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mysterious phenomena for our ancestors, which they explained in
terms of their theory of how the world worked—a cosmology com-
posed of spirits and gods. Fire and steam were valued because they
were elemental. They offered an experience of the purity associated
with the spiritual realm, and thus provided a link between the physi-
cal world of human beings and our ancestors’ conception of the prin-
ciples of the universe. Whether as a manifestation of a domestic
hearth spirit or as a sun god, the fire was evidence of the powers of
the spiritual realm.

We are not now inclined to regard modern heating and cooling
systems as representative of a spiritual realm. The physical principles
involved in their operation are thoroughly understood; there is no
mystery about them. The air conditioner fitted into the window sash
or the gas furnace in the basement are not thought of as expressions
of a myth or as some metaphysical concept. They are simply func-
tional, designed according to straightforward engineering practice to
serve their intended function as efficiently and conveniently as possi-
ble.

And yet functionalism itself can be a kind of religion. It is part of
the cosmology of a mechanistic universe where all objects and physi-
cal phenomena behave only according to objective principles. Build-
ing systems, machines, appliances come to be regarded as having a
reality independent of human beliefs, their form and function de-
termined solely by physical laws. They are all, however, most funda-
mentally, artifacts. They all have their origins in the human mind and
therefore are inevitably formed by, and expressions of, the values, at-
titudes, and prejudices of their makers.

From the fifties and sixties we have inherited numerous heating
and cooling systems created within an ethos of universal conve-
nience. Machines to maintain our thermal comfort were conceived of
as mechanical servants, providing for our every need while, like an

English butler, remaining as unobtrusive as possible. Systems have
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other public uses incorporated into the complex. Carcopino describes
how the spaces were used:

Near the entrance were the dressing-rooms where the
bathers came to undress. Next came the fepidarium, a
large vaulted hall that was only gently warmed which
intervened between the frigidarium on the north and
the caldarium on the south. The frigidarium, which
was probably too big to be completely roofed in, con-
tained the pool into which the bathers plunged. The
caldarium was a rotunda lit by the sun at noon and in
the afternoon, and heated by vapor circulating . . . be-
neath the pavement. . . . To the south of the caldarium
lay the sudatoria, whose high temperature induced a
perspiration like the hot room of a Turkish bath. Fi-
nally the whole gigantic layout was flanked by panes-
trae, themselves backing on recreation rooms, where
the naked bathers could indulge in their favorite forms
of exercise.

Externally the enormous quadrilateral was flanked by
porticos full of shops and crowded with shopkeepers
and their customers; inside it enclosed gardens and
promenades, stadia and rest rooms, gymnasiums and

rooms for massage, even libraries and museums. The
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baths in fact offered the Romans a microcosm of many
of the things that make life attractive.!?

These thermae were also miracles of Roman technology that as-
tound the visitor even today. The rooms were enormous and yet,
contrary to one’s intuitive expectation that such spaces would be
drafty and cool, they could be kept extremely warm, even hot. The
secret was in the use of a radiant system of heating that could warm a
bather regardless of the air temperature. Hot fumes from a great cen-
tral fire were channeled through hollow tiles within the floor and
walls so that the bather was surrounded by surfaces radiating heat.
This system was so effective that the baths at Ostia, fifteen miles west
of Rome, could be built with great open windows; they were essen-
tially open-air baths. The openings were all oriented to the south to
take maximum advantage of solar heating. But even on a cloudy
winter’s day the heat radiating from the walls and floor was sufficient
to maintain bathing, even steam-room, conditions.

The baths were a physical manifestation of the ideal that every
Roman citizen was entitled to benefit from the wealth reaped by the
empire. Carcopino writes, “‘In their dazzling marble grandeur the ther-
mae were not only the splendid ‘Palace of Roman Water,” but above
all the palace of the Roman people, such as our democracies dream of
today."14

Temples in India offer an intriguing example of the conjunction
of a thermal place and a sacred place. The great stone temples of
southern India, such as those at Madurai and Kancheepurum and
many smaller temple towns, provide a sanctuary from the pervasive
heat of the tropical climate, where the seasons are sometimes de-
scribed as hot, hotter, and hottest. A visit to one of these temples will
quickly convince the traveler that they are the coolest places to be
found in southern India, except, of course, the air-conditioned inter-

national tourist hotels. Townspeople and pilgrims come to the tem-
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ples for prayer and meditation, but often stay to take an afternoon
siesta on the cool stone floors or even to conduct business along the
deeply shaded arcades. While the rest of a traditional Hindu town is
built of mud and thatch and wood, the use of stone is reserved for
temples. It is used for the pyramidal structures that top the shrines
(vimana) and gateways (gopurum) and for the columned halls and
long arcades that enclose the sacred compounds. This enormous
quantity of stone provides a thermal mass that never reaches the ex-
tremes of the air temperatures.

