be recognised as dance poses. They are depicted as standing on both feet, which are most often
shownin profile, whereas the upperbody and the head are portrayed frontally. With their cool yet
sensuous beauty, their gracious gestures, extremely complicated hairdos, crowns and jewellery
they may be the best-known figures found on the walls of Angkor Wat. In their hands they often
hold flowers, fans and bronze mirrors and many of their gestures indicate self-beautifying.
Who are they? They are often labelled as “apsaras” like the dancing female figures discussed
above. Sometimestheyare also called “"devatas™i.e. minor female deities, figures not socommon
in Indian mythology or art. However, both “apsaras” and “devatas” are simply definitions given
to these ﬁgures inthe 19™ and 20™ centuries but their original identity is ambiguous. There is,
indeed, an extremely enlightening textual source, though a Buddhist one, describing similar
heavenly maidens. It is included in a cosmological description in the 5™ century Mahavamsa,
“The Great Chronicle of Sri Lanka”. It describes many features of the different levels of the

heavens and the actions of the devas or heavenly semi-gods:

...above these devas raising their folded hands, vases filled with flowers likewise,
dancing devatas and devatas playing instruments of music, devas with mirrors

in their hands and devas also bearing flowers and branches, devas with lotus-
blossoms and so forth in their hands and other devas of many kinds... (Bautze-

Picroni 2003, 1)

Some scholars seem to think that these standing female ﬁgures could be dancers (Marchal 1927;
Jacques 1990, 113), either heavenly apsaras or their earthly counterparts, temple dancers, so
often mentioned in the inscriptions. As they wear similar costumes and ornaments as Khmer
court ladies of the historical narrative reliefs, they can be seen either as mythological characters
or as dancers and members of the Khmer court.

Indeed, if one agrees on the rather wide definition of dance proposed in the introductory
chapter and also includes ceremonial court rituals within the concept of "dance”, these
static, ethereal ladies could be interpreted as dance images. If we compare these figures with
the Javanese bedhaya dancers it is possible to recognise some similarities [4/6]. Bedhaya, as
already mentioned earlier, is a solemn group dance usually performed in the Central Javanese
court context by nine female dancers. They are dressed as royal brides and they represent the
brides sent by the mythological Queen of the South Sea to the sultan. The dance starts and ends
with a solemn march-like procession while the more or less abstract dance proper includes
several movements of self-beautifying, such as putting a flower in the hair, adjusting the crown
etc. Interesting similarities can be noticed. The gestures of both the bedhaya dancers and the
ladies in the reliefs indicate self-beautifying. However, ladies in the reliefs have actual objects
such as flowers, mirrors and fans in their hands, whereas the bedhaya dancers only indicate the
acts by gestures.

The bedhaya dancers execute their procession by forming strict lines. While the torso and
hands are kept static, the movements of the toes and soles of their feet are highly articulated.
Correspondingly, the ladies of the reliefs, especially in the group portrayals, seem to walk in
the same direction, an impression created by their feet shown in profile (although the Khmer

artists were completely capable of portraying the feet in different positions and from different
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FIG 4/6

BEDHAYA DANCERS FROM
YOGYAKARTA, CENTRAL JAVA.
PHOTOGRAPH AUTHOR 1995.

angles). The comparison of the reliefs and the bedhaya dancemakes it clear, one hopes, that the
noble ladies of Angkor Wat could be interpreted as dancers, or at least court ladies participating
in a stylised, ceremonial court procession, such as the one described above in Zhou Daguan’s

account on a royal pI‘OCCSSiOIl.

3) DANCE-RELATED FIGURES IN NARRATIVE PANELS

The third large group of figures which could be interpreted, if not always exactly as dancing
figures, but at least clearly as dance-related images are the hundreds of figures in several poses
found in the narrative reliefs of the third enclosure of Angkor Wat, known as the Large Panels.
The subject matter of these panels is, as mentioned above, from the Mahabharata, the Ramayana
and the Puranas as well as from the official Khmer history. It is generally agreed that the Large

Panels should be visited anticlockwise. It is then that the narrative action of the panels unfolds
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FIG 4/7

OPENING SCENE OF THE
LARGE PANEL SHOWING
HEAVENS AND HELLS.
PHOTOGRAPH AUTHOR 2003.

FIG 4/8

SECTION OF THE LARGE PANEL
DEDICATED TO THE MYTH OF
CHURNING THE MILKY OCEAN.
PHOTOGRAPH AUTHOR 2003.



in proper sequence. Thus the visit should start from the main entrance of the third enclosure
facing the west and continue to the right round the whole enclosure.

The first large relief in the western gallery shows the climax of the Mahabharata, the
Battle of Kurukshetra. Round the corner, in the southern gallery there is the historical relief
showing the Procession of Suryavarman II followed by the Heavens and Hells panel portraying
the judgment of souls. It starts with two superimposed registers showing processions of good
Khmer aristocrats and citizens on their way to the heavens [4/7]. Soon opens the way down
to the hells where, in the third and lowest register, the bad citizens are punished in various
detailed ways by athletic demons.

Round the corner, in the eastern gallery there is the famous Churning of the Milky Ocean.
It shows the Hindu creation myth in which the gods and asura demons rotate the mountain
for 1000 years by pulling the great snake around it in order to produce amrita, the elixir of
immortality!. In the same way as the Heavens and Hells this relief is also divided into three
superimposed registers [4/8]. Marine animals, both mythical and realistically depicted,
inhabit the lowest one. In the central register the actual churning is taking place, whereas in
the uppermost register apsaras are flying, who according to the mythology, are born from the
churning process. In this case one can be sure that the figures are indeed apsaras as they belong
to this narrative context and they are depicted in the Indian-derived pose indicating flying,
characteristic of apsara figures in South and Southeast Asia in general.

Further in the eastern gallery and round the corner in the northern gallery various Puranic
battles between gods and demons are depicted. The final panel, in the northern gallery shows
the climax of the Ramayana, the great battle of Lanka. In addition to the Large Panels the visual
programme of the third enclosure also includes reliefs in the corner pavilions, which show
scenes from the Ramayana and the Puranas.

Some dancing figures canbe recognised in the panels. The gopis or cowgirls have a prominent
role in the Krishna mythology, especially in the episodes recounting about Krishna’s amorous
youth, and they can be seen dancing in a rather large composition in which Krishna is depicted
sitting at the top (Roveda 2002, f1g. 14.6). The gopis wear dresses and ornaments similar to those
of the Khmer ladies in the historical reliefs and of the dancing and standing ladies described
above. However, it is notable that their dance does not repeat the typical Khmer dance but seems
to be merely a very informal, spontaneous outburst of collective joy.

Although Krishna is shown in many of the panels, he himself is never portrayed as a dancer
whereas in India Krishna is frequently shown in a dance attitude. In the visual programme of
the third enclosure the only Hindu god portrayed as a dancer is Shiva (Ibid., fig. 239). He is also
dancing in the southern door panel of the so-called Cruciform Pavilion (Ibid., fig. 199). Shiva,
however, does not play a central role in the visual programme of Angkor Wat, since the shrine
is dedicated to Vishnu.

Much more numerous than the actual dancing figures on the walls of the third enclosure are
the dance-related figures. Most of them are found in the battle scenes and are thus related to the
martial arts. As discussed already in Chapter 2.6 several such movements and positions were
depicted four centuries earlier in the Ramayana reliefs of candi Loro Jonggaran in Central Java.

