in the historic kingdoms of 
Kathmandu, Bhaktapur and Patan. This conservation period also signalled developing 
relations between Austria and Nepal, wherein Eduard Sekler proposed to restore one of 
the Patan palace courtyards, Keshav Narayan Chowk, in 1982. This project was funded 
by the Austrian government and grew to become the development of the Patan Museum,  
which was completed in 1997. The project coordinator was Austrian architect Götz 
Hagmüller, Director of the Patan Museum, who continues to live and work in Nepal. 
Thomas Schrom joined Hagmüller as project manager, working to supervise the 
construction and visual design, and curator Mary Shepherd Slusser also contributed to 
the aesthetic realisation of the museum and its collections.

 In Nepal, ‘Buddhists can equally worship Hindu Gods and justify it by saying that they are ‘really’ 3

worshipping Avalokitesva.’ (Gellner 1996: 95).
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Hagmüller was involved with several renovation projects in Nepal, including restoring a 
traditional Math in Bhaktapur where he lives with his wife Ludmilla Hungerhuber.  4

Bhaktapur and Patan are similar in the way that the two former kingdoms of royal power 
were overlooked when Kathmandu became the capital city in 1769, motioning the end of 
the Malla Dynasty. Kathmandu was subsequently subject to modern development whilst 
Bhaktapur and Patan remained largely untouched places of traditional culture and art. 
Both cities were built with sacred geographies and the urban planning works as a 
mandala, radiating out from the central Durbars. These spiritual geometries are an 
extension of architecture, as ‘temples, pagodas and stupas were seen as plans and 
elevations of cosmic structure and order’ (Hagmüller 2012: 23). In Patan, the town is 
orientated by cardinal stupas  (known as caityas) approximately marking the North, 5

East, South, West and central points of the city, three of which are covered with grass.  6

These caityas are ‘probably the oldest Buddhist monuments of the Kathmandu Valley, 
over fifteen hundred years old.’ (Hagmüller 2012: 24). The central caitya (Pimbahal 
Chaitya) is situated Northwest of Patan Durbar, meaning the cardinal axis actually 
intersect at Durbar Square, demonstrating the significance of the palace as a prominent 
site in sacred urban space: ‘To reside at this auspicious center of a tiny but wealthy 
kingdom was the divine prerogative of its rulers’ (Hagmüller 2012: 27).

The Patan Museum occupies the Northern section of what was the Patan Durbar palace 
complex. The restoration of the palace and its subsequent conversion into a museum 
‘aimed at restoring at least the principal elevation and the main courtyard to their original 
design of 1734’ (Hagmüller 2012: 57), when it was rebuilt for the final time under Malla 
rule. The most prominent aspect within this redevelopment is Hagmüller’s approach to 
restoration as a process that extends beyond the physical walls of the building, 
simultaneously reaching into the roots of the sites history and spanning time to engage 

 See ‘Götz Hagmüller of Kathu Math’ by Ian Alsop.4

 The cardinal stupas are locally said to be erected by Asoka when he visited the Nepalese plateau in the 5

3rd century (Snellgrove 1961: 4), although this is contested otherwise, see Waldschmidt (1969) p14.

 Hagmüller incorrectly states that ‘two are still covered with grass’ (p24) in the Patan Museum catalogue, 6

when in fact there are three grass covered caityas and Northern and central stupas have white concrete 
domes as a result of renovation over time.
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with Buddhist traditions and culture today: 

‘[The Patan Museum] is not merely meant to display a collection of artefacts, 
many of which were created in the workshops of this city over hundreds of 
years, but also to exhibit the Malla-period palace itself. It was designed to 
explain the spiritual, social and geographic context of these treasures within 
the living culture found just beyond the museum’s own walls.’ 