A cool town center, for both sacred and social uses, can be
found in the traditions of the ancient Aryans. The villages of the
Aryan tribes were centered around a huge tree that ‘’symbolized the
axis around which the universe and the celestial realms were believed
to rotate.””1* It was in the cool shade of this sacred tree that the village
elders met in the panchayat, or village council, and it was there that
the children were instructed in the sacred texts. This shaded village
center grew to include other communal and sacred functions such as
a community dancing ground, a local shrine, and, very important, a
well or open water tank.!6

The tradition of the great shade tree as the sacred meeting place
at the center of the village may have served as a model for the great
stone temples that began to be constructed in the medieval period.
Newly powerful Hindu rulers sponsored the building of the temples
to form the nuclei of towns. Until the medieval period, Hindus had
worshiped primarily at small local shrines and individual altars. These
new temple compounds included not only the sacred shrine but the
other more communal functions of the traditional Aryan village as
well. There was a dancing hall, a temple tank for ritual ablutions, and
a deeply shaded place for discussion and teaching of religious texts.

The stoneworking technology necessary for building the tem-
ples was late to develop in India. The earliest stone temples were not

constructed; they were carved. The chaitya-halls, or prayer halls, of
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the Buddhists (ca.250-700 AD) were hewn directly into the face of
rock cliffs. At Ajanta, thirty such temple-caves can be found along a
single cliff wall. Monasteries were also carved out, using the form of a
single-story wooden house built around an atrium, with rooms that
open directly onto the court.!?

The association of caves with religious pursuits is quite com-
mon, as Bernard Rudofsky points out: ““Faith, piousness, and religios-
ity of all shading seem to thrive in their padded silence. . . . The basic
cavern . . . with its dripping water and bone chilling drafts . . . is su-
premely qualified to induce a feeling of lightheadedness which fur-
thers meditation.”’'8 Caves are the stereotypical home of the Christian
hermit, along with the Buddhist and Hindu ascetics of India. Innu-
merable churches were carved into the ground in Ethiopia, Anatolia,
southern Italy, and many other areas around the Mediterranean. The
distribution of such cave retreats has a clear climatic component,
however: they are found only in warm climates where the even tem-
perature of a cave feels cool and comfortable, rather than consistently
cold and uncomfortable as in northern caves.

The Buddhist chaitya-halls served as an important prototype for
the first southern Indian attempts at stone temples. One early Hindu
ruler is reported to have initiated a competition among architects to
determine the best form for the Hindu temples that were to be built
with the new technology of stone work. Buddhist chaitya-halls and
monasteries, in addition to portable wooden shrines and reed-roofed
houses, were used as models for the reduced-scale temples that were
carved from a single ridge of stone that formed the competition site.
These diminutive temples were left half finished, some columns
carved in full detail and others left only roughly formed. The most suc-
cessful model proved to be a square pyramid, a shape that satisfied all
the formal, ritual, and cosmological requirements for Hindu wor-
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ship.1? It also effectively placed the sanctuary under a mountain of
stone. The earliest temples, such as the shore temple at Maha-
bilipurum, consisted of this pyramid over the shrine, the vi-
mana, surrounded by a low wall. Additional compounds were com-
monly added later in concentric rings, forming a rectangular mandala,
each inner ring being progressively more sacred. With each ring a
larger temple gate, or gopura, was added. The outermost gopurum are
enormous and can be seen for miles across the plains.