They are still clearly related to Indian prototypes and, consequently, the movements can easily
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be compared with those mentioned in the Natyashastra. Also in Angkor Wat the most common
dance-related positions show the art of archery and fighting attitudes with strongly flexed legs.

If they are compared with the Javanese Ramayana figures, the Khmer counterparts are
already clearly localised adaptations of the Indian prototypes. In the Khmer figures the leg
position is much lower. In reliefs the human anatomy has clearly gone through a process of
localisation and it is unmistakably Khmer in character. The reason for this can be (a) stylistic
i.e. the figures are not anymore based on Indian shastras and their iconometrical rules, and/or
(8) simply physiognomic, i.e. the proportions of the Khmer people were different from those
that the original Indian prototypes were based on.

The martial-art-related figures of the Large Panels can be divided into two main categories:
those in a standing position and those in a sitting position. Those standing positions associated
with the art of archery are very common. The art of archery is dominating theme in the Ramayana
reliefs of candi Loro Jonggarana also because the main hero of the epic, Prince Rama, is a
master archer. Consequently Rama is often shown as an archer in the Khmer Ramayana reliefs.
The numerous variants of portrayals of the act of shooting an arrow in Southeast Asia could be
explained by the fact that in West India, approximately in the area where the prototypes of many
Southeast Asian dance images can be found, as many as ten fixed body positions for using the
bow and arrow were listed in an ancient martial arts manual (Zarrilli 1998, 34).

Other standing figures in poses related to the martial arts are most often depicted with a
wide-open flexed, low-leg position. The weight can be either on both legs or just on one and this
creats an impression of powerful movement of the body from one side to another. Sometimes
the warrior can have a weapon, most often a stick, in his hand. This kind of dynamic, aggressive
movement is not only limited to the battle scenes. For example in the Heavens and Hells panel
the demons in the lowest register are often depicted in similar powerful attitudes [4/9].

These poses are clearly related to the martial arts. The relief showing a martial arts
demonstration or competition, discussed already on in Chapter 2.5, shows the same kinds of
movements. Moreover, in the reliefs portraying military processions in the 13™ century temple
complex of Bayon, warriors are often shown in poses derived from these basic positions [4/10].
In these cases it is clear that the movement is related to a kind of warrior’s dance, since many
men are simultaneously repeating the movement in an exaggerated way.

Similar kinds of poses are, indeed, still very common in most of the martial arts traditions of
Asia today®. The pose gives maximum support to the body and enables the person to change the
position of his torso rapidly, which is of utmost importance in a battle situation. The position
is, however, not limited to the martial arts only. For example, many movements of powerful
demon characters in the khon masked dance theatre of Thailand and in the lakhon khol tradition
of Cambodia are partly based on this basic technique [6/17]. Both genres concentrate on
episodes from the Ramayana and are supposed to have their roots in ancient Khmer traditions,
as discussed later in Chapter 6. The resemblance of the demonic stage characters to their
counterparts in the Khmer reliefs is further reinforced by the fact that in both cases the most
common weapon used is a stick.

Further similarities between Thailand’s and Cambodia’s forms of mask theatre and the

Khmer reliefs can be found in some of the sitting poses shown in the Large Panels. As discussed
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FIG 4/9

DEMONIC FIGURES PUNISHING
SINNERS IN THE HEAVENS
AND HELLS PANEL.
PHOTOGRAPH AUTHOR 2003.

FIG 4/10

PROCESSION AND, BELOW,
A WAR DANCE IN 13™
CENTURY BAYON.
PHOTOGRAPH AUTHOR 2003.
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FIG 4/11

KING SURYAVARMAN II IN
THE LARGE PANEL SHOWING
A MILITARY PROCESSION.
PHOTOGRAPH AUTHOR 2003.

in the introductory chapter, the court etiquette has had a decisive influence on the performing
conventions of dance and theatre. One example of this is the formal sitting poses used on the
stage still today. Inthe Large Panels several formal sitting poses canbe recognised. In traditional
Khmer and Thai culture sitting on the floor level has been normal for commoners, whereas
sitting on an elevated bench or a platform has been reserved for those representing power,
either earthly or spiritual. Thus sitting on a raised level refers to the hierarchical structure of
society. It becomes a manifestation of power and thus has an undeniable theatrical quality®.
The most famous sitting figure in the Large Panels is, without doubt, the builder of the
shrine, Suryavarman IT himself. In the panel showing a historical procession he is seated on a
throne with his right leg bent under his body and the left leg hanging freely [4/11]. The graceful
easiness of his pose gives an impression of undeniable authority, which is further emphasised
by the fact that other participants in the audience are seated on lower levels. This same effect
is frequently used in the numerous court scenes of khon and lakhon khol. The royal characters
are sitting on a bench on the stage, while the courtiers of lower rank sit on the floor. On a

modernised stage the hierarchy is often emphasised by using platforms of different heights.
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FIG 4/12
VISHNU/KRISHNA RIDING
A GARUDA. PHOTOGRAPH
AUTHOR 2003

The fixed poses in the reliefs are not reserved for court scenes alone. In the Historical
Procession panel and in the many battle scenes the generals riding elephants are depicted
in three different poses. The "resting attitude” with one leg hanging out from the howdah is
similar to the pose of Suryavarman II on his throne. In the “parade attitude” the general is
standing with one foot on the back of the elephant and the other in the howdah canopy, whereas
in the “battle attitude” the general is standing in the howdah in the flexed leg position (Jacq-
Hergoualc’h 1979, 97).

In many of the mythical battles a god, incarnated on earth to fight against different
personifications of evil, is riding on an animal particularly attributed to him. Gods can either
ride in a chariot or ride on an animal. Shiva is shown in a chariot pulled by two bulls, Agni’s
chariot is pulled by a rhinoceros, Skanda rides on his peacock, Indra on an elephant etc.
Sometimes a god can stand on the shoulders of his mount [4/12], as in the relief showing Rama
on the shoulders of Hanuman (Roveda 2002, fig. 67). The poses of the riders varies from the
above-mentioned three poses of Khmer generals to different martial-art-related poses such as

those related to archery and the various open-leg positions.
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In Thai khon as well as Khmer lakhon khol Prince Rama and the demon king Ravana often
arrive at the battle field in decorative chariots drawn by actors dressed as horses. The postures
of the riders can be seen as variations of the poses mentioned above. When the battle reaches its
climax, Rama and Ravana step off their chariots to engage in hand-to-hand combat. Finally, the
victor raises himself in a heroic posture on the thigh and shoulders of the loser. These, almost
picture-like static tableaux [6/16] have their exact counterparts in the Thai and Cambodian
mural paintings and reliefs, which, as will be discussed later, have their roots at least partly in
the Angkorian reliefs.

The crucial question, which will further discussed below, is this: are the theatrical traditions
based on the observation of earlier visual sources or are the visual representations based on
the conventions of contemporaneous living theatrical traditions? When one considers these
tableau-like formations in which a god or a human being is riding on his mount, it is interesting
to note that, for example, in Indonesia there are several living dance forms in which this actually
takes place on stage. In the East Javanese reog ponorogo tradition, actors ride on the shoulders
of mythical animals enacted by human dancers (Indonesian Heritage: Performing Arts 1998,
22) and in a well-known court dance from Yogyakarta female dancers ride on mythical birds

performed by masked male dancers.

