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Abstract 
 
The disenchantment with scientific progress has 
awakened a new environmental awareness in our 
culture so that today we are reconsidering the 
constructed world with respect to the position of 
the sun to create sustainable environments.  This 
“new” approach to the design of the constructed 
world is based on ancient traditions that have been 
lost due to new technologies that have allowed us 
to defy nature.  These ancient traditions were 
(eco)logical—the forces of nature were used to 
shape the constructed world to create comfortable 
dwellings that responded to prevailing 
environmental conditions.  The built world was 
auspicious because it was oriented towards the 
cosmos:  the positions of the sun, the stars and the 
planets.  Human dwelling was considered to be a 
microcosm of the universe and was associated with 
spirituality.  The act of building itself was a 
religious rite.  Divining the constructed world was 
a talismanic operation that the ancients used to 
orient their earthly creations to be “square with the 
world” and began with the human body at its center 
and origin.  The cosmological origins of building 
will be demonstrated by considering the ancient 
practices of Vāstu Śāstra and Feng Shui as a way 
of reconsidering present-day body-centered 
(eco)logical approaches to design. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Divining the Constructed World 
 
From the trunk of a gum tree Numbakula fashioned 
the sacred pole (kauwa-auwa) and, after anointing 
it with blood, climbed it and disappeared into the 
sky.  This pole represents a cosmic axis (axis 
mundi), for it is around the sacred pole that 
territory becomes habitable, hence is transformed 
into a world. 
 Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane1 
 
Divining the constructed world was a talismanic 
operation that the Ancients used to orient their 
earthly creations to be “square with the world.”  
The Ancients constructed according to divine co-
ördinating principles to align their built works with 
the cardinal directions of the earth with respect to 
the cosmos.2  This was an (eco)logical operation 
that intended to embody the divine in an earthly 
construction that began with the human body at its 
center and origin.  The body marked the beginning 
and the first point of contact with the heavens 
through its axis mundi, which in the body is the 
line of the spine in the erect human figure.  In this 
way, the earthly microcosm could be brought into 
alignment with the macrocosm of the universe.   
 Divination is a geomantic procedure.  The 
word geomancy is derived from the Greek geo, 
literally meaning the earth, and manteia, meaning 
divination or coming from above.  Geomancy is the 
act of projecting lines onto the earth from the 
cosmos above through marking the ground and 
encircling.  This talismanic operation projects 
regulating lines upon the ground to provide 
auspicious conditions for the construction of the 
built environment and to protect the constructed 
world.  This is a “divine” act with heavenly origins.   
 The divine resources for ancient geomantic 
procedures included the positions and the paths of 
the sun, the moon, the stars and the planets.  The 
instrument the Ancients used to take their 
measurements was the gnomon, literally, 
interpreter.  It was a stick, often in the form of a 
                                                 
1 Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane (New York:  
Harper & Row, 1957), 33. 
2 Vitruvius discusses this procedure in Book I, Chapter VI.6 
of De Architectura, translated by Frank Granger (Cambridge:  
Harvard University Press, 1931).   
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Figure 1.  Two Borneo tribesmen in recent times measuring 
the sun’s shadow length at summer solstice with a gnomon.  
Note the human figure atop the gnomon. 

human figure (figure 1), which was used to help 
them interpret their position on earth with respect 
to the greater universe of the cosmos by being 
encircled:  the intersection of the gnomon’s cast 
shadow and the circle in the morning and the 
evening at the summer solstice located solar east 
and west from which north and south could be 
determined (figure 12).  This (eco)logical 
procedure resulted in built works that considered 
the environment through solar and stellar 
orientation. 
 The following will be a discussion of two 
geomantic methods that are presently used to this 
day:  the Chinese method of Feng Shui and the 
Indian practice of Vāstu Śāstra.3  These two 
                                                 
3 Muslim geomantic practices will not be dealt with here 
because they are part of a great corpus of Islamic astronomy 
and astrology that places its emphasis on calculating the 
direction of the qiblah and locating the orientation toward 

practices have a common origin in the use of the 
gnomon for shadow casting and orienting with 
respect to the cosmos; however, they have 
significant cosmological differences. 
 