Hagmüller 2012: 15  

In opening a dialogue between the past and present, Hagmüller positions the Patan 
Museum in a space that is challenged by the very nature of historical restoration and 
conservation work. These tensions are especially prevalent when working within 
UNESCO regulations and in respect of cultural heritage, wherein conflicts arise between 
historical restoration and modern conservation techniques and engineering. For 
example, the introduction of steel reinforcements to resist Nepal’s earthquakes, such as 
the devastating repercussions of 1934 (see Fig. 2) and the recent earthquake in April, 
2015. In the resolution of this challenging process, the museum acquires a textural 
synthesis of historic authenticity and, what Hagmüller calls, the “spirit of our time” (2012: 
59). The Patan Museum is therefore situated in a liminal space between then and now, 
which resonates with the idea of the art museum as “a temple where Time seems 
suspended” (Germain Bazin cited in Duncan 1995: 11). It is this diachronic approach to 
museology that shows an awareness of the lineage of Buddhist practices and how this 
remains a living tradition today. This coalescence of history and the now is 
communicated visually and conceptually by Hagmüller, Schrom and Slusser, as they 
curatorially weave together the palace, museum, and temple and use this framework to 
contextually ‘explain’ the collections.
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Fig. 2 Photograph of 
the Patan palace 
after the earthquake 
of 1934.
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‘Art museums have always been compared to older ceremonial monuments 
such as palaces or temples. Indeed, from the eighteenth through the mid-
twentieth centuries, they were deliberately designed to resemble them.’ 

Duncan 1995: 7

In the case of the Patan Museum, as its architectural bones belong to a monastery and 
palace, it has no urgency in emulating such monuments, in fact ‘you could easily pass it 
as being one more structure among those massing the Square’ (Ramaswamy 2012: 
44-45). The only comparable feature is perhaps the ‘grand doorway’ guarded by 
‘monumental lions’ (Duncan 1995: 10), although ‘two gate guardians’ (Seckel 1989: 47) 
are traditionally seen at every temple in the square.

Usha Ramaswamy notes how the classical facades of the Louvre, British Museum and 
National Gallery, as buildings intended to celebrate the human spirit, often end up 
‘dehumanising’ the visitor on arrival (2012: 43). The Patan Museum’s understated 
architecture instead imitates everyday life in Nepal, much like a habitual visit to the 
temple. Ramaswamy compares these secular institutions and a recent shift in 
contemporary museum design to the Patan Museum, locating it ‘In a word, 
nowhere.’ (2012: 43). Her observation here sheds light on what the Patan Museum is 
trying to achieve: to loose itself in space and time. Indeed, museums are environments 
in which the visitor is able to experience ‘a state of “detached, timeless and exalted” 
contemplation’ (Duncan 1995: 11-12). This idea corresponds to the recurring image of 
liminality and suggests how the visitor is left suspended in time and space, then and 
now, heaven and earth.
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Fig. 3 Courtyard 
entrance to the Patan 
Museum.
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Once you pass through the “Golden Door”, you enter a quiet courtyard. At it’s centre is a 
shrine devoted to Vishnu, as were the Malla kings. Behind is the courtyard entrance to 
the museum, an original ornate wooden gateway (Fig. 3),  which ‘requires a referential 7

deep bow of the head when entering the sanctity of a building.’ (Hagmüller 2012: 70). 
This immediate act of piety signals the space not only as a museum, but a temple. 
Carved protective deities and snakes recall the iconography of the “Golden Door” and 
symbolise the gateway as a threshold between secular and sacred space. As Seckel 
explains, ‘Temple gates have been given such prominent features because this passage 
across the border between the profane-empirical “world” and the sacred-cosmic-
meditative sphere of the sanctuary… is of crucial importance’ (1989: 47).

The ‘monastically simple entrance arcade’ (Ramaswamy 2012: 45) functions as a liminal 
space to assert the ritual activity of both museum and temple. Ramaswamy continues to 
describe the hallway as part of a spiritual transition ‘that has the immediate effect of 
quieting the mind while simultaneously, preparing it.’ (2012: 45). Here, the visitor is told 
that they are leaving behind the profane, earthly world of the museum shop, cafe and 
garden on the ground floor to enter the galleries above.

To access the galleries, you must first ascend a narrow, wooden staircase: ‘Even kings 
would climb the same type of steep timber ladders in their palaces of the 
past.’ (Hagmüller 2012: 82). For the visitor, this symbolises a physical departure from the 
secular world towards a heavenly realm. Each stairway is accompanied by an angled 
handrail inspired by Tibetan temples, which are meant as ‘a subtle homage to the artistic 
and religious relations between the two countries’ (Hagmüller 2012: 82). Hidden in the 
roof above the staircase to the Buddhist gallery (Fig. 4), a wind chime sounds above the 
‘hush of centuries’ (Ramaswamy 2012: 45). These aesthetic and multi-sensory touches 
create an immersive environment for the visitor, allowing them to experientially engage 
with the space.