(4) "TAPESTRY RELIEFS”

The fourth group of dance images on the walls of Angkor Wat consists of small human and animal
figures found in the medallions of the so-called tapestry reliefs carved on the walls and around
the doorjambs of the complex [4/4]. As the term "Tapestry Relief” makes it clear, the reliefs give
an impression of intricate textiles. The impression is created by the low execution of the reliefs
and the ornamental quality of the background foliage and the medallions. However, the figures
depicted in the medallions cannot be reduced merely to ornamental motifs. As Vittorio Roveda
has pointed out they sometimes have, at least in Angkor Wat, a narrative function and they can
be read in several ways (2002, 224—237; 2005, 306—319).

Many of the figures depicted in the medallions are either in a dance pose or in a fighting
attitude. The dancing figures often include humans in similar kinds of open-leg positions as the
“apsaras” (Roveda 2005, fig. 8.127) but sometimes also in very unusual positions (Roveda 2002,
fig. 247). Both humans and demons are regularly depicted in fighting attitudes similar to the
many poses discussed in connection of the Large Panels. Monkeys, such important characters in
the Ramayana epic, are shown in many positions that are characteristic of these animals (Ibid.,
fig. 249). Even today, the same kinds of “monkey poses” dominate the movement technique of
the monkey characters in Thai khon and Cambodian lakhon khol masked dance theatres [6/13,
6/14].

4.4 Dance Images and the Overall Symbolism of the Complex

As Angkor Wat is the largest religious complex in the world and the epitome of Khmer culture
it is understandable that much has been speculated about its function and the meaning of its
bas-reliefs. Vittorio Roveda has summarised (2002, 17—20) the predominant interpretations.

Inthe 1930s George Coedés interpreted Angkor Wat as a funerary temple. For him its reliefs had
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the task of transforming the complex into a heavenly palace. In the same decade F.D.K. Bosch,
on the other hand, saw the reliefs as a glorification of the king who was identified with the god
Vishnu whom the complex was dedicated to.

In the 19408 Maurice Glaize stressed the possibility that for Khmer royalty and aristocracy
the act of building temples was a form of merit-making (as it was in the contemporaneous
Buddhist Pagan in present-day Myanmar, discussed in Chapter 5). For him the reliefs were
not only to glorify the builder but had a religious-didactic function as well. He assumed that
the faithful could walk around the building under the guidance of a spiritual specialist who
explained to the laymen the events of the reliefs (as it was the case in Indian Buddhist tradition
and probably in Java too, as discussed in Chapter 2.6). However, no textual evidence supports
this theory, which will be further discussed below.

At the turn of the 1950s Jean Filliozat focused his attention on an astronomical and
numerical interpretation of the complex. He understood the complex as a model on which the
Khmer cosmos was constructed. In the 1970s the American scholars R. Stencel, F. Glifford and
E. Moron studied the relationship of Angkor Wat’s structure and its symbolic meanings. This
line of interpretation reached its controversial climax in Eleanor Mannikka’s study in 1996.
For her Angkor Wat is constructed in accordance with a certain system of measurement that
conveys solar and lunar meaning. Thus the "measurements of both the parts and the whole
contain calendrically and cosmologically significant totals” (1996, 3).

It is very plausible that each of these interpretations throws some light on the many-faceted
symbolism of the complex. However, it is universally agreed that Angkor Wat was built to reflect
the Indian-derived cosmological model with Mount Meru as its central axis. Although it is not
exactly known which cosmological text the Khmer builders relayed on when constructing the
complex, the Merusymbolism seemstobe the onlyreliable symbolic contextinwhich the Angkor
Wat’s dance images can be set. As already discussed above, the 65-metre-high central tower at
the top of the artificial mountain represents the central peak of Mount Meru, whereas the four
flanking towers symbolise the four surrounding peaks. The walls and galleries are the mountain
ranges enclosing the realm of the gods, which is finally surrounded by seas represented by the
moat. In this spatial symbolism sacredness accumulates in the centre, which is also the highest
level in the construction, and decreases in the outer and lower skirts of the complex.

It is logical to discuss the overall symbolism of the dance images following the tripartite
structure of the Meru symbolism. Thus the focus will first be on the dance images carved on the
outer and lower parts of the structure. Then will follow the dance-related images in the reliefs
carved in the third enclosure, i.e. the Large Panels and other reliefs found on the middle level
of the structure. Finally the reliefs of the uppermost terraces will be discussed, which represent
the highest level of the Meru symbolism, the realm of the gods.

As stated above, the first dance images a visitor is able to see when entering the complex
are the female dancers in a very low flexed-leg position, with one foot raised to knee height
and their hands repeating Indian-influenced mudras. As discussed above, their energetic
Indian-derived, yet clearly localised dance pose is very common in Khmer art. These figures
are generally called “apsaras” although there is no clear evidence of who these female dancers

actually are.
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Female dancers were a very common motif in Indian temple reliefs from approximately the
8™ to the 12™ century, which corresponds to the period of the greatness of Khmer architecture.
However, these female dancers in their various poses, based on the Natyashastra tradition, are
not usually recognised as apsaras. There are also apsara figures in Indian temple sculpture but
they can be identified as apsaras by their flying poses or by the narrative context which they
belong to. It is generally agreed that the dancing female figures in Indian temple reliefs often
depict devadasis, hereditary temple dancers, who performed at various rituals in the temple’s
main hall during the day in front of the sanctum. The reason for the existence of these numerous
female figures on the walls of Indian temples has been explained by the fact that in Indian
thought female figures, in their open sensuality, represent female energy, which in its fertility
associations is benevolent for the temple complex as a whole (Roveda 2002, 220).

It it plausible that the vigorous and carnal dancers of Angkor Wat’s outer walls, pilasters
and friezes, in fact, also depict human temple dancers. This is supported by several facts. First,
the Khmer inscriptions mention female dancers working in the Khmer temples many times.
Second, the poses and costumes of these dancing figures are similar to those of the dancers
shown elswhere in a historical narrative context i.e. a similar kind of dance was performed in
the military processions and as an entertainment by professional dancers. Also the contrast
between these dancers with their uplifted, heavily bentlegs and the ethereal, so-called “devatas”
could not be greater. While the devatas are depicted in solemn, almost static attitudes, the
movements of the dancers of the lower levels seem energetic and earthly.

One reason why these dancers have later been identified as apsaras may be the popularity
of the Ramayana epic in the Theravada Buddhist tradition, which spread from the regions of
present-day Thailand to Cambodia after the Tai had conquered Angkor for the second time
in 1431. In the Ramayana tradition the apsaras are the most popular mythological characters,
who dance in both heavenly and earthly spheres (Vatsyayan 1977a, 167). Maybe this has led
to the deeply rooted habit of calling these dancers apsaras. On the symbolic level, however,
the difference beteen whether these figures are humans or heavenly nymphs might not be so
drastic. As the king was regarded as god, his palace and temple were also regarded as a god’s
abodes. Thus the female dancers performing on these premises could be regarded, at least on a
symbolic level, to be analogous with their heavenly counterparts, the apsaras.