Polar Orientation:  Feng Shui 
 
By looking up in order to contemplate heavenly 
bodies, and by looking down to examine into the 
natural influences of the earth, man may acquire 
knowledge of the cause of darkness and light. 
 Yih King, Chapter XIII, 1-124 
 
 Chinese astronomers emphasized positional 
stellar astronomy in reference to the pole star and 
in India the motions of the sun, moon and planets 
had greater importance.  This is most probably 
because the majority of China is north of the 
Tropic of Cancer, which runs central to India.  In 
India, the position of the sun and its motion are 
much more critical in constructing the built world 
due to the environmental impact of the sun and 
resulting hot temperatures.  In the northern 
latitudes of China, the motion of the stars about the 
pole star are much more visually appreciable, 
whereas the environmental concerns due to the 
position of the sun are less critical to their 
constructed world.  In ancient times both of these 
systems relied on the gnomon to determine their 
astronomical calculations.  
 It should be mentioned that the earth’s axis 
is tilted with respect to the sun, which is why the 
celestial equator (the projection of the earth’s 
equator onto the cosmic sphere) and the ecliptic 
(the zodiacal constellations and the apparent path 
of the sun around the earth) do not align.  In the 
northern hemisphere, because the earth’s axis is 
tilted, the days are longer during the summer when 
                                                                                    
Mecca.  It should be noted that finding the direction of the 
qiblah is done with the aid of the “Indian circle”—this 
method places a gnomon at the center of a circle and locates 
the casting of the shadow in order to determine the north-
south longitude and the east-west line perpendicular to it.  As 
found in Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Islamic Science (Great 
Britain:  Westerham Press Ltd., 1976). 
4 As found in Paul Carus, Chinese Astrology (LaSalle, 
Illinois:  Open Court Publishing Company, 1974), 55.  
Abridged version of 1907 Open Court publication entitled 
Chinese Thought. 
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the sun is high in the sky, the longest day and the 
sun’s highest point is at the summer solstice; the 
days are shorter in the winter when the sun is lower 
in the sky, the shortest day and the sun’s lowest 
point is at the winter solstice.  The fall equinox and 
the spring equinox occur when the celestial equator 
and the ecliptic cross, and are when the lengths of 
the day and the night are equal (figure 2).   
 The celestial pole was fundamental to 
ancient Chinese astronomy and formed the basis of 
their cosmological thinking regarding relationships 
between the microcosmic and the macrocosmic.  
According to myth, atop the celestial pole was the 
Imperial Star above the heavenly Central Palace 
where the sky emperor lived, central to his 
kingdom of eight surrounding “sky palaces.”  This 
location mirrored the position of the emperor on 
earth, around whom feudal land-holding practices 
were modeled as squares within squares based on a 
nine-square grid.  Chinese maps were drawn with 
the north arrow pointing down.  More than likely 
this was so that the map would be co-ördinated 
with the emperor’s view looking down on his 
kingdom.  The Imperial Star was the pole star of 
the Great Bear constellation and is fixed, around 
which all the other stars revolve.  According to 
Confucian authority, the ruler on earth should 
govern by the sky emperor’s example:  “He who 

exercises government by means of his virtue may 
be compared to the pole star, which keeps it place 
while all the stars turn around it.”5 
 The fundamental basis of Chinese 
cosmology was the relationship between the pole 
star and the terrestrial horizon, which is divided by 
the cardinal directions into the four directions of 
space (figure 3).  Each direction of space 
corresponds to a seasonal palace:  the Blue Dragon 
in the east (spring), the Vermilion Bird in the south 
(summer), the White Tiger in the west (fall), and 
the Black Tortoise in the north (winter).  This 
designation dates to an antiquity of at least -14th 
century.  There are seven hsiu grouped in each of 
these four equatorial palaces, for a total of twenty-
eight houses.  The twenty-eight divisions radiate 
from the pole star like the spokes of an umbrella 
that intersect the horizon line.6 
 The constancy of the Great Bear and the 
pole star was fundamental to ancient Chinese 
cosmology.  However, when considered over the 
span of many millennia, the referent pole star the 
Chinese actually used changed over time due to the 
“wobble” of the earth’s rotation on its axis.  This is 
known as the precession of the equinoxes and 
makes one full cycle every 25,920 years.  In short, 
the plane of the celestial equator is always 
perpendicular to the earth’s axis.  The ecliptic, the 
location of the zodiacal constellations and the 
apparent path of the sun, always remains the same 

                                                 
5 Lun Yü, II, I, as found in Joseph Needham, Science and 
Civilisation in China Vol. 3 Mathematics and the Science of 
the Heavens and the Earth (Cambridge:  Cambridge 
University Press, 1959), 230. 
6 Needham, Science and Civilisation in China Vol. 3, 242. 

