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Mental health is a serious issue among university students. Recent studies 
provide evidence that students are the highest group to experience some 
form of psychological distress due to the inability of balancing school, 
work, and life leading to implications of mental illness. Environmental 
factors also contribute to the increase of mental health problems.

Spiritualism in India can be defined by the healing of the mind and body 
through the engagement of traditional practices. Hinduism is recognised 
as a way of life and is centred around the notion of attaining mental 
happiness that is done through certain constituents. The project has 
adopted these practices with the association of architectural constituents 
to provide spaces that assist students with coping methods on mental 
illness.  

The incorporation of traditions and practices commonly used in 
Hinduism such as meditation, yoga, and mandalas will provide a deeper 
understanding of spirituality and how it is used in healing. Architectural 
elements such as light, materiality, threshold, boundary, and water are 
methods commonly used in spiritual spaces in India that support our 
inner and outer senses to create a therapeutic experience.

The project explores these practices through a series of spaces 
contributing to mental health. Located in the proximity of universities, 
the spaces tend to the active and passive needs to provide students with 
a spatial experience through architectural elements. The organisation of 
spaces rely heavily on the integration of the Vastu Purusha mandala. 
Experimentation of the illumination in a space, the application of 
water, the use of materiality, and threshold were incorporated into the 
architectural spaces to act as a sense of therapy through experience. The 
intent is to illustrate the concepts of Hindu spirituality and its application 
to architectural spaces, that positively impact students to help relieve 
stress.

ABSTRACT
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1.1 RESEARCH QUESTION

How can the conceptions of Hindu Spirituality be applied in the formation of holistic architectural spaces?

This project is a response to the mental stress students face in their daily 
lives. The project consists of a series of interventions that are used to 
create an outlet for students, in an attempt to form a sanctum of peace 
to allow for possible reconnection to our inner being. A lack of such 
space in the Auckland CBD creates an opportunity for the connection 
of architecture and holistic well-being. It allows for easy access for 
students, where the use of natural surroundings will further support 
the therapeutic ideas of Indian spirituality. An investigation of Hindu 
traditions like yoga, nutrition, sacred spaces, and meditation, will 
identify how each of these is used to create a spatial experience through 
architecture. The research outlines how spiritual traditions can affect the 
well-being of people, along with the use of architectural elements that 
provide stimulation to our senses.

1.2.1 AIMS AND OBJECTIVES

This project aims to create a relationship between holistic well-being and 
architecture through the use of Indian spiritual and cultural practices. 
The project brings these now secularised concepts to light by educating 
their religious importance. It highlights the significance of how these 
specific ancient traditions can be used as a tool to aid those with signs 
of mental health issues. 

Objectives:

- Analysing architectural precedents that emphasise the 
significance of spirituality in a space.

- Design spaces that collectively work together to engage the 
mind, body, and soul 

- Use design methods typical to ancient India, that communicate 
benefits to aid with mental healing for students.
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1.2.2 BACKGROUND

The adoption of Hindu representations has been diluted to fit into the 
western world. Eastern traditions have been implemented into the lives 
of those in western countries for their therapeutic based practices, that 
benefit psychological and physiological health. Symbols, traditions, 
and ideas by members of a different background, creates an imbalance 
of power between people resulting in a political issue.1 The concept 
of cultural appropriation was the base of post-colonial discourse. The 
use of cultural appropriation is seen through these ideas and symbols 
which has cultural, religious, and historical significance and is then 
transformed into a meaning that is unrelated to its origins. The process 
of globalisation creates a connection to people and the world, but also 
ends up lacking in unification. The deeper understanding of traditional 
symbolic values gets lost, and instead is enjoyed for aesthetics, and 
devalues the culture. This then creates a fine line between what is 
considered cultural appropriation and cultural appreciation. Gaining 
knowledge about the culture and using their elements in the way it 
was intended for, gives a voice to the culture, and can avoid being 
misrepresented. 

The most common secularised tradition derived from Hinduism is the 
practice of yoga. The adoption of yoga in western countries neglects to 
highlight the true meaning and importance of this tradition. In modern 
day, yoga has created a dissociation with their roots, and as a result, is 
often misused. Traditionally, the practice of yoga is a deeply spiritual 
and personal discipline in Hinduism leading an individual to liberation2. 
Yoga in western countries obtain this ancient tradition without specific 
recognition of its historical and spiritual context.

1 Himanshi Nagpal, “Cultural Appropriation: What Is It And Why Is It Problematic?” Feminism 
In India, Accessed August 15, 2019, https://feminisminindia.com/2017/06/23/cultural-appropria-
tion-problematic/.
2 Jean Varenne, Yoga and the Hindu Tradition (New Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass Publishing, 
1989), 66.

Spirituality in ancient India mainly comprised of religions and 
cultural communities, that remained isolated between themselves. The 
practicality of this today has been altered to be inclusive of other values 
and traditions. As mentioned by Sri Aurobindo, an Indian philosopher 
who defined spirituality as “the attempt to know and live in the highest 
self, the divine, the all-embracing unity”3. He names spirituality to 
be the most non-materialistic, immortal part of man. Spirituality is 
considered as a more popular expression in comparison to religion and is 
commonly regarded as more personal. It can be defined as a connection 
to that which is sacred yet a disconnection to religion.  Enlightenment is 
considered as the ultimate spiritual goal in Hinduism, where the goal is 
to detach oneself from feelings and perceptions that has connections to 
the world, and the unification of the soul to the universe. 

Mental distress is a common issue in New Zealand. Stress, depression, 
and anxiety are a part of several reasons triggered by academic anxiety 
and loneliness among students. The pressure of studying, working, and 
balancing everyday life takes a toll on students, slowly causing more 
stress in attempts to get through.4 The use of Hindu spirituality can 
help to engage the mind, body, and soul to promote mental happiness 
which can provide healing to the human body. Hindu spiritual traditions 
and practices like meditation, prayer, or yoga are used as major health 
benefits mentally, and physically. 

3 Makarand R. Paranjape, Science, Spirituality and the Modernization of India (Delhi: Anthem 
Press, 2009), 102.
4 Tertiary Student Leaders Call for Action After Research Shows Many Struggle with Mental 
Health”, NZ Herald, July 11, 2018, accessed October 5, 2019, https://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/
news/article.cfm?c_id=1&objectid=12086535

1.3 SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS

Hinduism encompasses many manifestations within its religion. This 
project explores the idea of how Hinduism can be applied to a western 
setting, which could be beneficial to students living in stressful lives. It 
extracts the concept of how Hindu spirituality defines a person’s self-
experience and apply this way of life in the Auckland CBD, within 
proximity to universities. Architectural concepts from mandala design, 
and how the Hindu temple displays spirituality are analysed. 

As Hinduism is categorised as a way of life rather than a religion, 
this project can be applied to the diversity of people and religions of 
Auckland. It promotes and educates Aucklanders on the origins of 
spirituality, and how it can be used as a means to provide a healing 
environment. The buildings provide students with spaces of being active 
and passive, where they can experience elements of nature and water 
that contributes to sensory stimulation and the feeling of stillness. 

1
.2

 P
R

O
JE

C
T

 O
U

T
L

IN
E

Figure 1. Man praying (By author).
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1.4 EXISTING KNOWLEDGE

The concept of Spirituality in architecture possesses multiple 
connotations developed from the ancient. The association with religion 
and the religious experience was significant traditionally, however in 
modern-day, the term is secularised and is now commonly accepted 
that spirituality is found in intangible things like nature, water, art, and 
specifically space. It relates to the experience and feelings felt, that is 
difficult to define in concrete terms due to its intangible nature. The 
comparison of religious and sacred architecture to the profane draws 
a fine line, caused by the overlap of how spirituality is found in space. 
Primarily, ideas from the religious and the sacred are interchangeable 
with those found in the historical and cultural values of Hinduism. 
Constructing the Ineffable: Contemporary Sacred Architecture by 
Karla Britton, mentions the significant role religion plays in displaying 
spirituality dating back to the ancients.

This research involves the use of spiritual traditions from Hinduism 
that can be used to improve mental health issues like stress, depression, 
and anxiety for university students who are prone to such issues. The 
adoption of these traditions will be architecturalised in the subject of 
spirituality in a space and how they tend to our mental and physical 
state. This would be highly beneficial to students in Auckland due to the 
social and physical environmental factors surrounding the universities. 

Sadhanas which refer to any form of spiritual exercises like yoga, 
meditation, and mandalas, are a part of spiritual rituals that provide a 
goal to attain a level of enlightenment. George Feuerstein in Tantra: 

Path of Ecstasy, describes the impact of holistic, consciousness, 
creativity, and imagination is captured under tantrism. When yoga was 
introduced to the west, it is noted that there is a profound influence from 
tantric practice, and is emulated to achieve an equivalent individualised 
spiritual experience. Dr. Herbert Benson centred his research on 
stress and the relaxation response, and how the systems of meditation 

are notable for reducing stress. His mind-body research signifies the 
positive effects in comparison to allopathic medicine regarding the 
impact of decreasing stress-related issues.

The incorporation of sensory constituents heightens the way our mind, 
body, and emotions work. Architectural components such as light and 
shadow, form, space, threshold, and apertures, is experienced and 
interacted with our bodies according to Juhani Pallasmaa in The eyes 

of the Skin: Architecture and the Senses. Tadao Ando’s Row House 
displays the significant experience of light and shadow, and open and 
enclosed spaces providing a spiritual feeling. Similarly, the Tejorling 
Radiance temple signifies the element of darkness within the sanctum, 
where traditionally it is used to provide ultimate concentration and 
connection to gods, while simultaneously being obscure. (See page 45)

Figure 2.  Meditation (By author).    

1.5 METHODS

This research project focuses mainly on the ancient spiritual customs 
derived from Hinduism, that aids in positive mental health which is 
obtained using books, journals, articles, and websites. The research 
consists of extensive analysis into cultural and historical aspects like the 
symbolism of mandala principles and traditions in Hinduism, and how 
they can provide a sense of healing using architectural strategies. 

A literature analysis will be used to define the concepts of sacred 
architecture in comparison to the religious, which will provide us 
with  an understanding of the similaries they share to create a spiritual 
experience. The study of architectural constituents commonly used in 
traditional temples like light and shadows, thresholds, the integration of 
nature, and form and space, all derived from the Vastu Purusha mandala 
and how they contribute to the idea of creating a spiritual space, have 
been integrated into the design. Existing precedent studies addressed 
the issues concerning the research. Analysis of the precedents involving 
their methods of creating a spiritual space has provided insight into 
specific architectural interventions.

The site criteria were identified, taking into consideration the accessibility 
and the current use of the site. Through the analysis of multiple potential 
sites considering the site criteria, the final site was chosen with physical, 
literature, and precedent research in mind. Physical models, sketching, 
and 3D modeling were explored with the knowledge obtained from the 
research.

1.6 DOCUMENT OUTLINE

Chapter two highlights the growing issue of mental health within ter-
tiary students, and the factors that contribute to psychological distress. 
The framework of spirituality and religion is discussed,  and how it 
is effective in mental healing. Hinduism, the religion centred around 
spirituality and healing, is broken down into symbolism and practices 
that subjectively contribute to architecture through constituents such as 
light, threshold, boundary, water, and materiality. 

Chapter three then goes on to discuss the case studies that help to sup-
port the research. The case studies focus on the main points mentioned 
in chapter two. The influence of mandalas, light, water, boundary, 
threshold, and materiality are common themes found throughout each 
of the case studies. These elements play a big role in creating a spiritual 
space and are common in typical Hindu architecture. Each building is 
explored to illustrate how they deal with these elements, and the feeling 
they provide when inside. The chapter concludes with a brief summary 
of the main key design elements in relation to Hindu spirituality.