The second group of dance images, which can be found in both the outermost and inner
parts of the complex, are the small dancing figures carved inside the medallions of the so-
called Tapestry Reliefs. They are sometimes carved on the walls but more often they appear on
the inside surfaces of doorframes and on some inner window frames. The conventional way
of naming these very low reliefs with foliage and medallion motifs as tapestry reliefs seems
apt, since recent studies of Khmer textiles support the fact that they are indeed substitutes for
valuable textile hangings. The actual textiles could not survive long in the tropical climate and
thus they were duplicated on the stone walls.

Gillian Green has pointed out (2004,) that one motif that is common in the tapestry reliefs,
that of intersecting circles, can be recognised in a fragment of an Indian export fabric found in
Egypt and dated to about the middle of the 13™ century. The same motif is also carved on the

loin cloth of a 13™ century Javanese Ganesha statue proving that the Indian imported textiles
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were popular round the then known world. It is thus possible that at least some of the hangings
on which the tapestry reliefs were based were imported textiles. On the sea routes connecting
India to Southeast Asia and further to China the most common trade goods were indeed textiles
(Maxwell 2003). Even Chinese motifs can be distinguished in the tapestry reliefs (Green 2004,
fig. 16) and this indicates that some of the reliefs are probably based on Chinese textiles.

On the other hand, as the main themes depicted by the ﬁgures inside the medallions are
related to Hindu mythology, it seems probable that the textiles which served as models for the
tapestry reliefs either were made in India or were of local craftsmanship. It is even possible that
they were made in India accordingto sketches by Khmer artists. This was a common practice, for
example, in Thailand during the Ayutthaya and the early Bangkok periods, when textiles based
on Thai patterns were produced in India for the Thai market (Guy 1998, 58—59). This could
explain why the tapestry reliefs include some dance poses that were uncommon in Khmer dance
imagery. These exceptional poses either could be influenced by the tradition of the country of
the origin of the textiles or were misinterpretations by craftsmen who were unfamiliar with
Khmer iconography and dance poses.

The practice of covering the walls of temples and palaces with imitations of valuable textiles
is not limited to Khmer culture alone. It can be regarded as a Pan-Indian practice. For example
the sixth century Buddhist Dharmeka stupa in Sarnath, in eastern India, is covered with a bas-
relief imitating a sumptuously embroidered cloth that once draped the whole stupa. In Kerala, in
West [ndia, the murals in the 16™ century Mattancherry palace are lined with painted imitations
of valuable patolu fabrics. In Indian-influenced Southeast Asia low reliefs imitating textiles can
be found in the Buddhist stupa of Borobudur and there are painted textiles also in the murals of
the temples of Pagan (Guy 1998, 57).

The nearest equivalent to the dancing ﬁgures of the tapestry reliefs can, however, be
found in the Burmese wall hangings called kalaga. These padded, almost relief-like hangings
decorated with sequins and beans are still being produced both in Myanmar and in northern
Thailand, albeit mainly for the tourist trade. The term kalaga means "a foreign curtain” which
has been seen indicating that the origins of the tradition may be in India (Maxwell 2003, 377).
The kalaga hangings often show scenes from the Buddhist Jataka stories and sometimes even
from the Ramayana epic. The principal scenes are regularly surrounded by medallions with
dancing figures such as apsaras, devas and devatas. These valuable hangings were used in both
palaces and temples similarly to the ways in which the prototypes of the tapestry reliefs were
possibly used in Angkor Wat.

As already discussed above, the Large Panels in the third enclosure offer a great variety of
dance-related figures. Dancing human figures, warriors and demons in martial arts-related
attitudes as well as kings and generals in fixed poses are depicted in this enormous visual
narrative, which includes the Puranic stories, the great epics and the official Khmer history.
The inevitable question arises: what was the function of these bas-reliefs?

According to Vittorio Roveda (2002, 17—19) George Coedés emphasised the magic role of
the reliefs. For him they had an “evocative” function, that of bringing sacredness and life to
the building. For F.D.K. Bosch the reliefs showed an analogy between the cycle of the sun and
the life of Vishnu, with whom the king was identified. According to Maurice Glaize’s theory

153



the reliefs had a religious-didactic function so that pilgrims were able to follow them with the
guidance of a religious teacher. For Eleanor Mannikka the reliefs form a religious text which is
illuminated by the sun throughout the year; the light focuses on its thematically essential scenes
and thus reveals the deeper meaning of the reliefs.

In connection with the above assumption that believers were allowed to see the Large
Panels Vittorio Roveda has pointed out that no textual evidence actually supports this theory.
Furthermore, Roveda states: "It is now believed that public access may have been possible
only during festivities or special occasions, and under the guidance of Brahmins, as in modern
practice” (2002,18). However, if Angkor Wat is seen in the context of the tradition of Indian and
Southeast Asian temple architecture as a whole, it would be rather exceptional if this had not
have the case. In early Indian Buddhist tradition, on the otherhand, this was a common practice
(Dehejia 1998) and also the Ramayana reliefs in several Indian temples were on the outer walls
of the temple for visitors to see (Dallapiccola 1994; Wechsler 1994,). The same was also the case
in Java, where the Buddhist teachings and the Ramayana epic were carved in temples and stupas
for pilgrims to see during the ritual circumambulation of the building.

As was discussed in Chapter 2.6 in connection with the development of Javanese narrative
temple reliefs, it seems possible, according to this author, that the portable storyteller’s devices,
such as picture panels and scrolls, could have influenced the development of the Javanese
temple reliefs. Similarly one could assume that the development of Angkor Wat’s Large Panels
could have followed the same course. The Indian Brahman priests may have first used panels or
scrolls, which were imported from India, to visualise the stories from the Puranas and the epics
originating in India to local audiences. Later, these imported visual devices were replaced by
panels and scrolls made by Khmer artists. When Angkor Wat was built and the Large Panels were
carved (which in fact are the earliest known reliefs in a panel format in Khmer art), the complex
narrative methods and the localised style of these storyteller’s devices were employed when the
stories were canonised in stone on the walls of Angkor Wat.

This is and probably will remain, of course, a pure speculation. However, there are facts
which seem to support this view. As discussed in the introductory chapter and in connection
withthe development of Javanese temple reliefs, the interrelatedness of storyteller’s devices and
narrative reliefs seemundeniable both in India and Java. For example, in India the punishments
in hell were made familiar to audiences by storyteller’s panels as early as the fourth century
(Brown 1997, 80). This kind of panel, series of panels or scrolls could have served as a model
for the Heavens and Hells of the Large Panels.

Between the Large Panels and theatrical traditions there might also be another kind of
relationship. Thai scholars sometimes refer (Mattani 1993, 35) to the Large Panels, and
especially the Churning of the Milky Ocean, as an important source when studying the roots
of Thai khon and the rare Indraphisekha ritual performed at the Thai court?, which, in fact,
adopted the court culture, the concept of the god-king and rituals from the Khmer. There are,
indeed, many similarities between khon and the Large Panels, especially the Churning of the
Milky Ocean. All the fledged leg positions depicted in the reliefs are similar to the poses used
by the demon characters in khon. Even more striking are the similarities between the khon

crowns and masks and the crowns of the carved figures and the way in which the multiple heads
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of the gods are depicted in the panel. The conical crown, in which several heads are depicted, is
almost identical with the lacquered papier maché mask used by Tosakanth (Ravana) in present-
day khon.