The temple also included, in its architectural form, the means
for being blessed by the four elements—earth, wind, water, and fire.
Before entering the temple gates, one removed one’s shoes to touch
and be blessed by the earth. Then upon passing through the temple
gateway, one is blessed by the air with a gust of wind. Villagers be-
lieve that the ancients knew how to use the magic of the winds to en-
sure that there would always be a breeze blowing through the gate-
way, and in a sense they did. The high pyramids over the gateways
catch the slightest breeze aloft, creating a high pressure area that
forces a turbulent wind through the narrow passage at ground level,
in the same way that American skyscrapers create gusty wind prob-
lems at their bases.

A blessing by water is obtained by bathing in the temple tank,
or at least descending its steps to touch the water and get a piece of
one’s garment wet. Finally, on entering the cool interior of the
sanctuary, the worshipper is given a mark on the forehead with ashes
taken from a small sacred flame by an attendant priest. Even this bless-
ing by fire has a slight cooling sensation to it. Perhaps it is only coinci-
dental that each of these four blessings is associated with a cooling
sensation; and yet, the use of forms and materials that inevitably
create coolness is quite remarkable.

Some mention should be made here of the role of the temple

tanks. Their use is quite ancient, as evidenced by the excavation of
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tanks at Mohenjo-daro (ca. 2000 BC). It is presumed that, in addition
to serving as a water reserve for the community, they were also used
for ritual bathing, a purification rite common in India and many other
cultures.2° Similar tanks are found in India today, both within the
temple grounds and along the roadside, often with a large banyan or
other tree shading the water and the steps leading down to it, pro-
viding a cool wayside stopping place for the traveler. Some of the
tanks or wells outside of the temple compounds have a sacred nature
of their own. The step-well temple at Adjalaj in the northern Indian
desert is an interesting example. The temple-well is built as a series of
columned terraces that descend six stories into the ground to meet the
variable level of the water table. The well serves as a gathering place
for villagers who seek relief from the desert heat. They come to get
water and also to worship. Ablutions are performed at each level of
the step-well, as the villagers step down to the progressively darker
and cooler levels, gradually approaching the water at the bottom.2!

From these examples—Islamic thrones, Roman thermae, Indian
stone temples—we can see places whose thermal qualities reinforce
their significance within the culture. The thermal qualities may be
operating at a level of necessity, like the Roman baths or Indian tem-
ples that use collective resources to make basic warmth or coolness
available to the whole community. They may employ elements of de-
light, as do the pleasure pavilions of the sultans or the sensual bless-
ings of the four elements in Indian temples. And they may enhance
the attractiveness of a place as a social setting so that, like the Roman
baths and Indian temples, they become social centers of the commu-
nity. In all these ways thermal qualities enrich one’s experience of a
place and increase its value. Perhaps the simple bodily experience of
thermal conditions is sensed as a metaphor for the more abstract
meanings represented by a place: the comfort, the delight, the social
affinity, each reinforcing the overall significance of the place in
people’s lives.
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The integration of all of these aspects of a thermal place is
perhaps most powerfully seen in the tradition of paradise gardens in
Islamic countries. Here, the garden or courtyard has a very simple
thermal function—to provide cooling with shade and breezes and
evaporation from water and vegetation—and has also evolved into a
complete metaphorical representation of a people’s world view. There
are two basic types of Islamic garden. One is the garden in the inner
courtyard of a house, such as the famous gardens at the Alhambra in
Granada, Spain. The Persian word bustan is used to describe these en-
closed, formal gardens that constitute a basic formal element of Is-
lamic houses from Spain to India. The second type is not nearly so
pervasive but has had an enormous influence on the role of the gar-
den in Islamic culture. It is the palace garden, or rather the bagh, an
entity comprising palace and garden together.

Both the courtyard and the royal garden have very long his-
tories in the middle east. Their forms are found in the ruins of some of
the earliest urban settlements. We know that specially irrigated royal
pleasure gardens existed at least as early as the sixth century Bc when
Cyrus the Great built his palace at Pasargadae in Iraq. Long porticos
and a columned pavilion provided shade within the garden com-
pound. A stone water course, with shallow pools at regular intervals,
““was clearly the installation of a formal garden.’’22

It is quite understandable that for a desert people the garden be-
came a metaphor for paradise. The Bible mentions the Garden of
Eden, the paradise that existed on Earth, as the original home of hu-
mankind before the fall from grace. The Koran continued the tradi-
tion of Eden, assuming that it would also be our final home in
Heaven. ““Theirs shall be the gardens of Eden, underneath which riv-
ers flow: therein they shall be adorned with bracelets of gold, and
they shall be robed in green garments of silk and brocade, therein re-
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clining upon couches—O how excellent a reward! And O, how fair a
resting place!’’23