Chapter four discusses the intent of the selected programmes, derived 
from the research. Chapter five lists the criteria needed for the chosen 
site. It investigates three sites, to help determine the most suitable for 
the project. Chapter six implements the knowledge of chapters two and 
three into the design process. Design strategies are discussed based on 
the research and are implemented into each space. A series of sketches 
and models are used to explore these elements, in relation to site and 
their programme.
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2.1.1 MENTAL HEALTH

In New Zealand, mental disorders are considered as the third leading 
cause of health loss, accounting for 5.3% of the population. About one in 
six New Zealanders, equivalent to about 582,000 adults, are living with 
a common mental disorder that includes depression, anxiety disorder, 
and bipolar disorder. The age group of 15-24 contain the highest rate of 
psychological distress therefore creating limitations in their daily life, 
with females more likely to experience a common mental disorder in 
comparison to males.5 Anxiety and depression are the most common 
disorders in New Zealand, which affects about 20% of the population, 
with the number of prescriptions for mental health related medication 
increased to 30% and continues to grow 5% each year. 

Auckland, being the largest city in New Zealand accounts for approx-
imately 33.4% of the country’s population. Central Auckland’s pop-
ulation grows six times faster than the city as a whole, with 44,880 
residents, 119,956 workers, and 53,000 university students. The partic-
ular age group of 15-24, who are most likely to experience some form 
of psychological distress, can be regarded as students. With the two 
most eminent universitys in Auckland, Auckland University and AUT, 
set within an urban setting, the risk of students developing some form 
of mental health related problems are increased. A study by the New 
Zealand Union of Students (NZUSA), surveyed 1762 students about 
how their daily experiences, education, living situations, and relation-
ships, cause some form of psychological distress.6 56 percent of the 
students considered dropping out due to feeling overwhelmed, the pres-
sure to succeed and fearing failure. The study provided an insight into 
the cause of mental health issues in students and lack of the universities 
response. The study concluded by regarding university students as the 
highest group experiencing some form of psychological distress.7

5  “Mental Health Foundation: Quick Facts and Stats”, Mental Health Foundation of New 
Zealand, accessed May 20, 2019, https://www.mentalhealth.org.nz/assets/Uploads/MHF-Quick-
facts-and-stats-FINAL-2016.pdf
6 “Report Exposes the Reality of Tertiary Students’ Mental Health”, Tertiary Education Union, 
May 27, 2019, accessed August 12, 2019, https://teu.ac.nz/news/student-mental-health
7 NZ Herald “Tertiary Student Leaders Call for Action After Research Shows Many Struggle with 
Mental Health”, 

The social and physical environments and pre-existing factors of mental 
health issues in an urban environment contribute to the increase of 
mental health disorders. Environmental factors such as density, noise, 
crowding, intensity, smells, and sights, create an overload of stimuli and 
therefore increases the body’s overall stress which then drives people 
to seek some form of relief in quiet, private spaces. The decrease of 
protective factors such as nature, exercise, reduced leisure, and increased 
time spent working and commuting around the city are all contributing 
factors to the increase in stress rather than helping the cause. With 
crowding, light, stress, and noise within the city, this causes people to 
be hesitant in engaging in social situations to avoid overstimulation.8 
Students within this environment are more susceptible to stress related 
disorders, that can result in adverse effects in academia.

8 “How the City Affects Mental Health”, Urban Design and Mental Health, accessed July, 2019, 
https://www.urbandesignmentalhealth.com
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Figure 3.  Graph of age groups with high levels of psychological distress. Figure 4. Mental stress of students (By author).
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2.1.2 SPIRITUALITY AND MENTAL HEALTH

Written in the Bhagavada Gita, the most inferior senses of the individual 
are touch, taste, and smell. The mind, superior to the senses, and 
the soul superior to the senses and the mind.9 It is suggested that the 
mind can be controlled through the use of meditation, prayer, yoga, 
and application of the senses. Physical or mental illness is understood 
to have a psychological, biological, or spiritual component. Hindu 
spirituality has a significant influence on health compared to the west 
due to the Hindu belief system. The beliefs and traditions of Hinduism 
reflect the holistic system due to spirituality being central to life. The 
practices involved with Hinduism is more than purely psycho-physical 
organisms. It emphasises the fact that in order to be aware of the mind, 
one must know beyond the mind, therefore making mental health a part 
of spiritual health.1 0 

Through the practice of meditation, the major effects and benefits 
includes a greater sense of self awareness, the decrease of stress and 
anxiety, increase in mental clarity and focus, and to trigger the brains 
relaxation response. Herbert Benson discusses the method the relaxation 
response which is primarily inspired by transcendental meditation and 
is a practice of therapeutic meditation to reduce stress and to increase 
well-being. His method is dependent on mind-body medicine, rather 
than allopathic medicine, and considers self-care methods as part of 
a three-legged stool, along with pharmaceutical drugs, and surgery.11 
Benson documented that between 60 and 90 percent of patients who 
visited the physicians regarding stress related issues, required self-care. 

9 Naina Lepes, The Bhagavad Gita and Inner Transformation (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass 
Publishers, 2008), 53
10 Sudhir Kakar, The Analyst and the Mystic: Psychoanalytic Reflections on Religion and Mysti-
cism (New Delhi: Viking, 1991), 34
11  Louis Komjathy, Contemplative Literature: A Comparative Sourcebook on Meditation and 
Contemplative Prayer (New York: State University of New York Press, 2016) 609

Mind-body medicine consists of self-care techniques that include, 
exercise, relaxation methods, nutrition, and social support, which in 
turn can treat conditions like anger, anxiety, depression, hypertension.12 

Benson’s Mind-Body medicine system draws resemblance to the eastern 
religious movement. Premodern traditions from Hinduism, Buddhism, 
and Taoism, contain rituals, and methods that evoke the power of the 
mind, through Hindu classical yoga, Buddhist prayers, and apophatic 
meditation, that all share characteristics to help elicit the relaxation 
response. What these religions have in common with this western 
movement are the same two mental steps. “The two basic features of 
evoking the relaxation response are repetition and the disregard of other 
thoughts when they come to mind, and what those two things do is break 
the train of everyday thinking.”13 Where Benson explains that this train 
of thought is usually what causes stress in our everyday lives. In multiple 
religious and secular pieces of literature, these two steps were found in 
these cultures as part of rituals and traditions. Benson wanted to evoke 
this response by creating a detachment from Sanskrit and religious words 
and rather use neutral words. By taking this approach, it allows those 
who do not follow any religion or those whose beliefs differ with the 
teachings.

12  Komjathy, Contemplative Literature, 610
13 Herbert Benson, “Two Simple Mental Steps to Counter the Effects of Stress,” YouTube, 0:40,  
March 25, 2015, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2_HrQSn-DTc.

2.1.3 HEALING THROUGH SENSES

The use of sensory stimulation is known to be crucial to health, as they 
determine the quality of how we perceive our thoughts and emotions. 
Our senses are considered as characteristics of nature. The use of our 
environment plays a big part in the way they affect our mind, body, 
and emotions. By surrounding ourselves with images of our natural 
landscape, it can help uplift our spirits, contributing to the sensory 
experience. According to Juhani Pallasmaa in The Eyes of the Skin, the 
experience is not just limited to the visual or aesthetic elements, but 
instead the encounters and confrontations.14 

Our bodies and movements are in constant interaction with the 
environment; the world and to self-inform and redefine each other 
constantly. The percept of the body and the image of the world turn 
into one single continuous existential experience; there is no body 
separate from its domicile in space, and there is no space unrelated to 
the unconscious image of the perceiving self.15

Pallasmaa highlights that the way space should be remembered is from 
the way it affects our bodies, by having spaces that create interactions 
between our body, imagination, and our environment, which can bring 
these elements to mutual harmony. Places of the Soul by Christopher 
Day mentions the correlation between the spirit and our senses.16

The senses- all together- give a picture of a reality never adequately  
described by one sense, a reality which we call spirit, the spirit of a 
person, event or place. More than just the appearance or comfort, it is 
this spirit which affects us deeply.17 

When all too often, the incorporation of senses in a space is deemed in 
isolation. For a place to have a sense of healing, the harmony of senses 
reflects the essence of a place. 

14 Juhani Pallasmaa, The Eyes of the Skin: Architecture and the Senses (West Sussex: John Wiley 
& Sons, 2012), 67
15 Pallasmaa, The Eyes of the Skin, 44
16 Christopher Day, Places of the Soul: Architecture and Environmental Design as a Healing Art, 
(Oxford: Architectural Press, 2003), 20
17 Christopher Day, Places of the Soul, 20
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Figure 5. Sketch of mind (By Author).
Figure 6. Eyes
Figure 7. Nose.
Figure 8. Ears.
Figure 9. Taste. 
Figure 10. Touch.



22 23

2.2.1 SPIRITUALITY AND RELIGION

The word ‘spiritual’ has numerous meanings and can be experienced in a 
multitude of ways.18 Traditionally, spirituality was linked with religion, 
and was used as religious practices throughout eastern countries, is 
now secularised and has developed into the broader representation of 
engaging the mind, body, and soul. Primarily, spirituality is about self-
fulfillment, indirectly implying that through the notions of individual 
experience, we could better ourselves. The term ‘Spirit’ can be defined 
as an immaterial being or a non- physical entity and the existence of 
the otherworldly and the unseen. The connection between the inner and 
outer worlds helps with the human experience of going beyond what is 
purely materialistic.

Religion and spirituality are closely linked but can be distinguished by 
notable differences. Religion implies the act of beliefs, worship, rituals, 
and traditionally spirituality. Spirituality was once an aspect that was 
recognised as a religious experience, but once secularised was viewed 
as an individualised issue.19 Religion focus’ on the goal called salvation, 
the sacred history, and narratives that are stored in scriptures, symbols, 
and spaces that all aim to provide the meaning to life.  The major 
difference between the two is that religion is seen as a way of providing 
the answers to the meaning of life, creating an external quest, whereas 
spirituality is a quest within oneself. 

The book Constructing the Ineffable: Contemporary Sacred Architecture, 

edited by Karla Britton, comprises a collection of debates and essays 
surrounding what the sacred is in Architecture. The focus on growing 
modernisation inevitably increases secularism yet the influence 

18 Fiona Gardner, Critical Spirituality: A Holistic Approach to Contemporary Practice (Farnham: 
Ashgate Publishing, 2011), 19
19 Gardner, Critical Spirituality, 22

of religious beliefs in social discourse continues to grow.20 The sacred in 
the present-day is embodied in the built form from the ancients. For the 
sacred to truly influence architecture to achieve physical and metaphorical 
transcendental heights, it is crucial to go further than form and aesthetic. 
Although, the experience of architecture in a transcendental way, can be 
significantly attributed to religion. Others like Karsten Harries, suggest 
the need for sacred architecture like churches is unnecessary as early 
Christians would worship in homes.21 He acknowledges the significant 
aid of architecture to the sacred, yet argues the idea of the sacred being 
non-producible by human efforts. Harries states that architecture serves 
more than decoration yet instead functions as a window to the sacred 
that depends on the erratic self-manifestation of the sacred.  