This raises several questions. Is the Churning of the Milky Ocean, in fact, based on an actual
performing tradition enacting this myth which the Thai later adopted from the Khmer? Eleanor
Mannikka (1996, 43) has called attention to commentaries by authors who maintain that the
myth was enacted by the Khmer during court ceremonies such as the coronation, as has been the
case in Thailand too. Thus it would be plausible that the relief was based on a living performing
tradition. This could explain several things: (1) how the iconography of the relief was born, (2)
how the convention of showing multiple heads was created, and (3) what the male dancers were
performing.

The whole question of the role of the male dancers would thus become clear. As discussed
above in connection with Khmer textual sources, the inscriptions mention professional male
dancers several times. However, the only male figures in dance poses or dance-related attitudes
in Angkor Wat are the Shiva Nataraja reliefs and warriors and demons in various martial-arts-
related poses. If, for example, the depiction of the Churning of the Milky Ocean was based on
a contemporaneous dance theatre tradition, it would make clear that the male dancers were
enacting holy myths as a masked dance drama, not dissimilar to khon, which according to Thai
scholars may have its roots in the Indrabhisheka rituals (Mattani 1993, 35). If an anachronistic
comparison is made, it is interesting to note that at the Thai court the khon masked dance drama
was fully a male domain until the mid-19™ century. It was usually performed by male dancers as
an outdoor spectacle on special occasions, while the dances and dance dramas (lakhon nai) in
the innermost parts of the palace were performed by female dancers.

So far the Large Panels have been discussed in the light of their possible connections with
different performing arts traditions. At a symbolic level the Large Panels represent a kind of
“middle sphere” in the Meru cosmology, where demons, humans and semi-gods can coexist.
At this level the higher gods such as Shiva can appear and Vishnu descends in his avataras to
intermingle with humans and demons. This is the sphere where the great drama can take place
when the gods fight with the demons, their arch-enemies. The full range of dance-related poses
can be found in these various situations. Within this sphere the builder of the complex, King
Suryavarman II, himself an earthly manifestation of Vishnu, is also shown surrounded by his
court, analogous to a heavenly court.

Two of the Large Panels, the Churning of the Milky Ocean and the Heavens and Hells,
reflect, in their iconography, the tripartite structure of the Meru symbolism and thus the
symbolism of Angkor Wat itself. They are divided into three superimposed horizontal registers.
In this hierarchical space the heavenly beings generally occupy the upper-most level, the action
takes place in the middle register, and the lowest register is reserved for the Indian-derived
hell scenes as well for marine animals representing the underworld in the ancient indigenous
cosmology.

One can divide the movement techniques of the figures in each register in the following
way. In the Churning of the Milky Ocean the underwater scene forms the lowest of the three

superimposed registers. The action of the churning is vigorously depicted in the middle register,
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while the highest register is reserved for the heavenly nymphs, the apsaras with their elegant,
courtly movements shown in the traditional pose of flying [4/8]. In the Heavens and Hells the
movements of the torturers in the lowest register repeat the strongly Indian-influenced turned-
out leg positions, the common attitudes of demons and Khmer warriors, while the eternally
happy inhabitants of the heavens of the two upper levels are portrayed in courtly and completely
static poses [4/7].

This scheme can be recognised within the complex as a whole. When one reaches the
uppermost parts of the temple the only human figures one can find are the so-called "devatas”,
holdingin their hands flowers, mirrors and fans repeating the gestures of self-beautifying while
seemingly walking ceremoniously in a rows in a similar way to that of the Javanese bedhaya
dancers today [4/5]. They surround the first enclosure and the holiest sanctum in the central
tower, which most probably, according to Indian custom, was reserved for rituals executed only
by the Brahman priests. It is not exactly clear which the cult image inside the sanctum was. When
Angkor Wat was turned into a Theravada Buddhist temple, the original statue was removed from
the sanctum. In an outer gallery of the complex there now stands a large statue of Vishnu, which
could have been the main icon of the shrine, but there is no way to verify it.

Whatever the visual representation of Vishnuworshipped in the sanctum was, the symbolism
of the "devatas” seems clear. They surround the king in his deified form and move in a courtly
procession round him. They represent the heavenly nymphs or concubines of the highest order,

since they are allowed to exist at the uppermost levels of the cosmology with Vishnu himself.

4.5 The Hierarchy of Movement

In spite of the fact that very few textual sources exist to throw light on dance during the whole
Angkorian period, the mere quantity, nevertheless, of various kinds of dance images found at
Angkor Wat and other Khmer temples seems to prove that dance had a prominent role in Khmer
culture. This is, no doubt, due to the fact that the religion practised during most of the heyday
of Angkorian culture was Brahmanic Hinduism, in which dance, as in India, had an extremely
important role, both in its mythology and rituals.

The most common type of dance image in Angkor Wat is a dancing female in an open-leg
position with one legbent up while the hands are in Indian-derived mudras [4/3]. Thisis clearly
a position derived from Indian dance tradition. However, in the reliefs of Angkor Wat, as well
as of other Khmer sanctuaries, the position has gone through an apparent localisation process.
This is shown by the extreme lowness of the position in which the heel of the uplifted leg often
touches the inner thigh of the supporting leg. This specific position, which is very difficult to
maintain for any length of time, creates an impression of a dynamic, fast movement.

These kinds of dancing females often appear as separate, single figures or in groups of two
or three dancing on lotus flowers. Sometimes they are also portrayed in a row in the friezes of
the interiors of temple halls. Because of their popularity and their uniformity it would be easy
to conclude that they represent merely an iconographic convention. However, they show a rich
variation of hand gestures. Moreover, dancing figures in similar positions also regularly appear

in larger dance scenes in which the instruments, processions and architectural settings are
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rather realistically portrayed [3/11, 3/12]. These two facts seem strongly to indicate that these
ﬁgures are, in fact, based on a dance tradition practised during this period.

These lively, dynamic dancers are generally labelled as "apsaras”, a definition which was
coined only during the post-Angkorian period. Some scholars, among them the present one,
have, however, suggested that they could also be interpreted as actual temple dancers, which are
often referred to in the Khmer inscriptions. Another group of female figures, so characteristic
of Angkor Wat, is the standing or walking female figures, often flanking the doorways and being
the sole inhabitants of the uppermost levels of the complex [4/5]. They also are sometimes
referred to as “apsaras” although they are most commonlylabelled as “devatas™. Theirrestrained
gracefulness and their various gestures of self-beautifying certainly correspond perfectly with
the description of devatas in the fifth-century chronicle quoted above. Thus, in the case of these
heavenly semi-gods the established term devata seems to be apt.

Only afew scholars have interpreted these devatas as dancers. However, an analogy between
the slow and solemn Central Javanese bedhaya dance and these devatas was pointed out above.
It might be possible that the restrained movements of the devatas, in fact, portray a kind of
ceremonial parade of the palace maidens. The only surviving contemporaneous travel account,
referred to above, certainly describes such a procession. Thus, in the context of the rather wide
definition of dance formulated in the introductory chapter, these devata figures could perhaps
be interpreted as dance images or at least dance-related images, too.