 The doorframe was found ‘misused’ as an interior partition elsewhere in the palace and re-appropriated 7

as the museum gateway (Hagmüller 2012: 70).
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The galleries consist of ‘rooms that pulsate between narrow and wide’ (Hagmüller 2012: 
86), with thick mud-plastered walls in undulating shades of terracotta, apricot, ochre, and 
earth (Fig. 5). This palette echoes temple interiors and personalises the space, resisting 
the ‘whitening of museum space, space that seemed ever more anonymous’ (Newhouse 
2006: 48) in the white-cube culture of the 21st century.  Hagmüller states that ‘the 8

memory of a building can be written in the thickness of its walls’ (2012: 89), and so too 
can it be felt. They are cut with interior voids, which recede into the shadows of the 
building or are illuminated from the inside out, adding ‘a new element of perspective and 
orientation toward focal points at the end of long vistas.’ (Hagmuller 2012: 89).

 

 ‘Towards a New Museum’ by Victoria Newhouse was one of Hagmüller’s primary research texts. The 8

chapter ‘Museum as Sacred Space’ has been especially influential over the course of this paper.
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Fig. 5 First floor gallery; Introduction to Buddhist 
and Hindu iconography.

Fig. 4 Staircase to the 
main Buddhist gallery.
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Orientation is connected to the sacred geographies of the building, much like the 
cardinal directions of the Five Tathagata Buddhas. Ramaswamy narrates how the 
museum interior unfolds itself as the visitor navigates their way: ‘As you move through 
the layers you are, in effect, travelling within a temple to uncover the mysteries of the 
East.’ (2012: 45). The museum experience therefore transforms into ‘a kind of mental 
journey, a stepping out of the present into a universe of timeless values.’ (Duncan 1995: 
19). A journey that resonates with the Buddhist ‘path of transformation, the ultimate 
destination being perfection, or self-realisation.’ (Ramaswarmy 2012: 45).

The walls are also hollowed with ‘alter-like niches’ (Ramaswamy 2012: 45) to display the 
exhibits. Akin to “aesthetic chapels” (Duncan 1995: 17), these are individually crafted 
and lit to house each object. Plinths rise from the terracotta tiles in the same tones as 
the walls, and dark wooden vitrines match the traditional Nepalese woodwork. This 
architectural integration allows the objects to physically inhabit the space, and gives 
them a sense of contextualisation associated with their original settings in temples, 
shrines and altars, that is so often lost in modern museums. In her seminal work 
‘Civilizing Rituals’, Carol Duncan writes how ‘installation design has consistently and 
increasingly sought to isolate objects for the concentrated gaze of the aesthetic 
adept’ (1995: 17), which is particularly apt in the case of Buddhist objects, as the visitor 
is granted time and space for meditative contemplation. The ‘isolation and illumination of 
objects induces visitors to fix their attention onto things that exist seemingly in some 
other realm.’ (Duncan 1995: 19), encouraging a sense that they too are temporarily 
welcomed into another dimension. 

Together with the anonymity of white-washed walls, is the white light used in 
contemporary museums and galleries. ‘In Nepal, however, the gods dwell in darkness’ 
(Hagmüller 2012: 107). Hagmüller was thus faced with the question: 

‘Should one leave them in the darkness of a deep alcove… or should one 
expose them to bright daylight or its equivalent of cold halogen or fluorescent 
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illumination, profaning them once and forever to become objects in the 
histories of religion and art?’ 

Hagmüller 2012: 107

Natural daylight is here coupled with artificial lighting, despite the fact that museums 
‘frequently banned… natural light - so often inspirational in its effect in religious 
buildings.’ (Newhouse 2006: 47). This is resolved by not seeing darkness and light as 
mutually exclusive - in the same way Ian Alsop advises that ‘viewing an image of a deity 
as a sacred icon and as a work of art do not have to be mutually exclusive’ (2012: 108) - 
but by meditating between the two. The exhibits are lit by mellow spotlights, hidden in 
the alcoves and ceilings, augmented by reflecting mirrors angled beneath to illuminate 
detailing; ‘Focus lights enhance the details in the displays but preserve their romance, 
their timeless and elusive secrets.’ (Ramaswamy 2012: 47). The galleries are also 
intermittently patterned with shafts of sunlight through low lattice windows. Some of 
which are fitted with ledges, offering visitors a space and time to rest. It may be the 
transient passages of time that are reflected in daylight, as it spans across space, that 
make it so ethereal. This process reiterates the state of liminality, suspended in-
between, that is so familiar to a temple: ‘… daylight is as much as possible kept out of 
the interior, so that deep, quasi-formless twilight is created.’ (Seckel 1989: 61). Such a 
moment occurs at noon at the Patan Museum, at the feet of a gilt-copper sculpture of 
Shakyamuni displayed in the Buddhist gallery, as if a daily ritual:

‘Only one ray of sun penetrates this interior twilight: it comes, and only at 
noon, through a small triangular hole on the southern wall high under the 
roof… this shaft of light slowly traces a short-lived arc on the floor to give 
orientation - both in time and space - for those who seek it.’ 

Hagmüller 2012: 110

Without knowledge of Nepal’s history of art and antiquities, one may ask why ‘It would 
have been impossible for the Patan Museum to have put together such a rich collection 
by the normal acquisition process of a museum.’ (Mani Daxit 2012: 95). In fact, this issue 
of ‘acquisition’ remains a predicament in all international museum institutions, yet their 
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concerns stay mute, unlike the unique case of the Patan Museum who's transparent 
voice echoes like a call to arms.

In the 1960’s, the Kathmandu Valley was a ‘vast and open museum’ (Mani Daxit 2012: 
95) with art exhibited in public outdoor spaces, as well as the inner sanctums of temples 
and monasteries. Nepal opened it’s “Golden Door” to the world in the 1950’s, introducing 
economic trade, industry and modernisation that ‘would severely affect the age-old 
communal institutions of the Valley, so that the value of ancient heritage would become 
downgraded among the modernising elite even though the lay citizenry remained as 
pious as ever.’ (Mani Daxit 2012: 96). Within this period, ‘an illicit trade in idols and 
devotional paraphernalia developed rapidly and reached its peak in the late 1970’s and 
1980’s.’ (Mani Daxit 2012: 95). There was very little the Valley could do to intercede, as it 
watched deities, gods and guardians leave the Nepalese plateau to go ‘into foreign 
exile.’ (Mani Daxit 2012: 96).

The Patan Museum states that this ‘idol-theft’ has incongruously ‘become the single 
most important “benefactor” for the Patan Museum.’ (Mani Daxit 2012: 95). These 
“Stolen Gods” were recovered by authorities, abandoned by thieves, or even 
anonymously donated to the museum.  The palace storerooms already ‘contained two 9

such repositories of stolen art’ with the remaining collections being ‘acquired from the 
local antiquities market - and thus also withdrawn from the risk of illicit 
export’ (Hagmüller 2012: 99). 

This open dialogue of restitution appears fitting in the context of the Patan Museum, 
which views the Kathmandu Valley as a “living museum”. The museum, as a palace 
restoration and through its temples-ties, represents a lived setting for the objects to 
inhabit. This contextualisation contrasts the efforts of national galleries like the Louvre, 
who exhibit ‘works confiscated from religious institutions by the revolutionary 

 After being published in Lain Singh Bangdel’s book ‘Stolen Images of Nepal’, four pieces were 9

anonymously returned to the Patan Museum by an American art collector in 1999 (see p100 in the 
museum catalogue).
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government and, subsequently, objects plundered by Napolean’s armies… taking 
artworks out of their lived settings and isolating them in museums.’ (Newhouse 2006: 
47). These idols reflect the living cultures of the Valley today and are ‘brought “alive” by 
veneration… In many cases, the empty pedestals of statues lifted decades ago still 
receive tika to this day.’ (Mani Daxit 2012: 97). Through this worship of gods and ghosts, 
one is able to see Nepal’s true relationship with the gods of the Valley: Their devotion is 
imbued not in the carved exterior of idols, but in the consecrated souls of gods and 
goddesses, which can never be severed, stolen, or lost.

The Patan Museum subverts the outmoded conception that ‘Museums are about dead 
things’ (Eric Fischl cited in Newhouse 2006: 49) by celebrating Nepal’s living traditions 
through their Buddhist collections. This is achieved by engaging with the objects as living 
entities, instilled with life through consecration ceremonies and rituals. In conjunction 
with their sensitive installation, pieces are accompanied by Buddhist paraphernalia, such 
as the butter lamps placed in front of the Shakyamuni Buddha in Fig. 6. Although unlit, 
they simulate the original temple setting and demonstrate how objects interact 
aesthetically and in a ritual context.