To provide an image of its promised paradise, the Koran used
descriptions of earthly pleasures such as might have been found in
the royal pleasure gardens of the time. There shall be ““two gardens,
green green pastures, therein two fountains of gushing water, therein
fruits, and palm-trees, and pomegranates, therein maidens good and
comely . . . houris, cloistered in cool pavilions . . .”” And, “Therein
they shall recline upon couches, therein they shall see neither sun nor
bitter cold, near them shall be its shades, and its clusters hang meekly
down .. .24 In these passages it can be seen that the coolness of shade
and water and lush greenery is one of the most essential attributes of
this garden paradise. It sounds indeed like the paradise of a desert
people.

The Koranic description of paradise became a guide to pattern
earthly gardens after. The faithful hoped to create an anticipation of
heaven with their gardens, and immodest rulers tried to build them-
selves a paradise on earth. ““Islamic legend preserves the story of
Shaddad, an ancient king of South Arabia, who attempted to rival
Paradise by building the Garden of Iram in his kingdom. The story
relates that a messenger was sent by God to Shaddad, warning him
not to challenge the Almighty. When Shaddad ignored the warning,
God destroyed the garden.”’2%

The Koranic descriptions were carefully studied to determine
the proper geography of Paradise so that gardens could be laid out in
the same form. In one Koranic verse two gardens are mentioned with
two fountains of running water, suggesting that paradise was made of
two-times-two gardens. A fourfold division of paradise was also sug-
gested by the four rivers mentioned in the book of Genesis that
flowed out from Eden. The cruciform division of the garden by four

channels of water that meet in the center became traditional
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throughout Islam. The significance of this form was reinforced by

contact with Persian cosmology, as James Dickie explains:

In Persian ceramics approximately datable to 4000 Bc,
the world—represented by a plaque or bowl—appears
symmetrically divided into four zones by two axes
forming a cross; at the point of intersection a pool is
depicted: in other words, there at the focal point of the
world the Spring of Life breaks the surface. This
iconography, closely connected with the mandala of
Buddhist iconography, expresses a vision of the uni-
verse, a life-symbol, which, by virtue of its adoption
by conquering Arabs, was distributed throughout the
entire extent of their empire. In this manner the Ira-
nian garden came to constitute the Iﬁrototype of the
Islamic garden.2¢

While the parallel between celestial paradise and earthly gar-
dens has ancient origins, the poets and religious teachers of medieval
Islam were the ones who most elaborated on the metaphor. The Sufis,
in particular, were fond of pursuing analogies between nature and
the divine. The most benevolent aspects of the weather, the cool
breezes and the rain, were identified with either God or the Prophet.
The cool breeze was the Breath of God bringing his message of love,
as words are carried on the breath of the speaker: ““For mystical poets
like Rumi, the appearance of the leaves in the spring is caused by their
listening to the divine call Alast. . . . Moved by this word as manifested

in the spring breeze, herbs and flowers come into existence in an en-
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raptured dance.” Rain is the symbol of Divine Mercy and is even

commonly referred to as ““mercy’’ by villagers and peasants.

The life-bestowing activity of the rain is connected
with that of the Prophet of Islam who was sent ““as a
mercy for the worlds”; hence we can understand the
numerous poems which symbolize Muhammed as the
“‘jewel-showering cloud,” or as the rain cloud ““preg-
nant from the ocean of love”” which slowly wanders
from Mecca to Istanbul and Delhi to quicken the dead
gardens of the human hearts by his message.2?