According to Mark C. Taylor, religion can be described as structural 
and post-structural, where religion both offers structures that form the 
base of life and also disrupts structures that undermine every base that 
seems secure. He also states that the sacred can then be understood as 
the rejection of God, and God the rejection of the sacred. Where the 
sacred is considered as the ineffable, and figured through disfiguring, 
and can never be constructed but only deconstructed.22 The presence 
of the sacred provokes both profound terror and attraction, as said by 
Mircea Eliade, where she defines sacred as “something of a wholly 
different order, a reality that does not belong to our world, in objects 
that are an integral part of our natural ‘profane’ world”.23 We are to be 

20 Karsten Harries, “Untimely Meditations on the Need for Sacred Architecture”, in Constructing 

the ineffable: Contemporary Sacred Architecture, ed. Karla Britton (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2011), 9
21 Harries, “Untimely Meditations on the Need for Sacred Architecture”, 62
22 Mark C. Taylor, “Revealing Concealment”, in Constructing the ineffable: Contemporary Sa-

cred Architecture, ed. Karla Britton (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011), 68.
23 Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, trans. Williard R. Trask (New York: Harper and 
Row, 1961), 11

aware of the sacred as it shows itself as something entirely different as 
the profane or as what Eliade refers to as‘hierophany’.24 The importance 
of religious behaviour is due to the fact that it is intrinsic to humankind. 
The separation between the sacred and the profane can be considered 
as a threshold that encompasses the ‘axis mundi’ which is the centre 
of life, existence, and space, and the connection of heaven and earth. 
This break between the two can be noted by Eliade as the ‘system of 
the world’ which is categorised into three systems. The first being a 
sacred space is recognised as the homogeneity of a space, the second 
is the threshold being symbolised as a passage from one cosmic region 
to another involving the heavens, the earth, and the underworld, the 
third referring to the axis mundi pillar which involves the central space, 
known as the centre of the world.25

Healing is considered as multidimensional, that includes elements like 
mental, spiritual and emotional. The book Healing Places by Wilbert 
M. Gesler, stated “spirituality is the key to healing”26 where healing 
and place, work hand in hand to create therapeutic environments. The 
connection between society, people, the imbalances of our bodies, and 
the physical environment all suggest that spirituality is a necessity to our 
health. Gesler points out that there are four environments that contribute 
to a healing sense of space. The natural, built, social, and symbolic 
environments.  The natural environment has been believed to contain 
spiritual healing elements, where people actively seek and spend time 
in isolated places within nature to escape from reality.27 Water being the 
most important, is said not only to purify the body, but also the soul. The 

24 Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, 10
25 Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, 37
26 Wilbert M. Gesler, Healing Places, (Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2003), 10
27 Wilbert M. Gesler, Healing Places, 83

most obvious one being greenery, or gardening, can create a therapeutic 
effect. Yet the built environment has ample significance in our everyday 
lives. They have a certain control over human behaviour, whether it 
be the entire building or the rooms inside a building, that these man-
made environments can affect our senses, and alter the perceptions and 
experiences that a person can attain in a space. Social environments 
involve the relationships and interactions between people, to develop a 
mutual understanding between the participants. The symbolic healing is 
suggested to occur through feelings, expectations, values, and beliefs, 
where similarly to nature, water in a space can be used to symbolise 
divine, purity, and absolution.28

28 Wilbert M. Gesler, Healing Places, 73
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Figure 11. Venn diagram of religion and spirituality (By author).
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2.2.2 EASTERN SPIRITUALITY

Spirituality, in a cross-cultural context, is centred around connectedness, 
of being, feeling and knowing that we are connected in different ways, 
not just to one another, but the world we live in. Buddhism was the 
second religion to stem after Hinduism from the Indian subcontinent, 
which began around 530 B.C, and in contrast is older by a millennium 
or two. These two religions are known to have significant similarities 
with their symbolism, practices, vocabulary, and with meditation being 
a common practice.  Throughout time, other Eastern religions like 
Taoism, and Zen Buddhism were founded and also became a divergent 
of Hinduism. Specifically, in Eastern religions, the concept of spirituality 
creates no connection to god as argued by Suman Fernando.29 Instead, 
these religions consider spirituality to be found in poetry, art, music, 
scriptures, and storytelling.  

The end goal between these eastern religions is to achieve a sense 
of mindfulness and to be involved in practices that engage the 
mind, body, and soul. “Meditation is fundamental to Buddhism and 
generally the means by which spirituality is experienced in the search 
for wisdom or the ultimate truth – a pearl of wisdom characterised 
by no-self, impermanence, and suffering”30. Through a variation of 
these characterisations, Buddhist traditions have resulted in multiple 
interpretations. This then created similarities to western psychology of 
what is known as self-knowledge. By the 1900s the Eastern religions 
started to become more secularised the more it was introduced to the 
west.31 When western psychology and psychiatry had emerged, religion 
had become insignificant in academic thinking which in turn made the 

29 Suman Fernando, “Spirituality and Mental Health Across Cultures”, in Spirituality, Values, and 

Mental Health: Jewels for the Journey, ed. Mary Ellen Coyte and Peter Gilbert (London: Jessica 
Kingsley Publishers, 2014), 62
30 Fernando, “Spirituality and Mental Health Across Cultures”, 62
31 Marcus Boon, “Ashram Lit”, Ascent, March 1, 2008, EBSCO Art & Architecture

disciplines used, secular.  Particular traditions and practices used in the 
eastern religion still create importance over the secularised thought of 
the west, as spirituality in the east are still thought to be central to human 
experience, whereas in the west it is modernised to aid with mental 
health. 
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Figure 12. Buddhist monk meditating in temple.

Table 13. Table of spiritual practices in different religions (By author).
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2.2.3 HINDUISM

Hinduism, which began in 3500BC, is said to be one of the oldest 
religions in the world. Hinduism, as a religion, can be characterised as a 
way of life rather than a practice, with spirituality being used and valued 
in their daily life and considered as the basis of Indian tradition and 
culture. The use of the Veda’s heavily influenced the religion through 
its four doctrines. While in the Indian context, the idea of spirituality 
and Hinduism is synonymous. This deeper meaning of spirituality is 
what distinguishes the Indian culture from western culture. Engaging 
the mind, body, and promoting mental happiness are the main 
representations of Indian spirituality. Symbolic spiritual traditions are 
used to reconnect human beings to their culture, themselves, and also 
create a deeper understanding of a person’s self-experience. Healing 
within the Hindu context can be defined through the expression of 
tradition, social willpower, and innovation. This idea is symbolically 
reflected on temples and other structures to further support the lifestyle 
of those wanting to retain spirituality. 

2.2.4 VEDIC TEXTS

The Veda’s which are a collection of the oldest Hindu texts make up 
the foundation of Hindu theology. The Veda’s, which translates to 
knowledge, are known for their oral traditions meaning they are  heard 
rather than read. It is made up of its own set of rituals and practices 
dating back to 1500 BC. It provides the main documentation for Indian 
religion before the early texts of Hinduism. Within these texts, are the 
doctrines and practices of what Hinduism is about. The Veda’s consist 
of four major texts, the Samhitas which are based on mantras, the 
Aranyakas, the text that is centred on rituals, ceremonies, and symbolic 
sacrifices, the Brahmanas which focus on commentaries, rituals, and 
sacrifices, and lastly the Upanishads that are texts regarding meditation, 
philosophy, and spiritual knowledge.32 It is also these texts that present 
the notion that the universe was made up of five elements, space, wind, 
fire, water, and earth. 

32 Barbara A. Holdrege, Veda and Torah: Transcending the Textuality of Scripture (New York: 
State University of New York Press, 1995), 351

2.2.5 MANDALAS

The mandala, which translates to the container of the essence, is a 
spiritual or ritualistic image used to represent the mind and body of a 
deity and is used as a tool for ultimate concentration and visualisation.33 
It is made up of a geometric configuration, symbolising the cosmos, 
representing wholeness, and contains radial symmetry. In Hinduism, 
the yantra and mandala are the same in their symbolic meaning of 
meditative rituals, but different in the way they are drawn. The yantra 
is generally smaller, with limited use of colour. The general form of 
the mandala consists of a central point, which is also considered as the 
residence of the deity and is the most sacred part of the mandala. The 
central point is a common notion in oriental civilisation that symbolises 
the enlightenment.34 Surrounding this circular central space is another 
circle that is considered as the gathering space, where the line represents 
the outer forces being drawn in. The central point is located within 
the square, that symbolises the physical world that is bound in four 
directions. This square is then divided into four triangles with all the 
lines meeting at this central point. Lastly, the exterior of the square 
contains four gates which symbolise four boundless thoughts, which 
could be considered as the entry to the central sacred point.

33 George Feuerstein, Tantra: Path of Ecstasy (Colorado: Shambhala Publications, 1998), 21
34 Feuerstein, Tantra: Path of Ecstasy, 218
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Figure 14. Temple form inspired by symbolic elements (By Author).

Figure 15. Breakdown of mandala design (By author).
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VASTU SHASTRA

The Vastu Shastra translates to the ‘Science of Architecture’, are texts 
that define the common grounds between the forces of nature and 
architecture known as the Vastu Vidya. The Vastu Vidya holds broader 
knowledge and the system of design theories consisting of scale, 
orientation materiality, plan, and construction.35 Three main concepts 
can be extracted from the Vastu Shastra, that aid in the construction 
and planning of traditional buildings. The first being the Vastu Purusha 
Mandala, a tool derived from the Vastu Vidya, which consists of a 
design grid or geometric diagram that is used for the division of the 
site and spatial organisations to influence the built form.36  The second 
being the concept of eight directions, which reflects the idea of the most 
auspicious direction which will help derive the orientation of a plan. 
The movement follows a horizontal axis that radiates outwards, and 
a vertical axis originating from the centre upwards. Lastly the notion 
of five elements that help inform the proper use of colour, form, and 
materials that add to the spirituality of a space.

The Vastu Purusha mandala reflects the concept of cosmos in Hindu 
architecture, where the layout is symbolic of the positions of the effects 
on the human body, which helps the application in architecture. The 
squares of the mandala are the abstraction of cosmology in geometric 
form that identifies architecture as a bridge from cosmos and human 
form. Mentioned in the book ‘Traditional Buildings of India’ by Ilay 
Cooper and Barry Dawson, “According to the Vastu Shastra, each 
building plot contains a Vastu Purusha, a spiritual force, visualized 
as a male form crouched over the plot, head pointing northeast, feet 
southwest. The centre of this spirit, nucleus of the site, is a projected 

35 Vibhuti Chakrabarti, Indian Architectural Theory: Contemporary Uses of Vastu Vidya (Surrey: 
Curzon, 1998), xii
36 Chakrabarti, Indian Architectural Theory, 63

building’s heart. In a temple, this is marked by the garbha griha 
(sanctum). In a house, it is occupied by the courtyard, the most sacred 
and private space.”37 The design grid acknowledges the central space 
that encompasses both the absolute void and the source of energy. This 
principle of the human body is fundamental in Hindu temple design, 
through the journey of the outside world to the centre  housing the 
divine in the sanctum. The structure of the mandala holds significant 
architectural importance as it is applied to Hindu temples that is 
controlled by the layout of a 9 x 9 square diagram. Ancient teachings 
explains implementing the mandala to any form of structure provides 
order, protection in a space, and balances the forces and energies of a 
site.

