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THE KALASH AS A COGNITIVE MAP:
SPATIAL INTELLIGENCE IN INDIAN
CULTURAL DESIGN

Ketki Darp*

ABSTRACT

The Kalash, forms the basis of this conceptual study which acts as an advanced example of
“Sacred Spatial Intelligence” (SSI). Using a new concept called the “Cultural Dots” framework
the paper breaks down how the physical setup of the Kalash acts like a mini-map connecting our
inner body energy centers (Chakras) with the five basic elements of nature: Earth, Water, Fire,
Air, and Space. The paper then connects all these elements to the Hindu festival calendar and
shows how the various phases of design thinking process are reflected in the Ganpati festival,
Pitruparva, Navratri, Dussehra, and Diwali as an ancient version of design thinking. The paper
also highlights the holistic concept of sustainability embedded in the cultural aspects which acts
as regenerative system designed to preserve ecological and intellectual knowledge rather than
narrowing it to ritualistic and materialistic practices.

Keywords: Kalash Symbolism, Sacred Spatial Intelligence, Design Thinking, Cultural Heritage,
Pancha Mahabhutas, Energy.

INTRODUCTION

In the field of world heritage, ancient symbols are frequently classified as “myth” or “ritual.”
The Hindu tradition, on the other hand, gives us the Kalash, a holy pot that is full of intellectual
information. In this paper, the author proposes the concept of Sacred Spatial Intelligence (SSI),
which is based on the idea that sacred design is a deliberate attempt to understand the human
mind and the natural world. By analyzing original conceptual sketch, this research seeks to
demonstrate how the Kalash acts as a cognitive map for cultural evolution and individual
enlightenment.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The intellectual history of India highlights the concept of the unity of the microcosm (Pinda)
and the macrocosm (Brahmanda). The Kalash, in the context of Vedic rituals, has been studied
by previous scholars (Frawley, 1994), and in the context of vastu, it has been studied by some
(Subbarayappa, 2011). The gap in the literature lies in the interpretation of these symbols in the
context of modern cognitive design processes. The paper uses the work of Sharma (2005) on sacred
sites and Ghosh (2009) on the concept of the Shiva-Shakti duality, and it goes beyond physical
geography to the concept of the “internal landscape.”

*Indian Architect, Researcher, and Educator based in Pune.
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METHODOLOGY

This study adopts a Conceptual Qualitative Methodology. The primary data consists of an
original visual framework: Figure 1, titled “The Kalasha, convergence of cultural dots.

Semiotic Analysis: Breaking down the components of the Kalash (container, water, leaves,
coconut, thread) to identify their elemental and biological correspondences.

Comparative Framework: Correlating the traditional lunar festival cycle with the modern
iterative stages of Design Thinking (Empathize, Define, Ideate, Prototype, Test).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The Vertical Microcosm: Bio-Spiritual Alignment

The Kalash represents a vertical axis of consciousness. The base represents stability, which
corresponds to the Muladhar (Root) Chakra and the Earth element. The water inside represents
Shakti or creative energy and the Water element. The coconut on the top represents the Sahasrara
(Crown) Chakra and the Ether (Akash) element.
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Figure 1 The Kalash, convergence of cultural dots
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Table 1: The SSI Mapping of the Kalash

lé::;zsonen ¢ Elements | Cognitive Architecture SSI & Architectural Logic
(E)Sri;‘]’jﬁfﬁl 12 1?22(111?022: Site Stability: The literal and
Metal / Earth | Prithvi or bh sicalg resence: metaphorical “grounding”
Pot (Earth) : opviZin StII)U,Cture t:) required for any sacred or physical
?hought & construction.
Fluid Intellicence: The Reflects the movement of energy,
Tal ability to a d§ ; ﬂ;)w and | resources and life within a space.
Sacred Water Y 10 adapy, Iow, Like water in the body, healthy
(Water) hold emotional intelligence . .
within a defined structare. | SPACES also need smooth circulation
" | and inner harmony.
Transformative Logic: The B.ind'ing Symrpetry: A cts like. 4
Red Thread | Agni metabolic spark that binds b?“dmg force in design . bringing
(Moli) (Fire) ideas together; the ener different parts together into one
of “bec fmin %, gy harmonious whole, just like structure
& and joints hold a building together.
Vitality & Growth: The Symbolizes ventilation, openness
Maneo Vavu circulation of ideas; the and the interaction between built and
Leav%:s ( Aiyr) breath (Prana) that allows | unbuilt environments. Good spaces
a concept to expand and allow lightness, flow and healthy
iterate. movement.
EZ%::ET;;:::;Z?EZS;H d Symbol@zes.the highest point of .
Coconut Akash inner clarity. It reminds us fl?a?tnsec;c(:sl :;eansé?locr?llre ;sti};ledSSt
(Shriphal) (Ether) of the connection between pace: Yy Py ’
the physical and the also e.rnot.lonal, psychological and
spiritual self. experiential.

