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ABSTRACT 

 

The Meru is an important building in the Pura (temple complexes) found on the island of Bali. Meru is a form 

of the minaret-shaped type of temples in Indonesia that consists of a shape that has been used consistently for 

sacred building up to the present for 11 centuries. The purpose of this study is to analyze the architectural shape 

of the Meru and its variant types.  Meru seems to indicate a certain uniformity of types, that is to say they all 

look rather similar, but closer inspection shows a distinct variety in styles. This research has been conducted by 

way of the historical, typo-morphological and descriptive approach in order to explain the concrete shape that 

comprises the type of Meru and its development. The objects of this study comprise approximately 30 Meru in 

Balinese Puras, particularly in ancient shrines. Based on this study, it may be concluded that on the basis of this 

typo-morphological analysis, the Meru temples on Bali can be divided into 4 distinctive types of processing and 

be established as having a strong correlation with the Javanese Candi models. These four types can essentially 

utilize the same type of roof, that is to say one amounting from 3 to 11 (always odd-numbered) layers or tiers in 

accordance with their level of sacredness and their specific allocation. Meru architecture can be said to be a 

continuation of the candi architecture on Java, and one that has been persistently used up to the present.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

Meru refers to the word “Sumeru” used to designate a holy mountain in the tradition of Hinduism and 

Buddhism[1]. Sumeru is used to symbolize mountains where the deities reside. However, Sumeru can literally 

mean Mahameru – in this sense it refers to the coming of Sumeru in architectural shape, that is to say featuring a 

tiered or layered roof[2]. An alternative interpretation is that the Meru gives shape to Sumeru as a cosmic 

mountain where the gods and goddesses dwell[2]. On the other hand, if Meru is linked to a “mountain” or 

concretization of Mahameru, then it would refer to a mountain selected as a main orientation centre [1]. 

Meru type (or identical to Pagoda shape in Chinese, Korean, Japanese Sacred Architecture) are important 

building elements in the Pura temples found on the island of Bali [2]. Meruare thought to have a strong 

historical connection that links them with the Candi- temple architecture particularly found on the island of Java 

[3]. Many depictions of Meru structures can be encountered in the bas-reliefs of temples dating back to the 

Majapahit Era (13-15 century). The remnants of Meru on Java are destroyed but their marks can still be 

recognized on Bali for it is there that the Meru type has always formed the most prominent element of Pura 

temples. The impact of the power exerted by the Majapahit Kingdom greatly facilitated the process of Meru 

becoming part of the local society’s tradition and culture in the region falling under this royal command.The 

Meru type was supposed to be capable of holding out against the jolts of earthquakes.The indication of these 

Meru having been used by Mpu Kuturan (11st century) revealed when exactly the Meru element was added to 

the Uluwatu temple by the latter[4] 

 

2. METHODS 

 

This research has been conducted using the historical, typo-morphological [3] and the descriptive 

approaches in order to shed light on the typo-morphology of the shape found on Bali and its subsequent 

development, so as to determine the basic shapes encountered and explore the existing variations. Besides, this 

study aims to explore and establish the correlation with the Candis on Java that are at the root of the Meru style 

of architectural design, bearing in mind that the Meru style is though to have been used until the end of the 

Majapahit Era on Java. The study approach to this research is to compare the Meru architecture on Bali to 

determine the typology of its architectural shape andto make an interpretative analysis based on this 

investigation to find the correlation with the Candis on Java in the framework of observing the character of their 

architectural shape.  
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3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 

The type of Meru and Its Correlation with Javanese – Candi- Temples 

The Meru style on Bali may be based on the particular character of the shape and materials used and can 

be divided into three types. These forms can also be linked to temple buildings of the Minaret type on Java, 

whose shape can be divided into three types as well, namely the elements of head-body-foot and the design in 

rectangular shapes[5]. Apart from being made of stone brick, these Candis were also made of wooden 

materials[6]. The Meru shape found in these temples showcases the beauty of the tiered or layered roof (atap 

tumpang) amounting to uneven numbers of 3, 5, 7, 9 and 11 layers, respectively[7]. The levels of the roof 

indicate the degree of sacredness, so the higher the number, the holier its status must be[8]. Based on the shape 

of Meru temples, they can be sub-divided as follows: 
 