37  Ilay Cooper and Barry Dawson, Traditional Buildings of India (London: Thames and Hudson, 
1998), 14
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Figure 16. Axis of temple form in relation to human form (By author). Figure 17. Vastu Purusha mandala Figure 18. Grid diagram showing breakdown of different layers of mandala (By author).
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LABYRINTH

The mandala can also be linked to the form of a labyrinth. The objectives 
of both these symbols are with the connection it has to the centre, which 
is commonly used as a tool to help with meditation. They represent the 
order and disorder, clarity and confusion, and unity and multiplicity, 
that creates important characteristics leading to a form of healing. Both 
the mandala and the labyrinth pull on the concept of a path, which in 
turn is a journey from the beginning to the end or what holds the central-
most sacred place. The sanctum of a temple holds the most sacred being, 
known as the heart of a space. This can also be translated to the concept 
of a courtyard, where the centre is the inner most courtyard. The five 
elements is manifested in this central space, contributing to the spiritual 
beliefs of the courtyard. The openness of the space is intended to absorb 
the cosmic energies, known as space, and provide circulation of fresh air 
in the house. The sun, recognised as the fire element, can shine through 
space from being exposed to the sky. The space is generally created by 
using clay, and surrounded by vegetation, further representing the earth 
element. Water is used as a pool, or pond within proximity to space.38    

38 Nilakanth Dash, and Gayatri D. Vasudev, Vastu, Astrology, and Architecture (New Delhi: Moti-
lal Banarsidass Publishing, 1998), 51
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Figure 19. Peter Eisenman’s Jewish Memorial in Berlin showing architectural labyrinth. Figure 20. Labyrinth pattern.
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2.2.6 FIVE ELEMENTS

As found in Hindu mythology, the combination of the five elements of 
nature that consist of water, earth, air, fire, and space is considered to 
be the foundation of Hindu Spirituality. A balance of these elements 
helps to lead individuals to live in harmony and equilibrium. These 
elements hold their characteristics and functions that are considered to 
be what the entire universe and the human body is made up of. The 
unification of these elements paves the way to enlightenment to ensure 
balance for a stress-free and peaceful life. The use of these elements 
is not considered literally but is used symbolically to define a space.39 
The use of the five elements are used in the formation of architectural 
spaces, by basing them on spatial characteristics and function. When 
these elements accumulate, they constitute the human self, and physical 
body.40

Along with the five elements, twenty characteristics are essential in all 
matters. They consist of ten opposing constituents, organised into pairs. 
Similar to the Chinese philosophy of ‘Yin Yang’, the Indian philosophy 
consists of the male god Shiva, and goddess Shakti. Mentioned in 
ancient Hindu scriptures and mythology, Shiva manifests both the 
preserver and the destroying and the energy of the masculine and the 
feminine. Both sacred energies represent the unity of opposite forces 
that exist in the universe that can be lightness and darkness, positive 
and negative, the material and consciousness. They contain qualities 
like hot/cold, heavy/light, wet/dry, clear/sticky, subtle/gross, mobile/
static, rough/smooth, sharp/dull, hard/soft, and dense/porous. The unity 
of these opposites is a part of religious symbolism and spirituality that 
helps to create equilibrium and balance in one’s life.

39 Cate Bramble, Architects Guide to Feng Shui: Exploding the Myth (Burlington: Architectural 
Press, 2003), 23
40 Oliver Leaman, Key Concepts in Eastern Philosophy (New York: Routledge, 1999), 133

Earth
The earth element is the second most important element and is associated 
with all the five senses of smell, hearing, taste, sight, and touch. Earth 
is the element of solidity, stability, and stillness. It represents the feeling 
of heaviness, total comfort or discomfort.  

Water
Water is the most important element and represents qualities like 
fluidity, coolness, and a sense of tranquillity. This produces the feeling of 
oneness, togetherness, and a floating feeling. This element is associated 
with sound, touch, sight, and taste. 

Fire 
The eastern direction is associated with the element fire, which 
represents our visual, touch, and sound senses. Fire is responsible for 
perception, light, heat, energy. The element is neither motionless nor 
generates movement.  

Air
Air is considered to be expressed through the form of motion and 
flow which connects to our skin and ears. Air produces a feeling of 
movement.

Space
Space is often referred to as the essence of emptiness. It lacks heaviness 
and has qualities of absence and expansiveness which creates a lack of 
warmth and is represented by the sense of sound and is inaccessible to 
all our senses. 
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Figure 21. Diagram of masculine and feminine energies in relation to elements (By author). Figure 22. Five elements (By author).
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2.2.7 NUTRITION

Other than mental health, physical health is held to the same significance.  
Nutrition in mind-body healing is capable of facilitating nourishment 
to an individual’s physical, emotional, spiritual, social, and cultural 
state. Our body and the universe in Hindu belief, comprises of the five 
natural elements that should be balanced to indicate good health. In this 
instance food is identified with earth. “From this earth vegetation grows, 
and this vegetation produces food. Then living beings are manifested; 
food precedes living beings as the latter cannot survive without the 
former”41. This cycle deems living beings as the product of food, hence 
the immense religious attitude towards food in pursuit of achieving 
Supreme Brahman.

Eating, in Hindu culture, is not purely based on satisfying our hunger, 
rather a form of sacred act that is treated with utter respect considering 
its ability to stimulate spiritual growth. This perspective caters to our 
mind, body, and spiritual development. Generally, Hinduism adopts a 
vegetarian diet, for their purifying properties to the mind and body. The 
Vedas state the three main reasons for adopting this particular lifestyle, 
the first being the principle of nonviolence to living things, the second 
being solely vegetarian food offered to a deity, and lastly the detrimental 
effects for spiritual development.42 

41 Sankaracharya Suresvaracarya, Taittriya Upanishad, trans. A. Mahadeva Sastri, (Mysuru: 
C.T.A. Printing Works, 1903), 398  
42 Naina Lepes, The Bhagavad Gita and Inner Transformation, 352

2.2.8 WATER

With Indian traditions, the use of water is a notion of purity and 
usually used as a sense of worship or ritual. Water is sprinkled on idols, 
consumed after worship, or even fully submerging the body in the Holy 
River Ganges that symbolises the purification and rejuvenation of the 
mind and the soul. The river Ganges in specific is considered as the 
most sacred body of water and is usually described as the water flowing 
in heaven on earth. The genuine spiritual value of the Ganges provides a 
sense of physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual powers.  Most Hindu 
temples or pilgrims are located on river banks, ponds, near water tanks, 
or by any form of water bodies to further support the notion of attaining 
such spiritual power. The ancient tradition that dates back to the Indus 
Valley civilization uses water as a spiritual cleanser.43 Where in ancient 
mythology the reference to water is commonly perceived as strength and 
eternity. The unique body of water and the natural landscape create the 
identifiable factors of sacred places and are noted in Hindu mythology. 
It is considered as more superior to earth as it contains less material 
and possesses more activity and motion. The importance of any type of 
water body can be symbolised to wash away sins that are bound up in 
cosmological connotations.  

43 Diana L. Eck, Banaras, City of Light (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1982), 216 
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Figure 23. Cycle of earth providing living beings with food (By author). Figure 24. Water used as purification in Hinduism (By author).
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2.2.9 LIGHT

The use of light in Indian architecture is to shape sacred spaces and 
to invoke the ineffable. The manifestation of light is shown through a 
sacred space which in India is the temple by construction and design. 
The term ‘darshan’ that simply translates to ‘seeing’ consists of the sight 
of a holy person or deity. Light is generally used as part of a religious 
symbolism that creates a focal point, and a way that directs a person to the 
innermost sacred chamber, to be then surrounded by complete darkness. 
The sparse use of light within a sacred space in India is to connect the 
worshipper with the divine and to create ultimate concentration to avoid 
any distractions including their senses. This creates a separation of the 
human eye from the material world to the spiritual world. Progression 
into such sacred space is a ritual within itself, where the movement 
towards the inner chamber takes the person through an experience of 
darkening spaces to accustom their eyes to the darkness of the inner 
chamber to further dramatize the spiritual experience. Despite darkness 
being used as an important aspect in temples, the rising sun from the 
east is still worshipped before the beginning of any ritual and is still 
considered extremely important. Light and shadows through natural 

and artificial light in a sacred space are essential in creating a spiritual 
experience through visual control of the architectural form. The use of 
light in sacred buildings traditionally would represent the gods and the 
metaphysical. Commonly, it is used to direct our eye upwards to connect 
people with the sun and the heavens. Tadao Ando, who is known for 
his subtle use of light, refers to his architecture as spiritual. “Beneath 
the earth’s surface, light is reduced, the sense of depth increases, and 
darkness is born.”44 The notions of shadows, depth, strictness, and 
simplicity, all convey intensity, tension, and tranquillity which in itself 
create an essence of spirituality in a space. He believes that light alone 
does not make light, but instead, there must be darkness, to create a level 
of obscurity.45

44 Philip Jodidio, Tadao Ando at Naoshima (New York: Rizzoli, 2006), 8
45 Tadao Ando, ‘Church of the Light’ in Francesco Dal Co, ed. Tadao Ando: Complete Works, 
(London: Phaidon, 1995), 471
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Figure 26. Tadao Ando’s Koshino House depicting light and shadow. 

Figure 25. Transition of light to darkness represented in temples (By author).
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The term tantra in Hinduism is used to describe Indian traditions that 
include methods, tests, theory, practices or techniques. The tantric 
practice was formulated around the same time as the Vedas. This 
tradition has also been an influence on other Eastern religions like 
Buddhism, Zen Buddhism, and the Japanese Shinto religion. Tantras 
can be defined by their use of practices and ideas with rituals being 
the main focus.46 It is known to have characteristics like rituals, 
mantras visualisation, mandalas, yogic beliefs, and tantric texts. The 
main idea of tantric practice is, to eventually gain liberation through 
rituals, gestures, symbols, prayers, and postures which would help to 
make the energy within a person pure or be purified.   Sadhana refers 
to this yogic tradition and any spiritual exercise or techniques that can 
be found in tantras. The use of Sadhanas is to achieve ritual or spiritual 
connections and can be done so through the following practices: Yoga, 
mantras, mandalas, yantras, meditation, purification, and yatra or 
pilgrimage. Through the practice of such activities, sadhana helps the 
person to align one’s inner self and achieve peace, enlightenment, and 
liberation. Mandalas being the core element of achieving spirituality, 
is represented by the circular void in the centre that accommodates to 
the needs of other symbolic practices. This void is used for the focus of 
ultimate concentration and symbolises complete emptiness that aids to 
attain a substantial level of realisation.47 

46 Feuerstein, Tantra: Path of Ecstasy, 124
47  Milan Shakya, “Basic Concepts of Mandala”, Voice of History 15, no.1, 81, https://doi.
org/10.3126/voh.v15i1.70

2.3.1 YOGA

Yoga, which signifies the union of one’s self, brings the mind and body 
into mutual harmony. Yoga began in India over 5000 years ago and was 
first talked about in the oldest sacred texts, the Vedas. Yoga is one of the 
many traditions in South Asia that is a part of mystical customs. The 
origins of yoga began thousands of years before any form of religious 
beliefs or systems came to light.  It can be derived from the Sanskrit root 
to translate to the action of harnessing.48 Yoga becomes that link to our 
environment, as a way of establishing a harmonious pattern with nature. 
Referring to the hatha yoga, the traditions of Hinduism is considered 
to aid in the healing of our fragmented being, to reunify humans with 
cosmic consciousness. Through breath control, yoga teaches to still the 
mind that would lead to higher states of awareness. Wilbert M. Gesler 
mentions in his book Healing Places the importance of a symbolic 
environment, where spiritually it tends to engage the mind more than 
the natural, built, and social environments which in turn in necessary 
for the general healing process.49 Through a series of postures and 
positions, the practice of yoga is a form of mindfulness meditation that 
concentrates on breathing, with no connection to prayer and no central 
mental focus.50

The secularisation of yoga began in the early 1900s, where yoga masters 
from India began to travel to the west. This then started the move of yoga 
being a religious tradition to the practice of yoga in a more secularised 
way.51 The modern form of yoga has neglected the adoption of religious 
beliefs, of attaining enlightenment and goals and instead focus on the 
psychological, and therapeutic benefits. However, it can be noted, that 
the response of yoga to experience a sense of oneness, or improved 
mental well-being, can also enhance the notion of yoga leading to a 
more spiritual and transcendental state.

48 Varenne, Yoga and the Hindu Tradition, 78
49 Gesler, Healing Places, 73
50  Herbert Benson, The Relaxation Response (London: Collins, 1976), 242
51 Jeremy Carrette and Richard King, Selling Spirituality: The silent takeover of Religion (New 
York: Routledge, 2005), 116
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2.3.2 MEDITATION

Meditation can be defined as a form of contemplation. Meditation is 
practiced in Hinduism as a way for people to find their inner divinity. 
It is used to improve the minds state, with direct effect to reduce stress 
and pain, dating back to 6th century BC where it makes clear reference 
to in the Hindu scriptures, the Bhagavad Gita.  By the 1970s, meditation 
was brought to the western countries, where it became secularised and 
gave significant importance to relaxation, self-improvement, and stress 
reduction rather than the spiritual growth and symbolism it portrays. 
Proper breath control, withdrawal of the senses, discipline, and 
connection to the mind outlines the rules that help achieve meditation. 