 
 
Figure 2.  Precession of the equinoxes (from David Ulansey, 
The Origins of the Mithraic Mysteries). 

 
 
Figure 3.  Diagram of the ancient Chinese divisions of the celestial 
sphere and their relations with the horizon (after de Saussure, as 
found in Needham, Science and Civilisation in China). 
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due to the earth’s orbit around the sun.  However, 
because of the earth’s “wobble” on its axis, the two 
equinoctial points along the ecliptic, which is 
where the celestial equator and the ecliptic cross, 
precess through the constellations of the zodiac.7  
Although the constellation of the Great Bear 
always appears to circle in the general vicinity 
above the North Pole, the earth’s axis or celestial 
pole does not always point to the same star.  The 
effect of the precession on the position of the 
celestial pole is considerable:  in effect, the 
                                                 
7 David Ulansey, The Origins of the Mithraic Mysteries (New 
York:  Oxford University Press, 1989), 46-50. 

celestial pole inscribes a large circle that has the 
pole of the ecliptic at its origin.  This astronomical 
fact was fully recognized by the ancient Chinese as 
early as the +4th century.8  The gnomon was the 
instrument that the Chinese used to calculate the 
precession of the equinoxes, to determine latitude 
in fixing provincial and other territorial boundaries, 
to construct their calendars, and to determine 
auspicious times.9 
 The sundial was also used to align the 
earthly with the divine.  Sundials were related to 
the magnetic compass and the diviner’s board 
(shih):  the compass for preliminary orientation 
with the pole star and the diviner’s board to 
determine auspices (figure 4).  Magnetic north 
changes often with atmospheric conditions, is not 
exactly in the direction of the celestial pole and can 
vary from solar north by as much as 33º; however, 
its use was to preliminarily determine orientation 
until it could be verified using a gnomon.  The 
Great Bear of this shih is on a rotating round plate 
that signifies the heavens of the celestial pole, 
which is on a square plate representing the earth.  
The square plate of the earth is marked with the 
eight trigrams of Wen Wang located at the cardinal 
and inter-cardinal directions, which are said to be 
in the “world of the senses” arrangement and relate 
to the real, phenomenal world in which we live; the 
world perceptible to the senses (figure 6).10  
Divining with the shih, then, relates the 
cosmological to the real world of persons, sense-
perception and occurrences of daily living such as 
could discerned by the fortunes of the I Ching (Yih 
King). 
 The shih predates the Chinese lo-pan, or 
Feng Shui geomancer’s compass.  The lo-pan is 
used to determine the orientation of a site and 
auspicious times for construction.  Although the 
Great Bear center is replaced by a mariner’s 
compass in the lo-pan, it generally will have all of 
the divinatory aspects of the shih plus more.  The 
mariner’s compass represents the t’ai chih, or 

                                                 
8 Needham, Science and Civilisation in China Vol. 3, 247-
259. 
9 Needham, Science and Civilisation in China Vol. 3, 284-
313. 
10 Steve Moore, The Trigrams of Han (Great Britain:  The 
Aquarian Press, 1989), 63. 

 
 
Figure 4.  A reconstruction of the shih or diviner’s board of 
Han times, +3rd century (Rufus (2) after Harada & Tazawa 
as found in Needham, Science and Civilisation in China). 
 
 

 
 
Figure 5.  lo-pan 
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“great origin.”  The eight trigrams of the lo-pan are 
in the arrangement of Fuh-Hi, which are 
considered to be the more ancient mathematical 
arrangement as opposed to the later occult 
arrangement of Wen Wang (figure 6).11  The 
trigrams of Fuh-Hi are also known as the “world of 
thought” arrangement, which is said to show the 
idealized interchange of yang and yin as cosmic 
principles and the balance of opposites.12   
 The lo-pan uses the Fuh-Hi arrangement of 
trigrams because the geomantic art of Feng Shui 
determines auspicious conditions for constructing 
the earthly world, the architectural operations of 
which are the product of the imaginative mind.  
The lo-pan also contains the numbers of the Lo Shu 
or magic square of three, which is a heavenly 
diagram that is based on the mathematical 
operations of the higher intellect and represents the 
divine condition of the balance of opposites around 
a central axis.  The art of divining is to align the 
earthly with the cosmic and the lo-pan is the 
geomancer’s instrument in China.  
 Feng Shui calculations regarding 
orientation begin with Chinese cosmology and the 
seasonal palaces at the edge of the terrestrial 
horizon:  the dragon to the east, the phoenix to the 
south, the tiger to the west and the tortoise to the 
north.  The geomancer’s art of Feng Shui and the 
lo-pan are related to the heavens and divining with 
the shih is related to the earth.  Both divinational 
                                                 