The third frequently portrayed pose in the reliefs of Angkor Wat and other Khmer temples
is the flexed open-leg position, found for example in military processions or in the Heaven
and Hells scenes of the Large Panels [4/9, 4/10]. It is clearly related to martial arts and is thus
almost solely reserved for male figures. This position is regarded as the most widespread feature
of Indian-influenced dance in Southeast Asia. Most of the figures portrayed in this position are
not exactly dance images, but rather dance-related ﬁgures, since they are not depicted actually
dancing but rather in positions adopted to dance and dance theatre.

A wide range of dance-related poses can be found in the narratives of the Large Panels of
Angkor Wat. As many of the myths portrayed in these narrative panels culminate in great battle
scenes, the reliefs consequently show figures in several types of positions related to fighting.
They include not only the above-mentioned flexed open-leg position but also poses related
to the use of weaponry, especially to archery [4/12]. Although these positions are clearly also
localised in Khmer reliefs, many of them, however, stem from the Indian tradition where
several fixed positions indicating the use of archery were categorised. The narrative reliefs often
also depict stylised sitting and riding poses, which can be classified as dance-related positions
[4/11, 4/12].

One crucial question is whether some of the scenes shown in the Large Panels, such as the
Churning of the Milky Ocean [4/8], could have been based on actual theatrical performances. In
the case of the Churning of the Milky Ocean this seems possible, as some scholarshave suggested.
This is supported by the fact that at least at the court of Pagan, as was already mentioned, and
at the Thai courts of Ayutthaya and Bangkok, as will be discussed in the next chapters, the
Indraphisekha ritual “pantomime” enacting the myth of the Churning of the Milky Ocean was

regularly preformed during the coronation ceremonies.
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If this assumption is correct, the fact that large-scale mythological dance dramas were
preformed by male actor-dancers would explain the contradiction between the Khmer
inscriptions and the imagery which never seems to show any male dancers. The hypothesis
favoured by this author is that male dancers participated in large-scale dance dramas, such as
the Indraphisekha. This is supported by the fact that at the Thai courts of Ayutthaya and Bangkok,
the inheritors of the Khmer legacy, the large-scale dance drama, khon, enacting scenes from
the localised Ramayana, was originally performed by male dancer-actors only. Indeed, when
one compares the dance-related information provided by the reliefs of Angkor with a still living
dance tradition, it is exactly khon and other early forms of Thai dance and dance drama that one
should look at. One could summarise this comparison as follows:

The low open-leg position of the popular female dance figures found in abundance in the
reliefs of Angkor Wat can still be identified in some positions of Thai classical dance. The flexed
open-leg position depicted frequently in the Heavens and Hells scenes of the Large Panels
of Angkor Wat are still the basic technique of the demonic characters of khon today. Most of
the stylised poses indicating archery as well as the fixed sitting and riding poses found in the
narrative reliefs of Angkor Wat can easily be recognised in the khon conventions of today, albeit
sometimes in more or less localised variants. Even the mask-like faces of the monkeys and
the demons as well as the conical, multi-faced heads of the leading demon characters of the
Churning of the Milky Ocean panel could be plausibly identified as the prototypes of today’s
khon masks [6/17].

The specific group of dance images, depicted in medallions in the so-called Tapestry Reliefs,
includes several kinds of dancing figures. Among them can be recognised the flexed open-leg
position and the dynamic movements of the female dancers. However, they also show some
dancing figures which do not seem to fit the main categories of Khmer dance imagery. They
can be explained by the fact that the Tapestry Reliefs are indeed based on contemporaneous
textiles. At least in Ayutthaya, the inheritor of the Khmer legacy, textiles based on Thai models
were made in India and then imported from there. It seems that this was the practice in Angkor
as well, which could explain why they include some dance poses that were uncommon in Khmer
imagery. Either they can be influenced by the tradition of the country of the origin of the textiles
or they were misinterpretations by craftsmen who were not familiar with Khmer dance and
iconography.

Finally, when turning to the main question of this study, i.e. what the dance images reveal
when examined in their architectural context, the key answer lies in the Meru symbolism of the
temple complex. As discussed in previous chapters, it is agreed that at the symbolic level Angkor
Wat represents the five-peaked Mount Meru with its surrounding seas and mountain ranges.
Vertically, this cosmological whole forms a tripartite structure which is completely ethicised i.e.
the good beings move upward while the bad ones fall. This also gives the poses and movements
of figures depicted within it a kind of moral quality. In Angkor Wat this hierarchy of movement
can be summarised as follows:

The movement is aggressive and powerful in the outer and lower parts of the complex as well
as in the lowest registers of its tripartite panels. The demons in the Hell scenes repeat the open-

flexed martial-arts-related poses of the warriors. Also, the dancing female figures of these
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levels, whether humans or heavenly apsaras execute their dance in an energetic way. Thus the
qualities of movement on the lower levels could be described as aggressive, energetic, earthly
and sensuous. On the other hand in the middle levels of the complex, for example in the Large
Panels, most of the dance image types typical of Khmer art are found as the gods intermingle
with humans and demons.

Ontheuppermostlevels of the complex, which reflects the tripartite cosmological hierarchy,
the movements slow down. Only the feet of their sole inhabitants, the heavenly devatas, and
their restrained gestures hint at some perceptible motion. Thus the qualities of movement on
the uppermost realms are restricted to the noble, slow and almost static ones only until the

movement finally ceases.
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Pagan: Dance and the
Burmese-Buddhist World-View

Pagan, at a bend of the Irrawaddy River in the dry zone of Upper Burma, is, with its almost
3ooo recorded brick monuments, the world’s largest archaeological site related to Buddhism'.
During its heyday, in the 11" to 13™ century, it was a big, international metropolis and a centre
of political and religious life. The murals of the temples suggest that monasteries and palaces
made of teak as well as more modest bamboo houses, such as those that can still be seen in
remote villages, were scattered among brick-constructed religious monuments.

The founders of the greatness of Pagan were Burmese who are believed to have emigrated from
South China to the Irrawaddy river area at some time in the 9™ and the 10™ centuries. According
to the famous 19™ century Burmese chronicle, the “Glass Palace Chronicle of Burmese Kings”,
the dynastic history of Pagan started in 1044, when King Anawrahta rose to power?. The dynastic
line of altogether twelve kings continued until 1298 when the political centre was shifted to
the north of Pagan, first to Pinya and later to Ava, which was to remain the country’s capital
from 1365 to 1557. In spite of the loss of its political power Pagan has continued to serve as
an important religious centre until our times. Religious buildings were also constructed there
during later periods and even the much debated, controversial rebuilding campaign of Pagan,
started by the present government in the early 1990s, is to some extent based on the continuity
of the local religious tradition®.

Before the arrival of the Burmese, Pagan was most probably a Pyu settlement. The
predominantly Buddhist Pyu culture, discussed in Chapter 3.6, had flourished in the early
centuries A.D. in large areas of Upper Burma. The Pyu capital of Srikshetra was destroyed by
an invasion from Yunnan in the mid 9™ century, at approximately the same time as a fortified
city following the typical Pyu design was founded in the place where Pagan was later to grow. The

Pyu influence on Pagan is undeniable. It is believed that some of Pagan’s monuments were built
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over earlier Pyubuildings, which is supported by the fact that thousands of Pyu-type bricks have
been found there (Stadtner 2005, 21).