 “The fact of prayer or meditation, the impulse to seek and 

appeal to a power beyond our normal self, the moving sense of 

revelation which the sudden impact of beauty brings…suggest that we 

are essentially spiritual”.
52

 

The purpose of these practises was to abandon alienation and regain 
the sense of union of self-realisation.  Meditation brings our thoughts, 
concerns, and fears, that are continually crossing our mind to a halt, that 
helps us experience a form of emptiness and ultimate concentration. 
It encourages thinking in the moment and strives to stop rumination. 
Written in the Bhagavad Gita, it states that spiritual bliss holds 
superiority over the temporary materials of everyday life, meditation is 
what disconnects us from the world of matter, so we can experience a 
form of bliss through deep contemplation.53 Meditation itself is a natural, 
effortless practice driven by the idea of silence that is experienced by 
living emptiness. Conscious existence is a completely new dimension 
of experience which provides us with a new perspective.54

52 Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan, Eastern Religions and Western Thought (New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1959), 61
53 Winthrop Sargeant, The Bhagavad Gita: Twenty-fifth–Anniversary Edition, trans. Christopher 
Chapple (New York: State University of New York Press, 2009), xv
54 Frank M. Wanderer, Wake up Consciousness: A Guide for Spiritual Seekers (London: Kery-
Books, 2018), 36

Figure 27. Yantra design (By author).
Figure 28. Spiritual practices (By author).
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2.4.1 ASHRAM

The word Ashram comes from the Sanskrit root of making effort. The 
ashram, known as a spiritual hermitage, flourished during the Vedic 
Period in 1500 BC and is still being used today as a valuable institution 
for the transmission, maintenance, and transformation of Hinduism.55 
Ashrams are usually based around a master or a yogi that helps seekers 
form moral and physical attributes through teachings. The main concept 
of an ashram is for final liberation according to Hindu ethics. The 
ashram is a step into a long journey of life for a Hindu individual and a 
place of exertion.56 The space is used as a form of retreat to escape the 
busyness and noise, to instead produce energy for spiritual nourishment 
in the atmosphere. The modern ashram is guided by a performance 
of spiritual exercises like meditation or yoga.57 Typically, this retreat 
is found isolated within natural surroundings such as forests or rural 
locations. Gesler’s points of a symbolic environment is evident in an 
ashram where the space is used to engage our minds and control human 
behaviour to enhance harmony for a spiritual undertaking. The trainings 
involved in the retreat tend to a person’s holistic, mental, and physical 
health which generated popularity in the west in the 1960’s.   

55  Boon, “Ashram Lit”, 36
56  Mayeul de Dreuille, From East to West: A History of Monasticism (New York: The Crossroad 
Publishing Company, 1999), 6
57 “What Is Ashram? - Definition from Yogapedia,” Yogapedia, accessed September 10, 2019, 
https://www.yogapedia.com/definition/4960/ashram.
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Figure 29. Sketch of Ashram (By author). Figure 30. Sabarmati Ashram showing integration of water and nature designed by Charles Correa.
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2.4.2 TEMPLES

Temple architecture can be recognised as a symbol of manifestation of a 
particular god along with the idea of movement and composition of the 
building.  Architectural constituents in temple design are formed based 
on their symbolism and intrinsic meaning that reflect the universe.58 To 
support this symbolism and generate spiritual energy, the building of 
temples is located in the vicinity of nature among trees and by a body of 
water, that form the basis on what signifies the cosmic ideal. Instances 
where rivers, seas, or natural ponds are unavailable, the use of artificial 
water bodies is assimilated to achieve the same spiritual experience. 59 
Adam Hardy points out the nature of basic principles used in temple 
architecture to demonstrate movement and meaning, that reinforce one 
another, and can represented by several architectural means.60 

58  Adam Hardy, “Form, Transformation and Meaning in Indian Temple Architecture”, in Para-

digms of Indian Architecture: Space and Time in Representation and Design, ed. G.H.R Tillotson 
(New York: Routledge, 2013) 107
59  George Michell, The Hindu Temple: An Introduction to its Meanings and Forms (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1988), 68
60  Hardy, “Form, Transformation and Meaning in Indian Temple Architecture”, 110

Principles such as:

Vertical/Horizontal Continuity: Repre-
senting the axis of a 3D orthogonal con-
tinuum, 

Radiation: Provides a central point, which 
is concentrated to emphasise the cardinal 
projections of the temple as a whole.

Abstraction: Creating simplified forms 
with formal construction, moving away 
from representational imagery like 
mouldings. 

Overlap: Elements that enhance the sense 
of sequence and suggest emergence by 
breaking through the boundaries. 

Fragmentation: Fragmentation is the 
result of proliferation of forms. It consists 
of splitting up a whole, and in turn is 
fractured by staggering.  

With these principles in mind, the grid diagram of the Vastu Purusha 
Mandala is followed to assist with the layout of the temple. Hindu 
temples consist of many metaphors and functions beyond just being a 
shrine, usually representing the cosmos or the universe. The placement 
of each component of the temple corresponds to the cosmic man 
within the mandala. The central space houses the deity and is the main 
component of the temple. In addition, written in the Vedas, symmetry and 
proportion of a temple is the manifestation of harmony and coherence of 
a temple’s components. The mandala determines the structural stability, 
and the quality of light and sound that is achieved with the cardinal axis 
it follows.

The Tejorling Radiance temple, located in a farmland in Pune, India, 
based its dimensions on the golden ratio to attain the proper human scale 
making it only 13sqm. Karan Darda Architects uses the golden ratio for 
this sacred space to signify humanity and its link to the universe with a 
humanised scale, similarly like the Vastu Purusha. It is a typical square 
based pyramid metaphorically symbolising the meditating state. On the 
opposite façade of the building, the protrudiwng mass comes out of the 
meditative state and instead looks as if it is dancing, symbolising the 
two forms of Lord Shiva, the masculine, and the feminine. 

The inner sanctum is accessed easily with a direct connection to an 
outdoor meditation space creating a convenient space of prayer for the 
context. An expression of movement is created through the idea of a 
small mass being detached from the main structure, creating a void 
between the masses to provide a subtle quality of natural light in the 
room full of darkness, which is used to achieve ultimate concentration 
and to minimise as many distractions.  
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Figure 31. Brihadeshvara temple plan showing openings (By author).
Figure 33. Tejorling temple plan.
Figure 34. Typical temple form corresponding to the human body (By Author).Figure 32. Temple design principles (By author).
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2.4.3 COURTYARD

The courtyard is loosely defined as an enclosed space, open to the 
sky and surrounded by structure. In India, it is traditionally used as a 
place of gathering, and a focal point for social interactions creating an 
importance in Indian architecture. The courtyard in Indian architecture 
is considered as the most important part of a building where it is used for 
significant symbolic functions and is commonly the central point of a 
building. It creates an interaction between the surrounding environment 
and the human being. It acts as a space for social interaction while 
creating a sense of enclosure. Generally, the rooms face the courtyard 
and create a direct relationship between the inside and outside.

Symbolically the courtyard is significant in the way it is open to the sky 
which provides a relationship closer to god, creates a concentration of 
light, wind, sound, and also providing a space of refuge. It can be known 
for its spatial symbol to represent inwardness. Religiously, it is common 
for its use for sacred festivals, worship, and prayer. Also known as the 
soul of the house, this space is believed to hold cosmic energies that 
gather in this central void. Traditionally, courtyards act as the most 
flexible element of design in an Indian household, as it can interchange 
between public and private space when needed. The Vastu Purusha 
mandala can be used as a way of organising the courtyard space. The 
central courtyard is an important feature of the Vastu Purusha mandala, 
where the centre of the mandala is considered as Brahman, or holy, and 
should be kept open. 

2.4.4 THRESHOLD AND BOUNDARY

The threshold concept in India is profoundly important due to its 
representation of passage between one space to another. This threshold 
creates a bridge from the profane to the sacred which can symbolise 
the cross of the physical to the spiritual realm. As said by Eliade “The 
threshold is the limit, the boundary, the frontier that distinguishes and 
opposes two worlds – and at the same time the paradoxical place where 
those worlds communicate, where the passage from the profane to the 
sacred world becomes possible.”61 In Hinduism, this bridge between the 
two spaces represents the outer world and the inner sanctuary, the dust 
of the streets and the purity of a home. Written in the Vastu doctrine, the 
use of the threshold and doorways allow for positive energy to enter the 
space, and keep out negative energy, and where each threshold is linked 
to the core of the home.62

The threshold, or the door, can signify the continuity of a space 
creating religious importance. They act as a point of transition and 
often symbolises the passage from one world to another, whereas the 
hallway can symbolise a contrasting longer transition. Religiously 
the word threshold is commonly known as the word ‘gate’ which is 
used as a transition to the heavens, that act as unguarded passages 
between the profane and the sacred. J.C. Cirlot mentions “There is the 
same relationship between the temple-door and the altar as between 
the circumference and the centre; even though in each case the two 
component elements are the

61 Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, 25
62 Martha A. Strawn, Across the Threshold of India: Art, Women, and Culture (Staunton: George 
F. Publishing, 2016), 5

farthest apart, they are nonetheless, in a way, the closest since the one 
determines and reflects the other.”63 Cirlot notes that the relationship 
between the entrance and space itself contains a relationship, as 
symbolically it marks the beginning of a journey, as well as the departure. 

63 J.C. Cirlot, Dictionary of Symbols (Oxon: Routledge, 2006), 85
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Figure 35. Traditional Indian courtyard (By author).

Figure 36. Sketch showing narrow threshold (By author).
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The contemporary building was built to provide a space that reflects the 
cultural and spiritual values of India and takes inspiration from its own 
city plan of Jaipur. Jaipur was planned with the ancient Vedic mandala. 
The city follows the mandalas nine squares, with the central square left 
open. The city plan was slightly altered from the mandala due to the 
natural topography and didn’t allow for this configuration, and instead 
one square was displaced, which created two central squares. Correa 
applied the concepts from the traditional architectural principles of the 
Vastu Shastra, where he used the original nine square mandala.

18 

To create an entrance, one square of the Jawahar Kala Kendra is pivot-
ed, creating an entrance, and again mimicking the plan of Jaipur. The 
remaining 8 squares of the arts centre, each corresponds to a myth and 
resembles the archaic characteristics of the cosmos, where the central 
square is a void representing the ‘nothing which is everything’. The 
influence of the ‘cosmic man’ is to be perceived as a link between man 
and astrology, where the squares are conceptualised as cosmos in a geo-
metrical form.64  The use of this symbolism creates a significant experi-
ence of ancient science that reflect constituents of nature. 

64 “Jawahar Kala Kendra,” Hidden Architecture, October 4, 2015, accessed September 25, 2018, 
http://www.hiddenarchitecture.net/2015/10/jawahar-kala-kendra.html. 
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Charles Correa | Jaipur, India | 1991

Figure 37. Central courtyard of the Jawahar Kala Kendra.

Figure 38. Jawahar Kala Kendra plan in reference to the Vastu Purusha mandala.
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The Row House is placed in the middle of a working class neighbourhood 
that experiences the commotion of the city. The house is of a rectangular 
plan and is placed in between two other terraced houses. The concrete 
façade acts as a barrier from the noise to transition into a space of silence 
creating an obvious contrast. It is composed of strict geometry, of three 
equal divisions, where the central division consists of an abstract space 
that is dedicated to receiving wind and light. (See fig.40) 

The void in the centre of the house acts as a private courtyard that is 
open only to the sky, and functions as a window that accepts the light, 
wind, and rain to provide the resident a connection with nature without 
leaving their home. “The important thing was the space, not a mechanism 
for temperature control, but something defined and receptive to human 
life… No matter how advanced society becomes, institutionally or 
technologically, a house in which nature can be felt represents to me the 
ideal environment in which to live.”65 Ando’s design forces the resident 
to go outside to cross between the two enclosed, interior spaces creating 
a progression of experience through this simple geometry. 