The Horizontal Journey:

The study finds parallel between the festivities in the Hindu cultural calendar and the phases
of design thinking as depicted in the table 2 below. These celebrations are important in terms
of their religious significance, but they also represent a cyclical process for problem-solving and
innovation. By connecting these “cultural dots,” a regenerative system emerges to turn traditional
concepts into modern models of growth.
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Table 2: Comparative Mapping of Indian Festivals and Design Thinking Phases

Festival / Ritual | Cultural Design Cognitive & Functional Logic
Core Thinking Phase
Ganesha Festival | Buddhi DEFINE Establishing the “Sthapana” (Foundation);
& Kalash & Siddhi articulating cultural identity and defining
Sthapana (Intellect & the scope of intellectual aspirations.
Success)
Pitru Parva Tarpana EMPATHIZE | Deep immersion into user history;
(Ancestral (Gratitude & understanding ancestral contributions to
Fortnight) Connection) build empathy and gratitude for the legacy.
Navratri (Nine Shakti IDEATE Harnessing feminine creative potency to
Nights) (Creative innovate; fostering community engagement
Energy) through diverse cultural expressions
(Garba/Dandiya).
Dussehra Victory of PROTOTYPE | The burning of the effigy acts as a “Cultural
(Vijayadashami) | Values Prototype”—testing and refining societal
values through iterative victory over
shadow elements.
Diwali (Festival | Prakash EVALUATE Introspective reflection on the “impact”
of Lights) (Clarity & of the year. Lighting lamps symbolizes
Insight) clearing away mental clutter to review the
year’s outcomes.

Defining the Intellect: The Ganesha Initiation

The setting up and consecration of Kalasha during Ganesha Festival relates to the act of

“Defining” and symbolizes beginning. In Design Thinking, the Define stage contributes to
identifying, pinpointing the challenge. Similarly, the cultural cycle begins with Ganesha Smarana,
an invocation to the one who represents wisdom, clear thinking, and sound judgment. This ritual
serves as a collective moment for everyone to acknowledge and express their intentions, aspirations,
and values also referred to as Sankalp. The Ganesha initiation ritual shapes the intellectual and
cultural foundation for later activities. This is similar to the Define phase in Design Thinking,
which makes a shift from general observations to a specific concrete agenda.

Empathy through Ancestry: Pitru Parva

Empathy means stepping into someone else’s shoes. It encourages designers to step outside
their own viewpoints and think from user’s angle. It suggests to connect with the daily lives,
needs, and backgrounds (direct and indirect observations) of the people they are designing for.
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In a cultural and spiritual sense, Pitru Parva is a reflection of this very principle. In this case
“users” resemble our ancestors, the generations that came before us, whose lives, struggles and
achievements shape our present reality to a certain extent (just like the batten passed to the
next candidate in a marathon). Remembering them, honoring them with rituals like Tarpana,
donations are certain acts which enable the current generation to appreciate the contributions
of previous generations and instills the feeling of gratitude. It prompts the current generation
to make informed choices.

Ideation and Prototyping: From Navratri to Dussehra

Navratri, the spiritually energetic, exciting nine nights which people spend in devotion of the
feminine creation resembles with that phase of a project where you throw a hundred sticky notes
onto a wall just to see what’s possible. It is celebrated with the traditional dance called Garba
performed every night, the constant swirling movement feels exactly like a brainstorming session
-it’s loud, fast and full of energy. Instead of sticking to one; we look at nine distinct forms of
Goddess, ranging from fierce and wild to calm and gentle. This is nature’s indication that good
design requires different perspectives, open mindedness without rushing to conclusions. And the
energy reaches at its peak on Dussehra which is the tenth day, victory of good over evil. Watching
the effigy of Ravana burn down isn’t just an old ritual; it feels exactly like running a stress test
on a model, identifying the critical flaws, and letting go of what doesn’t work to finetune the next
iteration.

Evaluation and Clarity: The Diwali Assessment

Diwali, the festival of lights, prosperity resembles evaluation stage in design thinking.
Time to pause, analyze, reflect on what worked and what didn’t, so one can learn the right
lessons and improve the next steps. Diwali represents this exact type of reset (a cultural reset).
When we light lamps during the festival, we are symbolically moving away from darkness
towards clarity, a checkpoint to slow down and audit our personal values, behavior, and paths
forward.

Visual Narrative: The Convergence of Dots

As shown in Figure 1, the Kalash is right at the center, acting as the anchor for what can be
understood as Sacred Spatial Intelligence (SSI). Every dot (denoting the various festivals) radiating
around it represents a different festival in the Indian cultural calendar. These dots form patterns,
showing moments tied together almost like an ongoing, multi-generational conversation. Instead of
standing separate, they build something continuous, deeply interconnected.

Each festival bestows the moments to pause, rethink what matters, try out new ideas, or act
as simple reminders of shared values. These dots (denoting the various festivals) when connected,
reveal that tradition isn’t just about old memories. It is active, spatial knowledge that changes how
we live and organize our world right now. By passing through these repeating cycles of introspection
and fresh beginnings, these traditions naturally equip communities to stay strong, adaptable, and
constantly growing.