The Patan Museum’s celebration of living culture is 
epitomised by their engagement with public rituals. 
Patan is an important site within Nepal’s annual 
religious festivals, such as the chariot festival which 
takes place before the monsoon. The local rain god, 
Macchindranath, is installed for 6 months of the year in 
Patan Durbar  Square and is then carried to Bungamati 
in a sacred chariot for the remaining 6 months.  10

 This annual ceremony was disrupted in 2015 by the earthquake; the chariot was abandoned during the 10

journey and Macchindranath was relocated to a temporary temple, as the ancient sikhara were he is 
traditionally installed was destroyed. The god is worshipped by Hindus and Buddhist alike, as they 
consider him an incarnation of Avalokitesvara.
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Fig. 6 Shakyamuni Buddha, gilt-copper, 12th c. with butter lamps.
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One of the most prominent works in the Patan Museum is the ‘Golden Throne of the 
Malla Kings’, which is inscribed with the declaration that ‘Anyone can hire this throne on 
payment of two rupees to the families of the coppersmith and carpenter’.  By virtue of 11

this statement, the museum annually presents the throne to the local community in 
Patan Durbar Square, as part of a ceremony (Fig. 7). In another public ritual, a Buddha 
image is placed in front of the “Golden Door” and doused in water during the holy month 
of gunla (Fig. 8), ‘recalling the ancient sanctity of this site where once a monastery stood 
at the edge of a stream.’ (Hagmüller 2012: 43). Both these events function as temple 
“airings”, where Buddhist objects are annually open to the elements for the public to see. 
Suzuki conveys the importance of airings as ‘a salient role in the conceptual 
development of icons as objects of art-historical and cultural significance… Furthermore, 
they set the stage in the modern era for the creation of temple museums.’ (Suzuki 2007: 
131). These public rituals communicate the legacy of living culture in Nepal, providing 
both an educational insight for foreign visitors and sustained practice for local devotees, 
whilst validating the Valley as a “living museum” today.

So, to return to Hagmüller’s problematic question of whether the collections then 
function as religious artefacts or art, we must refer again to Alsop’s negotiation of ‘non-
exclusivity’. One can see how the Patan Museum navigates such territory by mediating 
between the realms of art and religion in order to illuminate the spiritual, cultural and 
aesthetic truths of the objects. Indeed, it is the ‘“culturally sustainable mechanism of 

 See Mary S. Slusser’s article ‘The Museum Behind the Golden Door’, pp 56. 11
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Fig. 7 (Left) Ritual 
ceremony of the 
Golden Throne of the 
Malla Kings

Fig. 8 (Right) Ritual 
ceremony of the 
Buddha image during 
gunla
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compromise” that permits both the museological and sacred functions of objects’ (Suzuki 
2007: 140). This “compromise” is founded on the shared principles of ‘aesthetic 
contemplation, [a]s a profoundly transforming experience’ (Duncan 1995: 16). Like the 
Patan Musuem’s highly aestheticised curatorial program, ‘modern installation practices 
have brought the museum-as-temple metaphor close to the fact’ (Duncan 1995: 17). 

‘The invention of aesthetics can be understood as a transference of spiritual 
values from the sacred realm into secular time and space… aestheticians 
gave philosophical formulations to the condition of liminality, recognizing it as 
a state of withdrawal from the day-to-day world, a passage into a time or 
space in which the normal business of life is suspended.’ 

Duncan 1995: 14

Thus we return to the notion of liminality, which so neatly aligns with the mediation of 
religion and art. Suzuki astutely asserts how Buddhist objects operate in this sphere: ‘As 
icons living in the contemporary world, they perpetually oscillate between the here and 
now, divinity and object, temple and museum, and, as such, they are kaleidoscopic 
entities that are continually shifting, transforming, and captivating the viewers.’ (Suzuki 
2007: 140). In this moment, one can contemplate the Buddhist collections of the Patan 
Museum: the looted gilt-copper Shakyamuni sculpture traced by an ephemeral ray of 
light; a Buddha taken from the museum’s shadows to be bathed in sunlight and blessed 
with water; a replica of the Boudhanath stupa exhibited in the center of the Buddhist 
gallery, so that the visitor becomes the pilgrim as they circumambulate the vitrine (Fig. 
9).