The house uses concrete, glass, and slate as its primary materials,  
which reflect light and creates complex shadows. Materiality provides 
a psychological effect on the resident, due to the absence of ornament 
invites a sense of empathy.66 The use of materiality, tactility, and 
emptiness are seen, in contrast to the concrete which is smooth to the 
touch. Ando’s work reflects the idea that light can only be symbolised 
when a sense of darkness is involved, which can dramatize the 
surroundings and reveal the contours of objects. His material choice 
also demonstrates the minimalist expression of Japanese culture which 
can be defined by a place of nothingness.

65 Tadao Ando, Tadao Ando 1: Houses & Housing, (Kitakyushu: Toto Ltd, 2007), 35
66 “Azuma House - Row House,” Wikiarquitectura, Accessed September 19, 2019, https://
en.wikiarquitectura.com/building/azuma-house-row-house/
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Figure 39. Row House section showing light and shadow.

Figure 40. Plans/section highlighting the central void.
Figure 41. Threshold and boundary of Row House.
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The concept of the church is established through a sacred chamber, 
creating a focal point to a forest of birch trees and with a stream that 
flows directly in front of the temple, isolated from the mundane. Ando’s 
work once again does not possess any ornamentation, but highlights 
the relationship with nature, using it as the main element for design. 
He combines the concepts of artificial and natural, hidden and exposed, 
sacred and secular, infinity and void, in a minimalistic manner. Being a 
religious building, where traditionally a wall would contain images of 
the divine or contain some significance, Ando replaced this with glazing 
to be a representation of the creator, nature. 

Ando, whose architecture is mildly inspired by Zen Buddhism, uses 
water as the embodiment of the spirit and a play with the water creating 
a soft rippling sound which is a response to wind.67 A cross is placed in 
the centre of the pond, which extends from the chapel to the exterior, 
onto the borderline of the forest, which maintains the visual and sym-
bolic link. “A large, steel framed, sliding glass wall serves to close off 
the body of the church from the elements in winter. Reciprocally, this 
may be slid away in summer to establish a direct phenomenological 
link between the church and the expansive surface of the reflecting pool 
beyond.”68 He uses the concept of pure geometry, that allows people 
to discover subconscious elements like wind and light inherited from 
nature.  A concrete portico which houses the sliding screen of the chap-
el is placed adjacent, symbolically reinforcing the idea of the profane 
and the sacred, and to further create a more intimate relationship to the 
landscape. The combination of the sliding screen and the water creates 
a physical barrier or threshold, but visually creating no boundary from 
the interior and exterior. The water can reflect light through the glass, 
supporting the lack of boundary, and where the materials emphasise the 
ides of architecture floating.

67 Kenneth Frampton, “The Secular Spirituality of Tadao Ando”, in Constructing the ineffable: 

Contemporary Sacred Architecture, ed. Karla Britton (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011), 
105
68 Frampton, “The Secular Spirituality of Tadao Ando”, 104
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Tadao Ando | Hokkaido, Japan | 1988

Figure 42. Water and nature used as boundary. Figure 43. Relationship of water and building (By author). Figure 44. Using water and nature as a focal point.
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The cemetery consists of a tomb for the Brion’s, meditation pavilion, 
a chapel, ponds, and other intricately designed architectural elements. 
Scarpa’s architecture encompasses spiritual and emotive qualities, that 
is displayed in his use of threshold, joints, apertures, and changes in 
terrain. The cemetery illustrates ideas of structure, form, space, light, 
colours, and materials, which all contribute to meaningful expressions.69 
The idea of the journey is also a strong theme in the cemetery. His 
play on passageways leading to open and enclosed forms dictates the 
person’s view and motion.  

The element of light and shadow is integrated throughout the cemetery. 
The chapel, in particular, allows for light to enter on each face, perfectly 
highlighting the internal components during different times of day, 
throughout the year. The element of light is used to create movement, 
portraying the contrast of light and shadow, which symbolises the 
idea of contemplation, thought, and meditation.70 Apertures are made 
through the building in a vertical plan which creates an atmosphere of 
diffused light and calmness. 

Water is weaved through the compound to create an ambience of 
sacredness and an element of serenity in fig. 47. The concept of water is 
known to bring peace to the mind yet holds equal religious significance, 
where generally it purifies sins. The chapel in the cemetery is surrounded 
by water depicting the sense of reflection as the sunlight bounces off the 
water onto the walls and ceiling.

69 Daniele Prosdocimo, “Brion Tomb and Sanctuary by Carlo Scarpa”, Architectours, December 
14, 2016, accessed October 9, 2019, https://www.architectours.it/brion-tomb-sanctuary/
70 Ina Macaione, Thresholds: Brion Cemetery by Carlo Scarpa, (Italy: LISt Lab, 2018), 14
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Carlo Scarpa | San Vito d’ Altivole, Italy | 1978

Figure 45. Vertical apertures projecting light in a space. Figure 46. Plan of Brion Cemetery and relationship with water.
Figure 47. Water reflecting the building creating no boundary.
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The Windhover contemplative Centre is located in the heart of the 
Stanford University campus adjacent to a natural oak grove and serves 
as a spiritual retreat for students and staff. As visitors move throughout 
the centre, glimpses of the natural surrounding are visible.71 The rear 
of the centre, contains a reflection pond, with large windows where 
light can reflect and provide views of the art. Water and the natural 
landscape are elements used throughout the building to aid in the idea 
of contemplation. Ambient sounds from water fountains can be heard 
within the main gallery and the courtyard and are contrasted with 
the still pool reflecting the surrounding nature. Generally, the hall is 
intentionally kept dark, to provide for full concentration and to direct 
the attention of the visitors to the illuminated artwork, where the filtered 
light is able to create a balanced atmosphere.

The building is made up of rammed earth walls, utilising the soil 
excavated from the site, and is contrasted with the lightness of the sheets 
of glass, that supports the natural feeling and calm state that the building 
is intended to provide. the natural materiality also contributes to a 
heightened sensory experience through acoustics, tactile, and visually. 
The centre utilises both the interior and exterior spaces to allow for 
contemplation.

71 “Windhover Contemplative Centre/Aidlin Darling Design”, Archdaily, March 18, 2015, 
accessed October 6, 2019, https://www.archdaily.com/608268/windhover-contemplative-cen-
ter-aidlin-darlin-design
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Aidlin Darling Design | Stanford, USA | 2014

Figure 48. Courtyard within building.
Figure 49. Plan showing circulation/ openings.

Figure 50. Use of light within the building.
Figure 51. Reflection pond used for contemplation.
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The use of materiality in the case studies are treated with an immense 
value of significance. Heavy weight materials are a common theme 
throughout these examples with the use of brick, stone, and concrete 
as their primary material. The use of these materials create a sense of 
groundedness. Tadao Ando’s use of natural materials is belieed to evoke 
the emotional power in architecture. His use of plain materiality, and 
simple forms create an architectural experience of mystery, drawing 
visitors in. 

LIGHT

Light in these spaces are produced through the use of transparency,  
composition, and void which becomes a focal point. It is evident that 
that the contrast of light and shadow is able to animate a space to dis-
play a sense of sacredness and spirituality. The combination of light 
with different materials offers reflection and movement that contributes 
to how a space is perceived providing a symbolic experience. The case 
studies provide a multitude of ways of emitting light in a space, visually 
highlighting one’s sensory experience.

THRESHOLD AND BOUNDARY

The idea of boundary is produced physically and symbolically, whether 
it be for visual connection, or isolation. The relationship between indoor 
and outdoor spaces are articulated with the combination of nature and 
a space. Nature is used to create a physical boundary, but visually pro-
viding a sense of ambiguity due to its infinite nature, which leaves us 
isolated with it.  The use of form creates a clear separation between the 
spirituality of a space and the commotion outside or the profane and the 
sacred. This contrast provides a deeper connection to one self and the 
environment to enhance the self-experience.

WATER

Water is an element used throughout these case studies to embody the 
idea of the spiritual. The sound, visual appearance, and the tactile per-
ception of water is able to create an ambience of reflection physically 
and metaphorically. It evidently creates an interaction between the inte-
rior and exterior spaces, whether it be used as an element of boundary, 
or a sense of reflection and an aid in contemplation.  

Figure 52. Brion cemetery using concrete as a primary material.
Figure 53. Sketch of light and shadow (By author).

Figure 54. Infinite boundary of the Church on the water.
Figure 55. Water (By author).
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This project aims to unify the concepts of Indian spiritual traditions and 
mental health. The spaces will provide an environment for students that 
establishes a spiritual experience, and promotes positive emotions. The 
experience of the space will challenge one’s cognitive abilities through 
the use of sensory stimulation and design aspects used in traditional 
temple design. The spaces will implement spiritual practices such as 
yoga and meditation and will adopt design elements that are intended to 
provide an escape for stress release.  

The main intent is to provide a space that reflects the idea of tending 
to the relaxation of the mind, body, and soul, that can be used as a 
way to heal the mind and decrease stress. This will be done by the 
incorporation of water, lighting, threshold, and materiality which will 
help to drive the architecture. The project is designed to be inclusive to 
all age groups and cultures due to its western location and particularly 
embrace the historical roots of Hinduism. The purpose of these spaces 
is to facilitate the idea of ultimate concentration and the disregard of 
other thoughts through Hindu spiritual practices which is commonly 
used as a form of stress relief. The aesthetic of the building will consist 
of minimal materials but will rely on specific design constituents adding 
to the spatial experience.

The spaces will collectively work together providing active and passive 
spaces, that will cater to the needs of all users. The complex is to provide 
an alternative form of medicine with an array of spaces all taking a 
holistic approach. The project will create an obvious distinction with 
the urban city, by utilising the natural surroundings but also having this 
space of realm on the border of the noisy city. It will allow students 
to escape the stressful city into spaces of solitude and reflection. The 
spaces will explore the integration and architectural language of light, 
closure, openness, and journey that all assist with the positive cognitive 
response. 

Yoga Studio
Aside from such religious practices, yoga is a major benefit for the 
management of stress. It will provide students with effective coping 
skills, and with regular practice, it is able to sharpen concentration, create 
mental clarity, and relieve chronic stress.67 Classes will be available in 
the early hours of the morning through to the night to accommodate the 
schedules of students.

Meditation Spaces
Meditation can indicate its presence in a space of consciousness. It is 
relevant to note the mental benefits of meditation consist of greater 
self-awareness, the decrease in anxiety and stress, an increase in mental 
clarity, and can actively trigger the brain’s relaxation response. A quiet 
space within nature is beneficial in a location like the Auckland CBD. 
It will provide students with an escape from the busy city as a space of 
realm, to revitalise their thoughts before continuing their day.

Café
A vegetarian café will tend to the physical needs of students. The 
symbolism behind the act of eating accounts for the spiritual growth 
one would achieve. Food consumption, will further promote a healthy 
lifestyle, that assists with maintaining equilibrium to the mind and body.

Sacred Hall
The sacred hall will encompass a sense of peace and the feeling of a 
spiritual experience. The space is not to be limited to any particular 
religion and will lack the use of religious imagery, and traditional 
symbolic elements like the altar. Instead, the space will obtain elemental 
features with a contemporary aesthetic to serve the diversity of the 
community with adaptable and multifunctional spaces. The play 

67 “The Benefits of Yoga”, American Osteopathic Association, accessed August 17, 2019, https://
osteopathic.org/what-is-osteopathic-medicine/benefits-of-yoga/

with light and shadow, and an immense ceiling height symbolises the 
relationship with the heavens, and a sense of freedom. Natural elements 
are able to enhance and invoke the sacred perception of a space.  