Regeneration and Sustainability

Everything around us is made up of the five fundamental elements of nature: earth, water,
fire, air, and space, referred as the Panchamahabhutas. These elements also play a vital role in
our traditions and cultural aspects and help individuals to connect with nature meaningfully as
proposed in the table below:
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Table 3: Proposed Structural Matrix of Indian Festivals and Panchmahabhutas

Festival Relevant Element | Core Alignment & Cognitive Logic
Component

Ganesha Base Vessel / | Earth Anchoring the Base: Just as the solid pot grounds the

Festival Metal Pot (Prithvi) | entire ritual setup, this phase establishes foundation, a

& Kalash starting point. It forces one to pause, be aware, bring

Sthapana stability and define a clear agenda.

Pitru Parva | Sacred Water | Water Generational Flow: Water fills the internal capacity
(Jala) of the vessel. It handles memory, context, and lineage,

showing how past family history and values reflect
directly into current human behavior. Instills the
feeling of gratitude.

Navratri Mango Air (Vayu) | Systemic Expansion: The green leaves project outward
Leaves into the room, interacting with the surroundings. This
marks a shift toward open-ended ideation, which invites
diverse perspectives and fresh ideas.

Dussehra Red Thread | Fire Decisive Action: The red thread binds the components
(Moli) (Agni) together at the critical neck of the Kalasha. It is the spark
that executes abstract ideas into real action while forcing
us to clear out old, unhelpful habits, making space for
new developments.

Diwali Coconut Space Holistic Assessment: The coconut sits at the top of the
(Shriphal) (Akasha) | Kalasha, pointing toward the open sky. It provides a
high-level vantage point to evaluate the entire system
before beginning the next cycle.

It brings to light an important concept that for everything to work in perfect equilibrium, all
these five elements have to be synced or should be in harmony, which is also the true essence of
sustainability. This interdependence and interrelationship help achieve a state of well-being. The
concept of sustainability is often narrowed down to preventing the depletion of resources but it
does not necessarily follow this linear approach. Rather, tying the meaning of sustainability to
certain human behavioral patterns (founding, reflecting, ideating, executing, and evaluating) with
the elemental cycles of nature, would promote human intentions/aspirations to grow holistically
and rhythmically return to the basic elements—to start fresh, preventing systemic burnout.

Hence, the Kalash not only serves as a ritual object containing earth, water, leaves and other
natural elements but an entity holding all elements together in equilibrium. A bridge between
human consciousness and elements of nature establishing a regenerative system, one that actually
recharges its own battery. Because this cultural cycle happens every single year, it automatically
repairs and renews one’s relationship with nature and each other. It doesn’t just preserve the past; it
fixes the present so we can keep growing into the future.

CONCLUSION

This paper presents a new lens of viewing the Indian sacred symbols, cultural festivals,
rituals associated with them, their connection with the elements of nature including the
human energy, spatial environment and design thinking process through a visual narrative
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and structural mapping. These interconnections and interdependent components come forth
as layered systems of thought. The Kalash, serves as the founding component and helps in
establishing a structure to this research, further expanding through the cyclical rhythm of
festivals surrounding it, highlighting the tangible i.e. the physical aspects of any ritual and
intangible aspects i.e. the energy shifts, ancestral values, deeper meanings etc. The cohesive
existence of these parameters helps establish that ancient Indian rituals are not static traditions
but living regenerative systems. These systems help inculcate a state of well-being, societal
awareness and respect for our ecology.

For current generation, especially within design and educational contexts, the structural
mapping of these aspects is really important to connect these multi-faceted dots and showcase
the richness of our ancestral practices through visual narratives and supporting evidences to
retain their essence in future. It makes them relevant to modern practices of thinking, innovation
and creates further scope of interdisciplinary enquiry.

FOOTNOTE

1. our natural ability to shape and feel a space so deeply, intuitively that it makes us feel peaceful,
inspired, and connected to the cosmos.

2. anew framework introduced in this study conceptualized by the author

3. a conceptual framework defining sacred design as a deliberate cognitive map that aligns the

>«

human mind’s “internal landscape” with the natural world’s elemental principles.

4. Microcosm (Pinda): A miniature representation of the universe, signifying how the individual
human system and sacred objects like the Kalash mirror the larger cosmic order (Brahmanda)

5. These scholars provide the foundational context for this study: Frawley (1994) explores the
Kalash within Vedic rituals; Subbarayappa (2011) examines its role in Vastu (architectural
science); Sharma (2005) analyzes sacred sites and cosmic significance; and Ghosh (2009)
investigates the Shiva-Shakti duality.

6. original artwork by the author

7. examines how humans communicate ideas through symbols, images, gestures, language, and objects.
8. energy centers in the body

9. the ritual act of offering water to appease and honor ancestors

10. remembering

11. commitment
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