�14

Fig. 9 Main Buddhist gallery with model of the 
Boudhanath stupa.
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One could consider the architectural composition of the Patan Museum to resemble the 
cosmic structure of the Nepalese temple; in climbing steep stairways to navigate each 
level, encountering sacred treasures in the inner-sanctum galleries, and the cumulative 
climb to the viewing or bell towers in the Eastern or Western wings (Fig. 10). Here the 
museum mimics a microcosmic order and spiritual universe, wherein Duncan’s analogy 
of the visitor’s ritual action comes to the fore, as they engage ‘in some other structured 
experience that relates to the history or meaning of the site (or to some object or objects 
on the site).’ (1995: 12). In this, we can see how the Patan Museum’s historic ties 
alleviate such relationships and increasingly blur the secular lines of the museum with 
the sacred scores of the temple. Ramaswarmy affirms this feeling in saying that ‘In fact, 
the whole building is more like monastery than a palace’, remembering ‘that long ago a 
monastery was at this site’ (2012: 45). Within this framework, we must too consider the 
agency of hierarchy:

‘In its totality this ensemble [a Buddhist temple precinct] is the result of a 
hierarchical structure joined to form a temple complex which is almost always 
also a monastery.’ 

Seckel 1989: 37 

In relation to the Patan Museum, this classification originates on the ground floor, in the 
profane world. This also relates to the courtyard, as a definitive feature of the palace, 
museum and temple, corresponding to each as a space for performance and 
entertainment,  orientation and social activity, and meditative contemplation. Through 12

the liminal entranceway, the visitor ascends the sacred realm of the first floor galleries 
that lead to the Hindu galleries. The visitor again advances to the second floor Buddhist 
galleries, which symbolically communicates the esoteric traditions of Vajrayana 
Buddhism practiced in the Kathmandu Valley. They then have the option to ascend once 
more by entering to the towers on either wing and look down upon Durbar Square.

 The Patan Museum continues to use the courtyard as a space for traditional dance and musical 12

performances, as it would have been used by the Malla kings.
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By mapping this journey, one can see that the architectural composition ‘also leads 
“upward”. It is an ascent to ever higher stages and levels of existence and ever purer 
spirituality.’ (Seckel 1989: 37). The visitor’s physical experience of the museum therefore 
parallels a metaphysical transcendence. This reflects on Ramaswarmy’s interpretation of 
the museum as layers of a journey of transformation toward self-realisation. Duncan 
surmises that ‘… a ritual experience is thought to have a purpose, an end. It is seen as 
transformative: it confers or renews identity or purifies or restores order in the self or to 
the world through sacrifice, ordeal, or enlightenment.’ (1995: 13). This resolution reflects 
the affinity of museum and temple when art is seen as enlightenment.

The tower pavilions of the Patan Museum are atop the roof of the world. The bell sounds 
out across the square, its ring reaching into the void as it calls out to impermanence. 
‘After the highest and most innermost point (in a spatial as well as in a religious sense) 
has been reached, the return to the world can begin’ (Seckel 1989: 37) and the visitor 
begins their descent to exit the museum. Once returned to earth, ‘The pilgrim finds 
himself now in a spiritually transformed state’ (Seckel 1989: 37), in the parallel sense 
that ‘…museum visitors come away with a sense of enlightenment, or a feeling of having 
being spiritually nourished or restored.’ (Duncan 1995: 13). The Patan Museum here 
comes full circle, as it transforms from monastery to palace to museum and back to 
temple, returned to its sacred provenience like the source of the holy stream that still 
runs beneath the buildings foundations. The visitor is returned to the Durbar Square from 
a Heavenly realm with ‘some memory of the sky’ (Kenneth Clark cited in Duncan 1995: 
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13), invited to see the temples and pagodas with enlightened eyes. This new perspective 
gives light to the Valley as a living museum, home to Buddhist monuments, sculptures 
and shrines that illuminate Nepal’s cultural history. The Patan Museum is today a 
“Golden Window” into this world, a “palace portal” to synchronously take the visitor back 
in time and to exist in the present moment.
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