Counselling service
A counselling service will also be a part of this complex. Effective 
guidance and counselling are able to provide students with management 
techniques on how to deal with emotional conflict or psychological issues 
that can negatively impact their studies. The importance of integrating 
such services aims to implement the healing effects of natural medicine 
without the need for traditional medicine.

Courtyard
The central courtyard holds considerable importance symbolically in 
association with the Vastu Purusha Mandala. In relation to the mandala 
that is metaphysically significant, the courtyard will act as a central 
connecting point to the other architectural spaces. The courtyard will  
serve as a multifunctional space through its use as a place of gathering, 
or for outdoor yoga classes.
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Figure 56. List of programme sketches (By author).
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In determining a site for this project, certain requirements were estab-
lished that the site must have to fit the criteria for the project. 

 - The Site must be located within the Auckland CBD in proximity to 
universities for easy accessibility.

 - Have connection to some form of nature to support the connotations 
around Hindu Spirituality

In particular, the city is considered a fast-paced area, that contains an 
ample amount of noises and crowds. This project will be used as a way 
to slow down the rhythm, proving beneficial to the mental health of 
students. Basing it in a rural site seemed like the most obvious choice 
but would limit the amount of foot traffic of students which is a crucial 
factor. This project must be placed in a more populated location that is 
within proximity to universities to further encourage students about the 
benefits of this facility. The significance of proximity and foot traffic 
was kept in mind when selecting a site

The Site Options are:

- Albert Park – Bowen Ave

- Albert Park – Wellesley Street E

- Constitution Hill
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Figure 57. Map of Auckland CBD with site selection (By author).
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ALBERT PARK - BOWEN AVE.

The first potential site was Albert Park. The North end of Albert Park 
was a candidate for this project. The site was located within a few min-
utes from Auckland University and AUT, and where the vegetation ad-
ditionally promotes a therapeutic environment. This space also creates a 
threshold between the bustling city and the calmness of the park, which  
creates easy accessibility. 

ALBERT PARK - WELLESLEY ST. E

The South end of Albert Park was a strong option for this project. A 
thorough analysis was carried out for the south end of Albert Park. The 
main intention was for my project to occupy the edge of the park, facing 
Wellesley Street. The site had several trees with large canopies, that sat 
on a steep slope. This particular site of the park was not occupied by 
people due to the steep slope but did have a pedestrian path adjacent 
to the site which led to the main park. The site was located opposite 
Auckland University and AUT which also had a bridge connecting the 
campus to the park. A site model was constructed which helped to visu-
alise the slope and scale of the site in relation to the size of the intended 
spaces.
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Figure 58. Site plan of Albert Park - north (By author).
Figure 59. Photographs of Albert Park Site (By author). Figure 60. Site plan of Albert Park - south (By author).

Figure 61. Photographs of site (By author).
Figure 62. Model of site (By author)
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CONSTITUTION HILL

Constitution Hill is located on the corner of Alten Road and Anzac Ave 
and is situated on the border of the Auckland CBD, just outside the 
busy and stressful feel of the city. The site is in the vicinity of student 
accommodation, apartments and a short walk from universities. Adja-
cent to the site is bus stops, making it easy to travel to, if not on foot. 
Currently, the site can be defined as a transition at the centre of the hill, 
from the bottom of Churchill street, up to the top of Anzac Street. Trees 
with large canopies are dispersed throughout the site, but allows for sun  
to access the space. 

5
.1

 S
IT

E
 S

E
L

E
C

T
IO

N

Figure 63. Site plan of Constitution Hill (By author).
Figure 64. Photographs of site (By author).
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After thorough analysis of each site, specific issues arose which helped 
in determining a suitable site. 

Albert Part (Bowen Ave) - was promptly ruled out, as the project would 
create more of an intrusion due to the significance this park holds. It is 
also an extremely active park and is occupied by workers in the city 
who used this space on their lunch break. 

Albert Park (Wellesley St. E) - After multiple site visits and an exten-
sive analysis of the site, it was also rejected. The numerous trees con-
taining large canopies created a cast of shadow over the whole site and 
restricted the amount sun the site would receive, where light and sun is 
an important aspect of this project. Occupying Albert park seemed to 
be quite intrusive attributable to the character and significance this park 
already holds.  

Constitution Hill - The green landscape isn’t occupied by people but 
instead used as walkway. The advantage of occupying this site with the 
intended project will turn this space into a destination rather than a tran-
sition. It will utilise the current signs of peacefulness from the site due 
to its natural surroundings. The hill is formed by grassland with a wide-
spread of trees. The topography adds complexity with the vast contours 
which creates an ideal space for this proposed project. The site serves 
as a space of retreat or an escape for city-goers, and university students 
by bordering the city but also retaining a sense of realm.  
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Figure 66. Site model of Constitution Hill (By author).
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5.2.1 CIRCULATION

Constitution Hill is based on the fringe of the Auckland  CBD. 
Anzac Avenue creates a connection from the site to the wa-
terfront, being a popular destination. Symonds Street houses 
Auckland university and AUT, creating a direct access to the 
hill. The motorway is accessible from Churchill Street, con-
necting the southern and western motorways. Within the site 
is a pedestrian pathway leading from Anzac avenue to Chur-
chill Street. Adjacent to the site is also a one way driveway 
creating easy connection between the two streets. 

5.2.2 TOPOGRAPHY

The topography of the site will challenge and provide complexity to 
the design process. The slope will allow for the experimentation of hi-
erarchy and levels. From the top of the hill to the bottom of the hill is a 
gradual 7 metre drop. The change in building height will create shadows 
and views from adjacent building.

5
.3

 S
IT

E
 A

N
A

L
Y

S
IS

A

B

Figure 67. Site plan showing circulation (By author).
Figure 68. Site sections (By author).
Figure 69. Site contours (By author).



78 79

5.3.3 URBAN GREENSPACES

Occupying an urban public greenspace with structure can cause a ma-
jor discussion. Parks, gardens, squares, and cemeteries make up the 
green infrastructure in our urban environment. The importance of green 
space in an urban environment is effective for general mental well-be-
ing, reducing depression and stress, and improving social and cognitive 
functioning. However, some urban greenspaces are neglected, and over-
looked, due to its location and accessibility. “The emphasis should be 
on quality rather than quantity, distinctiveness rather than uniformity, 
connection rather than isolation, function rather than uselessness, and 
conviviality rather than exclusiveness.”73 The idea supports the need to 
make most of what already exists by regenerating these parks to create 
cohesion within the community and to improve the area itself. Within 
New Zealand’s urban centres, there are considerably more green spaces 
than other countries. This, however, does not mean these green spaces 
are accessible, or to its highest quality.74 

73 “Start with the Park: Creating Sustainable Urban Green Spaces” Cabe, June 2005, accessed 
June 28, 2019, https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20110118142335/http:/www.cabe.org.
uk/files/start-with-the-park.pdf
74 “Healthy Places, Healthy Lives: Urban Environments and Wellbeing”, Mental Health, April, 
2010, accessed May 10, 2019, https://www.mentalhealth.org.nz/assets/ResourceFinder/Healthy-
places-healthy-lives-PHAC.pdf

The Rockview Tea House is located within a natural landscape of 
Tashan Park, surrounded by trees and plants in Weihai City, China, that 
is open to the public. The once deserted quarry was then turned into a 
public park to serve people. The landscape of the park is inconsistent 
with the change of slope which created a challenge to build within it. 
The main idea of this teahouse was to preserve the sense of ‘deserted’ 
which they found to be characteristics of nature and to create a minimum 
interference of construction.75 The building takes advantage of the 
unique existing landscape that is slightly sunken into the ground and 
using planes originating from trees, rocks, and natural forms see fig 71. 
The existing trees and rocks are used to naturally decide the placement 
of the design. The design takes advantage of the sunken ground, and 
connects the ground to the roof of the tea house with a ramp, and acts as 
a viewing deck. The thresholds and apertures are concealed, providing 
an atmosphere similar to a cave, through the integration of the natural 
surrounding which gives people a primitive perception. 

The museum has proposed to be situated within a park in Dessau, 
Germany on the border of the city which features two rotating platforms 
in the centre of the building that open to create a connection from the 
city to a park see fig. 72. The museum aimed to create a connection 
and an interaction with the setting of a city and the urban park. The 
museum to become a connecting hub with the flexible platform’s ability 
to respond to the needs of the city park and to increase the quality of 
life for those in the city. The building incorporates event spaces, a café,  
and a performance area, that caters to any occasion or season. It utilises 
the park with the busy atmosphere of the city and creates a space that 
brings people together.76 In the warmer months, the park is used by the 
people of the city, but during the winter months the park is considered 
as an unused island with the city centre, and where the museum is able 
to attract visitors creating a more populated park. The museum is only 9 
metres x 36 metres and is only 7 metres in height. 

75 “TAO Rockview Tea House”, Divisare, April 13, 2017, accessed October 9, 2019, https://divis-
are.com/projects/342263-tao-trace-architecture-office-rockview-tea-house
76 Eric Oh, “Penda Proposes a Transformable Design for the New Bauhaus Museum”, Archdaily, 
September 16, 2015, accessed October 9, 2019, https://www.archdaily.com/773574/penda-pro-
poses-a-transformable-design-for-the-new-bauhaus-museum 
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Figure 70. Green spaces in an urban environment (By author).

Figure 71. Building in relation to ground.
Figure 72. Building bordering park and city. 

5.3.4 STRUCTURES WITHIN GREENSPACES
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The design process began with an exploration of the physical context 
in connection to the programme. The exploration of design strategies 
mentioned in the research such as light, water, materiality, and bound-
ary and threshold are informants that will contribute to the design devel-
opment. Diagramming and sketching the initial ideas in relation to the 
site helped to comprehend the existing features of the site. The project is 
also to consider the three major existing features of the site, the numer-
ous trees dispersed throughout the site, the existing pathway passing 
through the centre of the site, and the topography of the site. The initial 
exploration of placement began with categorising each programme to a 
hierarchy of public, semi private, and private. 

Public: Café, Counselling service, Courtyard

Semi Private: Yoga Studio, Sacred Hall

Private: Meditation Spaces.

Constitution Hill is located on the corner of Anzac Ave, and Alten Road, 
creating two street facing borders which helped to determine the public 
spaces. As the site slowly steepens, the central pathway begins to dis-
connect itself from the two streets, creating a more concealed space.
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Figure 73. Design tools (By author).

Figure 74. Process design sketches (By author).
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Light in a space is emitted through the use of horizontal and vertical 
openings. The junctions between the roof and wall, wall and wall, or 
floor and wall, can create openings which will allow for light to leak 
into a space. The use of light and shadows in a space evoke a sense 
of sacredness, which helps with concentration for a space of realm. 
The positioning and location of the slits will create an everchanging 
experience of light, from day to night, to produce different feelings.
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From the case studies, it is evident that the use of heavy weight materials 
and form is able to emotionally impact architecture. Symbolically, the 
use of such materials reflects a sense of being grounded, providing 
stability, and a sense of permanence.  Mental illness can be related to 
the idea of being unstable with emotions, behaviour, and the inability 
to stay grounded, which increases stress. This suggests that places of 
retreat or wellness, should counter this effect with the use of heavy 
materials such as concrete or brick, that is able to symbolise stability 
and provide security. 

Boundary or threshold are used in the project to create a relationship with 
nature, and the surroundings. The exploration of dominant thresholds 
creates a clear separation between the spiritual and the physical 
world. Hard and soft boundaries are also explored by using the natural 
surrounding as a view from a space. Through hard boundaries which 
create a clear distinction between the outside world and the inside, by 
controlling one’s view.