Type 1 

Type 1 consists of a building divided into three sections, namely head-body-foot. The latter are made of 

stone, while the body is made of stone or brick materials or of wood, and is massive in shape. There is one door on 

one of its sides. The arrangement of the roof consists of levels whose total number is always uneven. One example 

that represents this type is the Meru of the Tamansari Klungkung temple complex. The levels of its roof amount to 

the odd numbers 9 and 11. Its body resembles the body of the Candi found on Java that are massive and closed, 

even though the arrangement of the ornaments differs. This difference indicates a considerable local influence, 

especially in the way the architectural art of the Majapahit Kingdom has been observed.Based on historical 

explanations, the Klungkung temple was closely linked to the traditions and culture originating in the Majapahit 

Empire.The Klungkung Kingdom was held in the utmost esteem compared to other kingdoms on Bali. And so it 

happened that the Javanese Majapahit influence on Klungkung’s cultural products was felt to have been quite 

strong, among others the impact it made on sacred buildings/Pura temples in the region of Klungkung. 

These two Meru pagodas are decorated in the upper and lower (head and foot) sections with a giant turtle 

surrounded by ponds or pools and various twisted patterns made by the Ananthaboga Dragon, according to 

myth. This reveals the narrative of the time when the deities revolved around the Water of Life (Amerta) aimed 

at reaching a state of happiness and welfare for all of mankind. Both of these pagodas are positioned on top of a 

water reservoir (kolam) in accordance with the concept of the Pagoda Mountain (Gunung Meru) as sketched in 

the Mahabharata tale of Adipurwa. The pagodas are standing on the back of the Giant Turtle submerged in the 

Milky Ocean. [9]. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 1. The depiction of Majapahit Candi with tiered roof (left) [6] and Type 1 of  

The Balinese Meru (right) [6], [12] 

Pura Besakih (old picture) PuraKlungkung (old picture) 

Pura Kehen (new picture) PuraYeh Gangga (new picture) 
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Sketches depicting buildings whose base (foot) and middle section (body) are made of stone or bricks 

with a wooden roof can also be observed on Java[10]. This particular combination is shown in the bas-relief 

carved into the walls of the Jago temple. These illustrations greatly resemble the Meru design of the Klungkung 

temple complex. As a precedent, through the study of this architectural typology, this indicates a sense of 

continuity in the use of this type of building from the Majapahit Era on Java, subsquently handed down as a 

cultural tradition to Bali. In this manner, a clear correlation is shown between the history and the shape of its 

architecture. On Java, constructions of this type are conjectured to have been built in the Majapahit Era, such as 

the Naga Temple at the Penataran complex in Blitar for instance, and others that form part of this complex that 

has collapsed in the meantime. A significant difference is that the various temples of the Early and Middle 

Majapahit Era did not use the Giant Turtle element, although the Earth Dragon was utilized as a decorative 

motif. As a matter of fact, the turtle element was not to be used in temples until the late Majapahit Era, as can be 

observed at the sites of Lereng Lawu [11] and Penanggungan. 

The characteristics of this type include a body that is closed and made of stone or brick, while the base 

(foot) is also made of stone, but the roof (head) is made of wood and has several layers or tiers. The levels of the 

roof amount to uneven numbers as observed before, ranging from 3 to 11. The base of the construction is varied 

in terms of levels to support the “soaring” Meru design pointing skyward. The terraced base can be encountered 

on Java in the Jogo temple, while on Bali this style is represented by the Yeh Gangga temple[6]. The latter 

features other variants, in the way the body section is applied, namely with a wide aperture in the front, even 

though the right, left and hind sections are closed – it is assumed that in the past the front was commonly closed 

as in the Meru of Kehenand Klungkung, but the result of the renovation indicated a broad opening afterwards. 