11 As found in Paul Carus, Chinese Astrology, 58-63. 
12 Steve Moore, The Trigrams of Han, 63. 

systems describe the earth as a flattened square 
bowl.  The notion of the earth being “square with 
the world” is an iconology common to most 
ancient cultures, unique to China is an emphasis on 
the corner. 
 The Chiu-kung ching (the Classic of the 
Nine Halls), from the Han Dynasty (202 BC to 220 
AD), gives a mythological description of the 
Chinese landscape with respect to the Five Sacred 
Mountains of China, which provides a 
cosmological view of the constructed world that is 
unique to the Chinese.   
 The Five Sacred Mountains are located at 
the cardinal directions and the center, while the 
rivers run diagonally from the corners toward the 
center at the inter-cardinal directions.  The 
mountains and the rivers that were mentioned in 
the Chiu-kung ching are actually located in 
northern China near the capital cities of the Han 
dynasty.13  The central mountain acts as a cosmic 
axis relating the land to the heavens above.  The 
corners of the square would suggest gateways to 
this cosmic center.  In addition to ordering their 
world as squares within squares based on the nine-
square grid, this would suggest an overlying 
landscape organizing principle based on the inter-
cardinal directions. 
 The emphasis on gateways at the inter-
cardinal directions is a system of organization that 
was not manifested in the actual layout of the 
ancient Chinese city.  The diagonal is a 
                                                 
13 Steve Moore, The Trigrams of Han, 63-73. 

 
 
Figure 6.  Arrangement of the trigrams after Paul Carus in Chinese Astrology.  The Fuh-Hi trigrams, the “world 
of thought” arrangement relating to the cosmic interplay of forces, predates the Wen-Wang trigrams, the “world 
of senses” arrangement relating to the phenomenal world. 
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Figure 7.  Vāstu Puruşa Mandala 
 
 

 
 
Figure 8.  Note central brahmasthāna, from  
Stella Kramrisch, The Hindu Temple, 1946 

cosmological relationship that has to do with the 
division of space into four quadrants with respect 
to the cardinal directions:  by dividing the square 
along the diagonal, all within one of each of the 
four cardinal directions would be within one of the 
four seasonal palaces.  This is a cosmological 
relationship only—it does not apply to the physical 
layout of the ancient Chinese city.  The ancient 
Chinese city was based on a nine-square grid 
oriented along a north-south celestial pole-pointing 
processional axis with its important official 
buildings at the north facing south.  The country as 
a whole was conceived as a nine-square grid of 
squares within squares. 
 
Solar Orientation:  Vāstu Śāstra 
 
Sūtra 4:  Who has the knowledge of circle and line 
is a sthāpaka.  Holding in hand a measuring rod of 
khādira wood and a cord of darbha grass fitted with 
a ring, this is his outer aspect.  This knowledge is 
the knowledge of Art.  From this knowledge arises 
divine knowledge, and such knowledge leads to 
liberation.  This is verily the essence of the 
knowledge of Art. 
 Vāstusūtropanişad, first chapter14 
 
 Geomancy in India is called Vāstu Śāstra:  
vāstu means to dwell and śāstra means science.15  
                                                 
14 Alice Boner, Sadasiva Rath Sarma, Bettina Bäumer, 
Vāstusūtra Upanişad:  The Essence of Form in Sacred Art 
(Delhi:  Motilal Banarsidass Publishers, 1996) (original 
publication 1982).  In India there is no principle distinction 
made between the Fine Arts and the Practical Arts.  A 
Sthāpaka is one who has knowledge of the circle and the line 
and can be either a sculptor or an architect.  Śilpa refers to 
sculpture and vāstu refers to architecture.  Although this 
upanişad is directed toward both the sculptor and the 
architect, it is called a vāstusūtra most probably because it 
does not have to do with “modeling” the three-dimensional 
qualities of a work or sculpture, but has to do with its layout 
and geometric composition, which in either disciplines has to 
do with the organization of the work in plan and in elevation.  
15 Vāstu Śāstra is a geomantic art that was fully developed by 
+1st century.  Its tenets were not written down in any one 
ancient manuscript but developed out of a corpus of over 
twenty texts referred to as Vāstu Vidya dating back to the +6th 
century, most of the previous material having been lost.  The 
above information was found in:  Jin Purush Ashok Padam, 
Vãstu:  Reinventing the Architecture of Fulfillment 
(Dehradun, India:  Management Publishing Co., 1998) and 