Another source of influence was the Mon culture with its centre in the south-eastern part
of present-day Myanmar. Like the Pyu the Mon also shared the Buddhist religion originally
received from India. The Mon influence on the culture of Pagan was at least in some respects
considerable. The early inscriptions were written in Mon language and it is known that Mon
priests held important posts in the palace of Pagan®.

Pagan was a natural junction of trade routes and thus also of cultural exchange. Besides
the Pyu and Mon impact, influence from different parts of India, Sri Lanka, and to a lesser
degree from China shaped the culture of Pagan. The Mon delta trading posts, which served
the Southern Silk Road connecting China to Southeast Asia and further to India and the
Mediterranean world, were not far away. Contacts with South China were also possible via the
land route connecting Burma with Yunnan. Of all contacts the most dominant were those with
India, since they brought both Buddhism and Brahmanism to Pagan, as well as traditions of
literature and artistic prototypes.

The peak of the Pagan period from the 11™ to the early 13™ century was a time of political
expansion. Power was centralised and labour was imported from the surrounding territories.
Society was based on a kind of caste system in which the community was hierarchically
regimented into occupation-related groups (Strachan 1996, 19). On the lowest level were the
temple slaves. The elite consisted of nobles and heads of monasteries, whereas at the top of
the hierarchy stood the king, whose absolute power was legitimised by the Indian-derived
cosmology and the exalted conception of kingship.

Accordingto the Theravada Buddhist tradition, wealth should be distributed to the sangha or
religious community by acts of merit to ensure oneself a good karma. The most effective way of
merit making was the construction of religious buildings. This explains the enormous number
of religious monuments of different sizes and shapes found in Pagan. The richer the donor, the
mightier buildings he or she ordered to be constructed. The monuments were finished with
sculptures, stucco reliefs and mural paintings which provide all the Pagan period dance images
discussed below.

The eclipse of Pagan has traditionally been attributed to the Mongol invasion in the late
1280s. However, it is now admitted that there is no historical evidence to support the theory that
the Mongols seized the city of Pagan (Stadtner 2005, 26). The reasons for the shift of powerto the
north are not exactly known. Michael Aung-Thwin has suggested that it was exactly the merit-
making tradition which gradually led to the decline of Pagan. According to him the sangha grew
richer and richer while the revenues on which the power of the court and government rested
were drained and this made Pagan "a tempting object of plunder for enemy as well as tributary

states” (1985, 28).

5.1 The Belief System of Pagan

The predominant religion in the belief system of Pagan was Theravada Buddhism, which reached

its institutionalised form in Pagan during the reign of King Alaungsithu (1113-1169/70). Other
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ingredients were Mahayana Buddhism and Brahmanism (Aung—Thwin 1985, 24). No traces,
however, of the existence of any spirit worship of nats or spirits, so popular in Burma later, have
been found from the Pagan period (Stadtner 2005, 37).

Theravada Buddhism was probably received first from South India in its Sanskrit form and
from the 12™ century onward from Sri Lanka in its Pali form, once the contacts between the
countries were established. The core of the doctrine of Theravada Buddhism, i.e. everyday rules
for the monks, the sayings of the Buddha and the actual philosophy, are included in the Tripitaka
or the “Pali Canon”. An integral part of Theravada Buddhism is the biography of the Gautama
Buddha, which has survived in several yet surprisingly similar variants. In Pagan the most
popular version of the biography was the 5™ or 6™ century Nidanakatha received from Sri Lanka
(Ibid., 30—32). The Nidanakatha, as well as other biographies, describes the turning points and
great events of the Buddha’s life, which serve as the subject matter of much of Buddhist art in
Pagan as elsewhere in Asia.

The Jatakas or stories of previous births of the historical Buddha, included in the Pali canon,
were also an important source of subject matter for the artists of Pagan. These highly didactic
stories illustrate the moral virtues of the Buddha’s previous incarnations, which gradually led
to the final enlightenment. The Pagan Jataka tradition is believed to be based on the Sri Lankan
series of 547 stories, although in Pagan three more Jatakas were added to the collection (Bautze-
Picron 2003, 68—78). In Pagan, as well as in other Buddhist cultures in Southeast Asia, the last
ten Jatakas are especially venerated as a collection called the Mahanipata.

Besides the historical Gautama Buddha, the the Buddhas of previous ages were also
venerated. The number of these varies in different traditions. In the Pagan period the number
totalled 28, the Gautama Buddha being the last of them. The life stories of these previous
Buddhas followed the basic line of Gautama’s biography, although in visual representation each
of them is seated under a different kind of tree at their moment of enlightenment. The last four
of the 28 Buddhas form a specific group often venerated in Pagan temples, each one facing a
different direction. They are the Buddhas of our present age. Besides the Buddhas of the past
and present Maitreya or the Buddha of the future was also included in the belief system, which
resulted in an exceptional grouping of five Buddhas.

Mahayana Buddhist themes such as bodhisattvas can also be found among the murals of
the temples. However, there is no evidence that actual Mahayana worship was practised. It
is now believed that the Mahayana influence was limited to motifs and the style of art, which
were adopted from East India, especially from the Pala kingdom with the Nalanda monastery-
university as its religious centre. The Pala influence on Pagan art can be recognised in many
fields, in sculpture, painting and architecture.

Pagan had close contacts with religious centres of East India, especially Bodhgaya with its
famous temple commemorating the Buddha’s enlightenment. Burmese craftsmen participated
in its repairs and maintenance (Stadtner 2005, 150) and a replica of it was built in Pagan. The
Mahayana elements were smoothly adapted to form an organic part of the otherwise Theravada-
dominated religion and imagery. Moreover, it has been pointed out that the whole theoretical
division between different Buddhist sects, as often emphasised by 20™ century scholars,

probably did not even exist during the Pagan period.
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Indian influence on the Pagan belief system was not limited only to Buddhism. Also
Brahmanic and later Hindu elements found their ways to Pagan, at least to a certain degree.
From the time of the birth of the Buddhist art tradition in the second and the third century
A.D. Brahmanic deities were already depicted in the Buddhist context and some of them were
included inthe Buddhist cosmology as well. Actually, Brahmanic elements were present in Pagan
from the earliest times, probably due to the older Pyu tradition. There was also a settlement of
Indian traders in Pagan, although only one Hindu temple has survived.

Itisbelieved (Aung-Thwin 1985, 34—36) that the Brahmanic-Hindu influence was strongest
in court circles. Court ceremonies and rituals were Hindu in character and they were often
performed by Brahman priests. Coronation ceremonies were celebrated by enacting the story
of the Churning of the Milky Ocean as a Indraphisekha play and, for instance, King Kyanzittha
(1084—1113) traced his descent from Vishnu. In one inscription he was even identified with the
family of Prince Rama (Stadtner 2005, 38). Thus the Brahmanic-Hindu elements seem to have
served the political need to legitimise the king’s power more than the religious life of ordinary
people. However, some Hindu deities found their way to Pagan’s religious imagery. Like the
Mahayana motifs, they were also adjusted to the local belief system.

While clearly Buddhist in origin, Burmese cosmology combines elements from all the above-
mentioned religions. This is recorded and illustrated in numerous post-Pagan manuscripts,
but most probably that was already the case, in one form or another, during the Pagan period
(Herbert 2002, 77). Like the celebrated Thai cosmology, the Traiphum, which was discussed in
Chapter 3.3, the Burmese universe was also divided into three basic levels, that of the material
world in which the law of karma still applies, the corporeal world and finally the world of
formlessness. All these states were further divided into sub-levels, altogether 31 in number.