The formal transformation emerged from the processing of its lower and middle sections (foot and body), but in 

terms of basic types the patterns are similar, and this too shows continuity between the building traditions of 

Javanese and Balinese Meru styles. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Majapahittemple-Candi with Meru roof, Roof reconstruction of Candi Jago (left) [6], Candi Naga-

Panataran (right top)[12] and Candi Surowono (right below) [6] 

 

Apart from the middle sections made out of stone or brick, wooden ones have also been observed. In the 

Dutch Colonial Era this type was quite common, as can be verified in Besakih. However, nowadays it is 

estimated to have been restored and replaced with material of a more permanent or enduring nature such as 

stone or brick. On Java, one comes across Candis whose base is made of stone or brick such as Surowono, 

Tegowangi, Mirigambar and Boyolangu, but unfortunately there is nothing left of the middle sections, let alone 

the roofs[6]. 

It is merely a matter of conjecture that the bodies of these Candis were made of wooden materials 

because their remnants are destroyed (leaving no trace), and the same applies to the roofs. Besakih is one of the 

ancient Pura temples on Bali, and traces of the use of wooden materials have been detected on its walls, 

displaying this particular type. This leaves the possibility of there having been a sense of continuity in the use of 

Meru temples with wooden walls as a tradition carried from Java to Bali, as has been the case with Meru 

temples that have walls made of brick or stone. 
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Type 2 

Type 2 is the type that also features the triple element of head-body-foot like Type 1, but it differs in the 

addition of poles outside its core body, creating a terrace surrounding the construction. As is the case with Type 

1, Type 2 displays a middle section (body) made of a combination between stone/brick and wood with the 

addition of the element described above, wooden poles all around it. The roof is also identical to Type 1 as it has 

an uneven number of levels. The use of the pole element points toward certain activities to have taken place on 

the terraces. The base (foot) can also be layered in tiers like Type 1. A Dutch collection of old photographs 

shows that this type was also built on Bali in addition to Type 1. In the Meru temples built in Besakih at present 

(especially at the the main Meru temples), Type 2 is utilized more frequently than Type 1. In other Pura temples 

the contruction’s base of this type may feature steps making it look decidedly taller. The shape of Type 2 

indicates two layers, that is to say one inner layer in the shape of a closed building and an outer one in the form 

of a terrace with poles, even though this dimension of the terrace is quite small, giving the impression of 

becoming one (merging) with this massive body. This created form resembles the Bale type of public hall or 

pavilion buildings in the residential areas of Bali that are terraced as well. 

All of this shows the precedent of a certain continuity with residential buildings that make use of terraces 

along with surrounding poles in their immediate scope. However, on Java Candis have been discovered that feature 

this combination of stone materials in their core space with poles surrounding the building, such as the ancient 

Candis built in the Early Mataram Era, namely the Sambisari, Klero and Kedulan temples[6]. These are generally 

classified as preceding the relics of the Mataram Era and were perhaps continued well into the new epoch. Candis 

whose body has been partially destroyed by the ravages of time such as Surowono, Tegowangi and Bayalangu 

possibly fall under this category as distinct from Type 1 mentioned above, particularly Bayalangu because stone 

bases were spotted as the foundation for the wooden poles on top of its “foot”. In other words, this clearly forms a 

precedent of the form belonging to this category known on Java, in addition to Type 1. 

 

Figure 3. The Ancient Mataram (8th-10th century)–Building [13], Candi Klero (left) [6] and Type 2 of Balinese 

Meru (right) [6], [12] 

 

Type 3 

Type 3 represents the type of Meru with smaller dimensions, but still showing the triple division of head-

body-foot. It is characterized by the base (foot) made of stone, the closed middle section (body) made of wood 

and “floating”, that is to say resting on poles, while the roof (head) of the building is identical to Types 1 and 2, 

having several levels ranging from 3 to 11, always uneven numbers. This design creates space underneath the 

building. The poles of the structure stand on a foundation of steps. Due to its light “soaring” design this type is 

indeed smaller-sized than Types 1 and 2. This type can be recognized in the Meru style of the Watukaru temple. 