In the Indian tradition, Vāstu Śāstra is used to 
orient the built world to the cosmos through 
squaring the circle using a gnomon and the vāstu 
puruşa mandala (figure 7), requiring mastery of 
the circle and the line.  This mandala is a magic 
                                                                                    
Vibhuti Chakrabarti, Indian Architectural Theory:  
Contemporary Uses of Vastu Vidya (Delhi:  Oxford 
University Press, 1999). 
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Figure 10.  Yūpa, or sacrificial post (Vāstusūtra  
Upanişad:  The Essence of Form in Sacred Art) 

 
 
Figure 9.  Kali Yantra, Rajasthan, 18th century. 

square in the anthropomorphic form of a sacrificial 
victim lying face down in a yantra.  
 A yantra is literally a visual and graphic 
symbol in the form of a square with four gates at 
the cardinal directions that is used for meditation 
purposes (figure 9)16 and is characteristic of Hindu 
temple architecture.  The temple’s central space is 
called the brahmasthāna (figure 8) and is in the 
shape of a square.  This central area of the temple 
is open to the sky and acts as a conduit for the 
exchange of communication between the earth and 
the cosmos.  This space also functions as a 
chimney to ventilate the temple and cool the 
building.  The brahmasthāna is set within another 
square that is oriented “square” with the sun, which 
is “four-cornered” representing the earthly.  The 
generic Hindu temple form is a nine-square grid. 17   
 In its most simple form, a mandala is a 
yantra inscribed within a circle.  The circle 
represents the motion of the revolution of the 
planets and symbolizes wholeness or totality.  The 
magic square of the puruşa is a yantra that 

                                                 
16 Material on the meaning of the yantra has been taken from 
Heinrich Zimmer, Myths and Symbols in Indian Art and 
Civilization (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 1946) 
and Ajit Mookerjee and Madhu Khanna, The Tantric Way 
(London:  Thames and Hudson, 1977). 
17 Corroborated in Frederick W. Bunce, The Iconography of 
Architectural Plans (New Dehli:  D. K. Printworld (P) Ltd., 
2002). 

becomes a mandala when it is encircled during the 
act of shadow casting to orient it with the sun.  The 
geomantic art in India begins at the navel with the 
casting of a shadow using a gnomon, symbolic of 
the upright sacrificial person.  The gnomon is a 
cosmic axis pointing toward the heavens that 
relates the earthly with the divine.   
 This vertical pole often takes the form of 
the human body and is synonymous with the 
sacrificial post yūpa (figure 10) and axis mundi, 
both of which rise from the “altar at the navel of 
the earth” to penetrate the cosmos.  The geomancer 
is a “sacrificer” who makes the gnomon “a ladder 
and a bridge to attain the world of heaven.  Thus 
having attained the world of heaven, the sacrificer 
finds support again in this world.”  The casting of 
the initial shadow to orient the vāstu puruşa 
mandala to be “square with the world” is a rite of 
initiation and symbolic death.  “It is through the 
Sun that the Earth becomes the support for all 
beings.” 18  Vāstu Śāstra is body-centered science 
that relates the body of the building to the human 
body through divine analogy.   

                                                 
18 The symbolism of the temple and the body in India was 
found in several writings of Ananda K. Coomaraswamy, 
“Svayamātrnnā:  Janua Coeli,”  “An Indian Temple:  The 
Kandarya Mahadeo,” and “The Symbolism of the Dome,” in 
The Door in the Sky (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 
1997. 
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 The individual “houses” (pāda, literally, 
feet) of the square correspond with parts of the 
human anatomy; the navel of the puruşa is located 
at the square’s origin in the center.  The human 
frame, the constructed temple, and the whole of the 
universe are analogical equivalents; therefore, the 
parts of the temple correspond both to the parts of 
the human anatomy and to the parts of the universe 
itself.  All of these forms are “houses” and are 
dimensioned or measured-out (māyā).  The Hindu 
noun māyā is formed from the root mā, which 
means “to measure or lay out” as in the ground 
plan of a building or the creation of the universe, 
which is the work of the gods.  As such, māyā is all 
of the created or material world.   
 Constructing the yantra is the first step in 
the cosmogenesis of the constructed world through 
the practice of Vāstu Śāstra.  The auspiciousness of 
the site is determined, which is an astrological 
calculation derived from the nakshatra or stars, 
vara or day, thithi or date, aya or income, vyaya or 
debt, and ayu or age.  The formulae are complex 
and yield a remainder that determines the 
auspiciousness, which is cross-referenced with the 
site’s proportions that are adjusted accordingly to 