Water is integrated into the spaces to provide a sense of reflection and 
to contribute to the spirituality of a space. Movement of water is created 
in combination with wind. The placement of water in the direction of 
south westerly winds will allow for movement and ambient sound. The 
slope of roofs will allow for rain water to flow onto the building walls, 
providing therapeutic sound when in contemplation.

MATERIALITY                                                                                 LIGHT THRESHOLD AND BOUNDARY                                                           WATER

Figure 75. Grounded materiality (By author).
Figure 76. Space open to the sky projecting light.

Figure 77. Brion Cemetery showing boundary and relationship to outside
Figure 78. Water and movement with wind. (By author)
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MANDALA

Along with the consideration of the physical context and the pro-
gramme, the concepts of what constitutes Hindu spirituality was also 
analysed in the planning of the spaces. Constituents from mandala de-
sign and the Vastu Purusha mandala were applied to the initial concepts 
to loosely aid in the spatial organisations. This will allow for possible 
reconnection to the culture by integrating these design methods. The 
mandala was placed over the site to determine the central void, and the 
most auspicious direction for each building. The notion of gates in man-
dala design was also translated into the initial planning of the spaces.

Due to the significant number of trees, which were not to be removed, 
and the central pathway, each programme was treated as their own enti-
ty to avoid disrupting these elements. This in turn will be less intrusive 
to the site, by having discreet individual spaces. The geometric diagram 
was loosely followed to derive a plan that was must suitable to the site 
yet respected the planning of the Vastu Purusha Mandala.
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Figure 79. Vastu Purusha mandala. Figure 80. Mandala grid on site (By author).
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6.2.1 CIRCULATION

The centre includes multiple points of entry and different routes of cir-
culation. This concept is in reference to the gates of the mandala, which 
lead to the central sacred point, in this instance, the courtyard. Composi-
tions of the building plays an important role in dictating foot traffic and 
access points to the centre. Each entity is slightly overlapped to create 
some form of entry and is used to control what can be seen by public.

The spaces facing the street will be occupied by the café, and the coun-
selling service. These spaces are predominantly used by the public and 
will receive the most foot traffic. The yoga space and the sacred hall are 
more controlled in entry and movement. The meditation space cannot be 
accessed through any form of pathway, and instead can be considered as 
an extension of the yoga space while being private.
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Figure 81. Map of Constitution Hill site (By author). Figure 82. Site plan showing programme and spaces (By author).
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6.2.2 COURTYARD

The central courtyard is defined by the placement of the other build-
ings in the centre. The courtyard falls on the existing central pathway 
meaning the space will generate a lot of foot traffic. The topography of 
the site creates a steep slope where the courtyard will sit. This central 
void encompasses the cosmic energy of the universe by being the heart 
of the site. The space is traditionally used as a focal point for gathering 
and events, and in this instance, it can also be used for outdoor yoga 
classes. The space will conform to the topography of the site with the 
use of steps, which can be used by people to relax on or as an extension 
of the café.6
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LE THORONET ABBEY

The cloister in the Le Thoronet Abbey is shaped as an elongated trapezoid. 
The cloister follows the terrain which is sloping downwards towards 
the river. The cloister manages to blend with the natural environment, 
and its uneven ground. The cloister uses a staircase along either side, 
which moulds to the terrain. The courtyard in the centre of Constitution 
Hill, displays a similar issue of the steep slope of the terrain. A similar 
composition of the cloister in Le Thoronet Abbey will be used to deal 
with the slope in Constitution Hill. 

Figure 83. Site plan locating courtyard (By author).
Figure 84. Site section through existing pathway (By author). Figure 85. Le Thoronet Abbey highlighting monastic cloister.
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6.2.3 SACRED HALL

Traditional Hindu temples create an importance with its manifestation 
of light and shadows which contribute to the creation of a sacred space. 
The hall is positioned on the south end of the site to achieve some form 
darkness that contribute to a spiritual experience. The space will be mul-
tifunctional and can be used by the community for religious practices, 
funerals, and small-scale events. 

The hall will be directed towards nature creating an intimate relation-
ship between the two. The use of water will act as a form of threshold 
from nature to the sacred space, and as a sense of reflection metaphori-
cally and physically. The idea of threshold is also a significant concept 
in creating sacred spaces and religious importance. The bridge between 
the outside world and an inner sanctum portrays the idea of the profane 
and the sacred or the boundary of the physical and the spiritual.

 The design process involved an exploration of the movement of walls 
which is able to emit light in a space creating an everchanging experi-
ence. The figures portray how the movement of boundary, materiality, 
and water can reflect light in a space. A boundary is used to create in-
timacy within the space, while still open to the sky. Heavy materiality 
will be used to give a sense of permanance and stability to symbolise the 
issues common in mental illness.
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Figure 86. Site plan locating Sacred hall (By author).

Figure 87. Koshino house emitting light through junction.
Figure 88. Modern Art Museum reflecting light on water. Figure 89. Exploration of thresholds and wall junctions (By author).
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Figure 90. Exploration of horizontal apertures in sacred hall. (By author). Figure 91. Exploration of vertical apertures in sacred hall. (By author).
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HORIZONTAL APERTURE VERTICAL APERTURE

Figure 92. Exploration of horizontal apertures through models. (By author). Figure 93. Exploration of vertical apertures through models. (By author).
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6.2.4 YOGA STUDIO

According to the Vastu Shastra the yoga studio should be placed on the 
east side of the site which is considered as an auspicious orientation to 
practice yoga. The east direction symbolises the beginning point, and 
the time of awakening by the source of light derived by the sun. Sunrise 
is the best time for some form of spiritual practice, where the east is 
representative of the beginning of our journey. The yoga studio is elon-
gated in plan to be discrete in relation to the site. The space is to create 
constant connection with the surrounding nature to further stimulate the 
senses. Natural sounds from wind and smells from nature help to create 
a sense of ambience.

The studio will consist of a main room which is free in plan, that will 
allow for a class of twenty people to practice at a time. Natural light is a 
favourable component in the practice of yoga, in the sense that the room 
must be illuminated fairly, without direct light. Dressing rooms for both 
male and female will be available to accommodate students going to 
and from university. A small pond will be placed adjacent to studio, to 
provide ambient sound of the moving water through a slope in the roof 
to allow rain to patter against the wall material, and to act as a spiritual 
cleanser symbolised in Hinduism. Natural materials of timber will be 
used, as the warmth of the timber will contribute to ultimate concentra-
tion. The space will reflect the concept of less is more in Tadao Ando’s 
Row house, through the simplicity of materials and form, creating the 
least amount of distractions. Translucent materials are able to illuminate 
a space without direct light, creating a visual ambience.
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Figure 94. Site plan locating yoga studio (By author).
Figure 95. Use of translucent materiality providing illumination. Figure 96. Exploration of design tools applied to yoga studio (By author).
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Figure 97. Light study model of yoga studio (By author).
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Kengo Kuma’s Glass/ Wood house takes inspiration from traditional 
Japanese architecture. The idea of the extended roof and floor plane 
creates a sense of floating and moving conciousness. The transparency 
allows for a direct relationship with the surrounding in an attempt to 
create intmacy, to be one with nature. This idea was kept in mind when 

6.2.5 CAFE

The café will be placed along the street edge, with an elongated rect-
angular shape. Slight movements of the shape will be used to create 
an entryway, as well as being respectful to the existing trees. The café 
will be a transparent pavilion that which will create a connection from 
the public to the space. The idea of transparency can also be recognised 
physically and metaphorically. The cafe is transparent to deliberately di-
rect a persons view outwards onto the street, and towards nature. Meta-
phorically the idea of transparency is used to directs one’s gaze towards 
a space and create a focus from other forms.
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Figure 98. Site plan locating cafe (By author).
Figure 99. Kengo Kuma’s Glass house in relation to nature.

Figure 100. Exploration of design tools applied to cafe (By author).
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6.2.6 COUNSELLING 

This space is placed on the street edge to allow for easy access from 
the public street. The Space will contain a reception, three counselling 
rooms, staff room, and bathroom. Counselling sessions can be booked 
from the reception and will only be directed at students to avoid long 
wait times. The space takes advantage of high ceilings to symbolise 
the feeling of freedom, and relief. Subtle light will illuminate the space 
through the junctions in the roof.
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Figure 102. Exploration of design tools applied to counselling space (By author).
Figure 101. Site plan locating counselling space (By author).
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6.2.7 MEDITATION SPACES

Much like the yoga studio, the meditation spaces will be placed to the 
east of the site. This direction reflects the earth’s magnetic energy which 
is essential for good health and helps attain peace and stability. The 
placement of these spaces will be dictated and orientated by nature. The 
space will mimic the scale of the Tejorling radiance temple, which is 
suitable for a single person and will allow reconnection to oneself.  Pe-
ter Zumthor’s Mine Museum also highlights the human scale through a 
small intervention.

The spaces will refer back to the religious significance in the way the 
roof is open to the sky, symbolising a sense of enclosure, with possible 
connection to the heavens. It will create a concentration of wind, light, 
and sound while providing a space of refuge and an aid in contempla-
tion. Junctions between the walls were explored to get a picture of how 
the space is animated throughout the day.
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Figure 103. Peter Zumthor’s Mine Museum showing human scale building.
Figure 104. Tejorling Radiance Temple small human scale.
Figure 105. Measurements of human body in different positions for scale.

Figure 106. Site plan locating meditation spaces (By author).
Figure 107. Exploration of design tools applied to Meditation spaces (By author).
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Figure 108. Light study models of meditation spaces (By author). Figure 109. Iteration two light study models of meditation spaces (By author).
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Figure 110. Constitution Hill site model with buildings (By author). Figure 111. Axonometric of buildings in relation to context and trees (By author).
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Mental health in New Zealand is a growing issue among university 
students and the wider community – caused by environmental, academic, 
and personal issues. This project has promoted the therapeutic benefits 
of spirituality in Hinduism and the practices involved to help combat the 
stress-related issues students face. 

The investigation of Hindu spirituality allowed for an extensive 
understanding of spiritual practices and how certain constituents 
contributed in the creation of  architectural spaces that could support 
students and their mental health. This was done by extracting important 
traditions from Hinduism and applying them to a location in proximity 
to tertiary students, that provide them and others with a complex that 
attends to mental health issues. The proposed design has provided for 
the physical and psychological needs of students through programme 
choice and the use of certain design tools to enhance the experience of 
the spaces.

Through a review of literature and precedents, it became evident that 
symbolism in Hinduism plays an immense role in the communication 
of architecture. The Vastu Purusha mandala was analysed and broken 
down to symbolic meanings, and perceptual attributes to specifically 
address the components that can be translated into the organisation of 
the spaces. Light, boundary and threshold, water, and materiality were 
also extracted from the research, and became significant design tools 
and experiential qualities that helped in establishing spirituality within 
a space.

Site choice played an important role in creating an experience of a 
spiritual journey. Environmental conditions of each site was explored 
through models and analysis to determine the most suitable site. 
Sociocultural factors were crucial in establishing identity of such spaces 
in the diversity of Auckland.  The spaces acknowledged the existing 
context through the proximity of universities, diversity of culture, and 

natural surroundings. The development of the project allows for the 
site to be a destination rather than a transitional space, while taking 
advantage of the beneficial natural landscape, foot traffic, and the lack 
of such space in the Auckland CBD. 

The project attempts to bridge the gap between mental health and 
Hindu spirituality, with architectural qualities. However this is not a 
solution to cure mental health issues as it is not something that can be 
done so easily, yet it does provide the framework of how to deal with 
these issues by relying on holistic practices. Through the exploration of 
cultural elements found in the research, choice of site, and case studies, 
has all assisted in establishing some form of therapy to create an outlet 
for students.
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