The Sufis especially delighted in using the garden as a metaphor
for the human condition. The soil of the garden was identified with
the mortality of human beings: *“As the dead earth will be resurrected
in spring to be adorned with lovely green sprouts and flowers, the
dead bones of the true believers will be quickened again as they are
allowed to enter paradise.””28 This link between the lives of owner and
garden often continued literally after death. While the word firdaus
stands for both garden and paradise, another word rauda, can be used
interchangeably for garden and mausoleum.?? In India there are
many grand pavilions that now sit in the midst of barren pieces of
ground, empty monuments whose only function is to shelter a sar-
cophagus. Elaborately carved stone screen-work, patterned marble
floors, and airy vaults combine to make them wonderfully cool
places. It seems a bit strange that so much effort was expended to
provide thermal comfort for a sarcophagus. But at one time each
structure was the pleasure pavilion of a king’s garden. The Mughuls
of India developed a tradition where each ruler commissioned his
own garden. Then, ‘“At the owner’s death the pavilion, generally
placed in the center of the site, became the mausoleum, and the
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whole complex passed into the care of holy men.””2? Thus, rather than
passing from one generation to the next, the garden remained
specifically for the one king. James Dickie writes: ““The garden fre-
quently served as a burial-place where the owner, inadequately
satisfied with the pleasures it had given him whilst he lived, wanted
to continue enjoying them even in death and where—sym-
bolically—he had already entered into Paradise.’"3!

The widespread religious imagery of the garden encouraged all
owners, royal or common, to regard their gardens with reverence, as a
continuing allegory of their relationship to God: as the garden pros-
pered, so did the soul of the inhabitant. In the Sufi metaphor, the
body of the owner is seen as the soil of the garden, as the place itself.
Similarly, the life processes of the owner were reflected in all of the
processes of the garden, not only the plants that grew and died every
year but also the water running in channels and fountains, the
breezes cooled by shade and evaporation, the sounds and smells of
birds and flowers. The life of the garden and the life of the owner
were tied together, one as an allegory of the other.

The garden, either as bagh or bustan, is as central to the concept
of an Islamic home as the hearth is to the European home. It is in-
teresting, then, that the hearth-fire in old traditions has a similar as-
sociation with the life of the inhabitants of the house. Commonly, the
fire of the hearth was not allowed to go out. It was carefully covered
with ashes each night at curfew so that a few selected embers would
survive until morning. (In fact, the word ‘““curfew’” originated from
the French word for cover-the-fire—couvre-fen.) Raglan comments
that “the alarm and horror felt if the hearth-fire went out are out of
all proportion to the inconvenience caused” by the need to relight it.
The fire was ritually extinguished and rekindled only on special occa-
sions usually having to do with the death or, less commonly, the birth
of a member of the household.32 The Catholic Church absorbed this
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tradition into Easter ceremonies marking the death and rebirth of
Christ: ““On Easter Eve, it has been customary in Catholic countries to
extinguish all the lights in the churches, and then to make a new fire.
. . . At this fire is lit the great Paschal or Easter candle, which is then
used to rekindle all the extinguished lights in the church.”?? The
symbol of the eternal flame, which we use for our Olympic games
and on the graves of presidents, would seem to have had a long his-
tory developed from the continuing hearth fire that represented the
life and welfare of the residents of the house.

The connection between the life of the fire and the life of the
inhabitant is also reflected in the custom of the housewarming cere-
mony. In contemporary America a housewarming party is given
when a family moves into a new house. Perhaps all of the friends and
their good wishes are thought to warm the house metaphorically. In
traditional cultures, however, the warming is quite literal, for it in-
volves the bringing in, or the first kindling, of the hearth fire, which
then creates the proper spirit and sanctity to transform the house into
a home:

In ancient Greece the hearth or kestia was the centre of
domestic life. At a wedding, fire was carried to the hes-
tia in the new home by the bride’s mother, thus en-
suring the continuity of domestic worship. In India the
newly wedded pair formerly brought to their own
house a portion of the sacred fire which had witnessed
their union and which, when kindled on their own
family hearth, had to be maintained ever afterwards

for use in all domestic ceremonies, including the last
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ceremony of all, the final burning of their bodies after
death. . . . In Wales even now cases are known, when
a new household is being started, of carrying fire from
the parent hearth.?4

Aside from a religious rationale, we can easily imagine from our
own experience why fire might be used as a symbol of the life of a
house and the family that lived there. The fire was certainly the most
lifelike element of the house: it consumed food and left behind waste;
it could grow and move seemingly by its own will; and it could
exhaust itself and die. And most important it was warm, one of the
most fundamental qualities that we associate with our own lives.
When the fire dies, its remains become cold, just as the body becomes
cold when a person dies. Drawing a parallel to the concept of the soul
that animates the physical body of the person, the fire, then, is the
animating spirit for the body of the house.
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