arrive at a set of favorable results prior to the 
commencement of work.  The eight tools of 
measurement are the sutrashtaka:  scale, rope, 
cord, plumb line, tri-square, compass, level and the 
eye (figure 11).  The scale and rope are of a 
prescribed length and are for measuring, while the 
rest are used for examining the site and for 
geometrical construction.  Of the eight instruments, 
the eye of the geomancer is divine:  “The eye is the 
Sun:  for the Person’s great dimensioned world 
(mātrāh) depends upon the eye, for with the eye he 
surverys material things, since it is with the eye 
that he moves about amongst dimensioned 
objects.”19  Mātrāh literally means measured 
things, or the material world of measurable things, 
or whatever occupies space. 
 The orientation of the site is established on 
an auspicious day when the sun is in the northern 
part of the sky.  A “Sunpillar” is erected and used 
to cast measured shadows.  It is a yūpa, a sacrificial 
person, symbolic of the cycle of death and rebirth:  
a cosmogonic pillar from which creation emanates.  
This gnomon is placed in a square area that is “as 
smooth as a mirror” and has been checked using a 
level.20  A circle is inscribed with the gnomon as its 
center (figure 12), its radius the height of the 
gnomon (r).  Two points are marked on the circle 
where it is intersected by the shadow at mid-
morning and mid-afternoon (points A and B).  
These two points are joined by a straight line, 
thereby determining the “true” east-west axis.  The 
closer the day is to the summer solstice, the “truer” 
the axis.  Due to the tilt of the earth’s axis, the 
closer the day is to either of the equinoxes, the 
greater the error:  the line will be tilted south of 
east in the spring and north of east in the fall.   
 Once the true east-west axis is determined, 
the north-south axis is found by marking the arc of 
a circle with its origin at each of the east (B) and 
west (A) nodes, the radius of which equals the 
diameter of the original circle (2r).  A line can be 
drawn where the two arcs intersect defining the 
north-south axis and it will be perpendicular to the 
east-west axis through the origin, the two together 
                                                 
19 Robert Ernest Hume, The Thirteen Principle Upanishads 
(London:  Oxford University Press, 1931, 1979 edition), 
Maitri Upanishad, VI.6, p. 427. 
20 Padam, 99-100. 

 
 
Figure 11.  Sutrashtaka, the geomancer’s eight tools of 
measurement, from Chakrabarti, p.40. 
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marking the cardinal directions.  Using the points 
where the original circle intersect the north-south 
axis (C, D), construct two more arcs of radius 2r.   
 The points where the four arcs cross define 
the inter-cardinal directions with respect to the 
origin.  By connecting these four points with lines, 
the earth has been “squared” through the 
construction of circles.  Once the cardinal 
directions of the site have been determined on an 
auspicious day, the vāstu puruşa mandala can be 
superimposed upon the site.  The pāda of the 
puruşa then determine the function or use of the 
corresponding space to be constructed, for 
example, the kitchen to the southeast and dining 
room to the west. 
 In India the “divine architect” is called Lord 
Viśvakarman, he who measures-out the cosmos.  
His counterpart on earth is called a Sthāpaka, who 
is a master of the circle and the line.  The Sthāpaka 
orients the built world by constructing a circle with 
a line from a gnomon at its brahmabindu, the 
center point of the tracing of the circle, which 
literally means divine origin.  The gnomon 
represents the yūpa, the sacrificial pillar or pole, 
which represents the puruşa, the archetypal person.  
Vāstu Śāstra is a talismanic procedure used to 
orient the built world to the cosmos through the 
circle and the line using a gnomon and the vāstu 
puruşa mandala.  This is a procedure that 
“protects” the constructed world by encircling and 
by providing a “divine” framework to ensure that 
architecture will correspond to cosmic laws.  This 
is an anthropomorphic procedure to guarantee 
unity between the body of the building and the 
cosmic body of the universe, because according to 
Hindu tradition:  “He who is this (Brahman) in 