It is also thought to have been used on Java in the past, judging by the bas-relief illustrations of wooden 

buildings of the Majapahit Era, but on Java the walls tend to be open. In terms of Tectonics, the building 

construction shows continuity with the Javanese tradition but the processing of the façade looks different. It is 

possible that a transformation took place in the actual processing of this form to make it compatible with the 

local Balinese context. However, it is also conceivable that certain types were simply not depicted in bas-relief 

so that strictly speaking, this type featuring closed walls must have been known on Java as well. 
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Figure 4. The Majapahit Meru (left) [14] and Type 1 of Balinese Meru (right)[12] 

 

Type 4 

Type 4 represents the type of Meru that is identical to Type 3 as it consistently displays the triple element 

of head-body-foot but in addition, it features the poles in the outer section. Its characteristics include the base 

(foot) being made of stone, the closed body made of wood, floating or “soaring” above the stilt-like poles all 

around, and outside of the wooden body there are also poles to support the roof. The space underneath the 

building is smaller because the element of the footis more dominant here. This lower section can be divided into 

steps. The roof is identical to the other types, that is to say it ranges from 3 to 11 levels or storeys, always 

uneven-numbered. The poles of the structure stand on the layered foundation at the top. This type can be 

recognized in the Meru design of the Taman Ayun temple. No explicit depictions have been found in the bas-

relief of any temples on Java, but by way of alternative, an analogy can be drawn with various buildings with 

terraces related to residential ones both from the Majapahit Era and on Bali, as is the case with Type 2. 

Basically, Type 4 consists of a further development arising from Type 3 that is processed at the base section 

(foot) and is divided into steps, which gives the overall impression of a tall building. 

 

 

Figure 5. Type 4 of Balinese Meru – Taman Ayun [15] 

 

Their respective functions indicate that Types 1 and 2 have been used to store larger and heavier objects 

or substances such as statues and lingga-yoni phallic/fertility symbols. Types 3 and 4 are utilized for storing 

objects that are smaller and lighter in dimension. Their age shows that Types 1 and 2 are ancient, for they had 

been known on Java since the Late Mataram Era, and the Early Majapahit Era. Type 3 is estimated to be a 

subsequent development of Types 1 and 2. Type 3 is also thought to have followed the various types prevalent 

in the Majapahit Kingdom, featuring closed walls, as in Types 1 and 2. Type 4 is conjectured to have been the 

most recent type used for the Meru type.This particular type has been used frequently in the Taman Ayun 

temple, the most recent temple compared to other ancient temples such as the Besakih, Watukaru and 

Klungkung temple complexes. 
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Figure 6. the depiction of the temple complex with the Meru (tiered roof) element in The Candi Jago relief at 

14th century on Java, identical to the Balinese temple-Pura [6] 

 

4. Conclusion 

It may be concluded that on the basis of this typomorphological analysis, the Meru temples on Bali can 

be divided into 4 distinctive types of processing and be established as having a strong correlation with the 

Javanese Candi models. These four types can essentially utilize the same type of roof, that is to say a roof 

amounting to 3 to 11 (always odd-numbered) layerers or tiers in accordance with their level of sacredness and 

their specific allocation.  

The form of Type 1 can be said to comprise the basic type used for Meru. This type subsequently 

developed by the addition of stilt-like poles placed around its main structure. This Type 1 is identical to the 

candi on Java because it is considered to have the same basic type in common, namely a tripartite division 

designed within a rectangular shape, and a massive body with a tired roof. This type saw a further development 

into Type 2, which was then transformed into Types 3 and 4, specifically for smaller-sized Meru. On Java, this 

type of tiered roof was developed into more than 3 layers by using a wooden construction that came to be 

known as Meru, and that was to become popular on Bali since the 11th century.  

The created shape of Meru architecture is considered to have stood firm in the face of the earthquakes 

that occurred. The technology behind the Meru construction shows a level of sufficient creativity and skill 

attained by the ancestors of our current society members, specially in terms of constructing tall buildings 

responsive to both natural and cultural elements.  
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