man, and he who is that (Brahman) in the sun, both 
are one.”21 
 
(eco)Logical Design:   
Reconsidering Feng Shui and Vāstu Śāstra  
 
The ancients modeled their constructed world in 
the image of the cosmos and in so doing imitated 
the work of the gods by considering all of divine 
creation:  the earth, the stars, the planets, the moon 
and the sun.  Building was a gesture of cosmic 
harmony, of bringing the body of the building in 
harmony with the cosmic body of nature.  New 
technological advances have allowed us to defy 
nature.  Today, it is possible to build anywhere in 
spite of climatic conditions.  Even when the 
climate is desirable, we still construct hermetically 
sealed boxes that disregard the environment 
entirely. 
 The cosmological origins of building began 
with the human body as the first point of contact 
and genesis of the built world.  In both China and 
India human dwelling was considered to be a 
microcosm of the universe, and as such, in 
mirroring the cosmos earthly constructions were 
modeled after the operations of divine creation.  In 
mirroring the work of the gods, the act of building 
was considered to be a spiritual act; a procedure 
intended to communicate with the cosmos above to 
bring unity between the earthly and the divine, 

                                                 
21 This is a reference from Max Müller’s Sacred Books of the 
East, the Upanişads, as found in Bragdon Family Papers, 
Department of Rare Books and Special Collections, 
University of Rochester Library, A.B81, Box 36, Folders 1-3, 
dated 04/20/1891. 

 
 

Figure 12.  Determining the cardinal points with a gnomon 
and using circles to define the original square. 
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harmony between the built world and nature.  In 
China, cities and dwellings on earth were modeled 
after the celestial nine-square grid where the Sky 
Emperor was believed to have lived at the center, 
venturing out periodically into the surrounding 
eight regions to inspect his kingdom.  In India, the 
nine-square grid was also the model for dwelling, 
its center the belly of the puruşa and the location 
where the earthly and the heavenly communicated.   
 While the nine-square grid as the generator 
of built form is common to both China and India 
and is reflected in the way they organized their 
cities and dwellings, their respective cosmological 
views of the square as a representation of earth 
differ.  India’s square is a body-centered 
cosmology that emphasizes the crossing of the 
cardinal axes at the belly of the square, while 
China’s emphasis is on the corners (figure 13).  
Ancient China looked to the cosmos in relationship 
to the “four corners of earth” with respect to a 
central sacred mountain, an earthly cosmic axis 
relating the land to the heavens above.  India’s 
cosmos was reflected on earth as the yantra, or 
basic temple form with entrance gates at the 
cardinal directions.  China’s gateways were at the 
inter-cardinal directions, or the corners, dividing 
the earth into four seasonal palaces.  To China, the 
center was the home of the Sky Emperor looking 
down from the Celestial Pole.  On the other hand, 
ancient India looked to the cosmic in reference to a 
centered human body.  Common to both is an 
emphasis on the center as a point of origin and 
place of communion with the cosmos. 
 The reason the geomantic arts of China and 
India differ is due to fundamental differences in 
religious philosophy together with astronomical, 
astrological, climatic and geographic conditions.   
 
Metaphysical Differences 
 The Chinese Tao emphasizes the balance of 
opposites (yin male and yang female) about a 
center to yield unity or one; whereas, Hindu 
philosophy is based on the active union of two 
opposites to equal a whole.  In China, the Tao is a 
type of cosmic dance, a union of actives with 
passives, positives with negatives, in an unending 
interchange of one replacing the other in the play 
of life.  In the Hindu practice of Tantra there are 

male and female forces; however, they are 
polarities that are aspects of one Reality, one 
indivisible whole or unity.  On the creative plane 
the energy forces are called Śiva (male energy) and 
Śakti (female energy), two aspects of one creative 
force that are eternally conjoined.  All phenomenal 
manifestation is based upon the earthly forces of 
Nature called Puruşa (male principle) and Prakriti 
(female principle), which are essentially two 
aspects of the same principle.  In keeping with 
Hindu tradition, the body of the building and the 
cosmic body were considered to be two aspects of 
the same reality—that the Brahman in the Sun and 
the Brahman on earth are One. 
 
Astronomical/Astrological Comparisons 
 India uses the traditional zodiacal 
constellations attributed to having been discovered 
first by the Greeks, China has their own duodenary 
animal system; India refers to nine planets—the 
traditional seven of the ancients plus an additional 
two imaginary “planets,” rāhu (dragon’s head) and 
ketu (dragon’s tail), which are the ascending and 
descending nodes of the moon with respect to the 
horizon;22 China has twenty-eight lunar mansions, 
in India each phase of the moon’s orbit goes 
through one of the twenty-seven nakshatras,23 
which are star constellations distributed over the 
twelve rashi or zodiac signs at the ecliptic belt.24  
As in China, Vāstu Śāstra relies on a complex 

                                                 
22 Mookerjee and Khanna, The Tantric Way, 119. 
23 There is an occasional twenty-eighth constellation to 
average out the moon’s orbital phases.   
24 Padam, Vãstu:  Reinventing the Architecture of Fulfillment  
and Chakrabarti, Indian Architectural Theory:  
Contemporary Uses of Vastu Vidya.  

 
Figure 13.  Diagrammatic comparison of Chinese versus 
Indian cosmological views of the earth. 
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system of astrological calculations to determine 
auspicious days for construction of the built 
environment.  In Feng Shui geomancy begins with 
the pole star; however, in Vāstu Śāstra the position 
of the sun and the moon with respect to the earth is 
of prime importance, which may explain why there 
are two invisible “planets” that mark the point of 
passage of the moon with respect to the horizon as 
at appears and disappears in the sky.   
 
Climatic/Geographic Influences 
 Favorable orientations for these two 
geomantic arts are quite distinct.  First, the Chinese 
emphasize an axial relationship to the celestial 
pole, while in India the emphasis is on the crossing 
of the cardinal directions and an axial center.  
Second, in China the location of a building with 
respect to the pole star determines orientation, 
while in India the built world is oriented toward the 
path of the sun.  Third, in China a building’s main 
entrance looks out toward the south (as from the 
imperial position), whereas in India the main 
entrance should be either from the north or the east 
(looking toward creative origins as demonstrated 
by the daily birth of the sun).25   
 The auspices of the life force, or breath, as 
it moves through a building will organize the 
interior in a specific way to either China or India:  
Feng Shui requires a spatial shift in moving 
through a building to restrict the movement of chi 
(cosmic breath) and to prevent it from going 
straight through, in one side and out the other; on 
the other hand, Vāstu Śāstra encourages the 
movement of prãna (vital breath) through the 
house.  Unique to a constructed world based on 
Vāstu Śāstra is an emphasis on a center that is open 
to the sky above to act as a cosmic pillar and axis 
mundi, and the requirement that the movement 
upward in a space as in a stairway should be in a 
clockwise direction to be consistent with the 
earth’s rotation. 
 The distinctions between these two 
geomantic practices are cosmological and 
                                                 
25 India is reasonably close to the equator, which means that 
for a greater portion of the year the sun will rise high on the 
horizon line toward the northeast.  For this reason, the 
preferred orientation in India is to the northeast or somewhere 
between north and east. 

metaphysical, and geomancy itself is related to 
religious and spiritual practices; however, the 
founding principles of these practices are 
environmental due to the latitudinal relationships 
of China and India on the planet earth.  These 
divination arts resulted from the scientific study of 
the forces of nature in an attempt to understand the 
surrounding world and to use this knowledge to 
shape the built environment.  The resulting 
geomantic techniques were (eco)logical—the 
forces of nature were used to shape the constructed 
world to create comfortable dwellings that 
responded to prevailing environmental conditions.   
 In China, Feng Shui developed in deference 
to the celestial pole because they are farther north 
and the stars in their sky appear to revolve around 
the pole star—a spectacular stellar phenomenon.  
Because of India’s southern latitude and hot 
climate, Vāstu Śāstra considers the sun in 
determining auspices.  In the more northern China, 
it would be beneficial to open a building toward the 
south for solar heat gain and to prevent chi from 
creating a draft in the cold winter months.  On the 
other hand, in the more southern India, prãna and 
natural ventilation are necessary to cool down a 
building, and the brahmasthāna essential to act as a 
chimney to keep the breezes flowing. 
 The geomantic arts and the mythology of 
building have been at odds with post-
Enlightenment rational, scientific thinking, which 
has taught us to forget about relationships between 
spirituality and dwelling.  As a modern culture we 
have forgotten that daily living is always a 
communication between ourselves and the 
environment.  The human species walks erect and 
through this posture points towards the heavens.  
Regardless of what science might tell us about the 
universe, our vertical bearing indicates we are 
always in communion with the cosmos.  Popular 
culture’s embrace of the geomantic arts and the 
current trend toward sustainable design practices 
confirms that regardless of what the conscious 
mind might tell us, we are reconsidering our 
relationship to nature, and this in itself is a 
metaphysical act of spirituality. 