While the exact sources of Burmese cosmology are not known its general structure is
common with the other Buddhist cosmologies. However, local flavour was given in the post-
Pagan times, for example, by the Burmese nat spirits as well as by the multi-tiered pyathat
towers of Burmese wooden palaces and monasteries, the former residing above the world
of men, the latter representing, in the illustrated manuscripts, celestial abodes. Whatever
the form in which the cosmology was known during the Pagan period, it clearly provided an
ethicised, hierarchical structure, which is reflected in Pagan’s religious monuments and their

iconographical programmes.

5.2 Stupas, Temples and their Function

The two main types of Pagan’s religious monuments are the solid stupas and the temples with
interior spaces. As already discussed in Chapter 3.2 the stupa originates from early Indian
hemispherical mounds crowned by multiple stone umbrellas. They were constructed to
enshrine relics, which was the function of Pagan’s stupas as well. In Burmese a stupa is called
zedi. The earliest stupas found in Burma are often related to the Pyu culture (Aung-Thwin 2005,
210). However, according to more recent studies, only one surviving zedi can safely be dated to
the Pyu period (Stadtner1998, 47). Its tapering cylindrical shape is repeated in some of Pagan’s

zedi structures, echoing a possible continuation of the Pyu tradition.
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FIG 5/1
SHWEZIGON STUPA. STRACHAN 1996.

Influence from East Indian Pala architecture is evident in many of Pagan’s zedis. The Sri
Lankan stupa type may also have influenced the stupa architecture of Pagan, but to a lesser
degree than the Pala prototypes. Zedis in Pagan varied greatly in shape and size from the
bulbous, probably Py'u—inﬂuenced ones to the domed Pala-influenced ones. However, no linear
stylistic development can be traced in the Pagan’s stupa architecture (Aung-Thwin 2005, 206).
The largest zedis were often designed in a bell shape, such as the famous Shwezigon [5/1]. The
bell-shaped stupa became the landmark of Burmese architecture, culminating later in the 15™
century Shwedagon in Rangoon.

The impression created by the hundreds of monuments of Paganis that of diversity. However,
according to their ground plan, the basic temple types can be divided into two groups, that with
a solid core encircled by a corridor [5/2] and that with an open vaulted temple chamber, also
often surrounded by a corridor® [5/3]. Furthermore, the temples can be grouped according
to the number of their entrances. The most common type, the one-faced temple, has only
one main entrance, usually facing east and resulting in an asymmetric ground plan. Another
type, the four-faced, has four entrances facing the main directions and having a more or less
symmetric ground plan. Variation is created by the differing sizes and shapes of the entrance
halls and the corridors.

Some of the largest of Pagan’s temples, such as Sulamani, Htilominlo and Thatbyinnyu, have
two stories [5/4], although their ground plan follows the model of the ordinary, one-storied
solid core type. In these temples a square hall is built on top of the solid core of the ground
floor. The largest temples are traditionally dated to the 11™ and 12™ centuries, but due to the
lack of temple inscriptions the exact building date of only a very few temples is actually known.
A feature unique to Burmese temple architecture is the pentagonal ground plan. Its appearence
was due to the worship of Maitreya, the Buddha of the future, together with the four Buddhas of

our era, which created the need for five cult figures, each facing its own entrance hall.
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FIG 5/2
SOLID-CORE TEMPLE TYPE: TAYOKPYI TEMPLE.
SRADTNER 2005.

FIG 5/3
HOLLOW-CORE TEMPLE TYPE: PAHTOTHAMYA
TEMPLE. SRADTNER 2005.

The imposing interiors of many temples would not have been technically possible without
the masterful knowledge of vaulting technique, unusual in Southeast Asia. The Pagan architects
and master builders used several vaulting techniques, the cloistered vault, the barrel vault,
the cupola, the % barrel, and the 2 barrel and adapted them according to their suitability for
various parts of the buildings (Aung-Thwin 2005, 217). The number of bricks needed in the
construction was enormous. It is estimated, for example, that the building of the largest temple,
Dhammayazika, required some six million bricks (Stadtner 2005, 55).

The outerwalls ofthe earlytempleshad rows of small windows, creatingashadowyatmosphere
in the interior spaces. Later, the windows as well as the doorways grew in size, increasing the
light in the interiors. Another development was the growth of the doorway projections, which
came to dominate the architecture and provided long halls with their own facades on each side
of the building (Ibid., 64.). The impression of the diversity of forms in the temples is further
emphasised by a rich variation in their superstructures. In fact, they can be divided into two
main groups, those derived from the form of a stupa and those based on the shape of a sikhara,
the curvilinear temple tower developed in North India.

It is not known from where exactly in India the form of the sikhara tower was adopted but
the most probable source seems to be Pala India. The Pala influence stretched from c. 750 to

1200 and covered large areas from present-day Bihar to Bengal. However, as extremely little has
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Seated Buddha within
upper storey shrine.

FIG 5/4 TWO-STORIED TEMPLE TYPE: THATBYINNYU TEMPLE. SRADTNER 2005.

survived from Pala architecture, there is no exact evidence that the Pala kingdom was the source
of Pagan sikharas. The Indian influence is also reflected in the Burmese name for a temple.
They are called gu or ku, which is related to the Pali and Sanskrit word guha meaning a cave. The
basic symbolism of both the stupa and the sikhara is deeply rooted in the idea of Mount Meru,
emphasising the cosmological connotation of the temple buildings.

In Burma both the stupa and the temple are called hpaya. It is a word used for sacred objects
of worship, such as a Buddha statue, a votive tablet, a temple, a stupa or even the king (Strachan
1996, 10). A religious monument was a kind of merit-producing machine in itself. The act of
its construction was already an act of merit-making. Temples were built by the kings as well as
by members of their families, officials and merchants for the accumulation of good karma. The
amount of hpaya was increased by the placing of relics and votive objects, such as small Buddha
reliefs, inside the stupas, into the solid cores of the temples and inside the Buddha statues of
stuccoed brick. It was believed that a religious monument emanated its sacredness, beneﬁting
not only its builder but the whole world.

Unfortunately, very little is known about the actual rituals which took place in the temples.
The fact that they are called gu or ku, denoting a cave, seems to indicate that the earliest
prototypes of Pagan’s one-faced temples were the Buddhist cave temples of North India. This,

together with some of the surviving inscriptions, supports the idea that the early rituals were
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related to Indian bhakti practices, in which the devotee focuses his or her loving attention on a
religious image. The image is adored, dressed and treated as the most honoured guest. Indeed,
the surviving inscriptions list not only the ritual food offerings donated to temples, but also
the necessary garments for a Buddha statue including, for example, an outer robe, an inner
garment, a gold couch, bed covers and pillows, a betel box etc. (Strachan 1996, 17).

Whether the ritual circumambulation of the buildings took place in Pagan is uncertain.
It has been a part of rituals in some Buddhist cultures, and the basement terraces of Pagan’s
stupas and the encircling corridors of many temples would have also made this ritual possible
in Pagan. However, access to the upper terraces of the temples was very difficult and no literary
evidence exists to support the idea that the circumambulation formed a part of the religious
rituals in Pagan.

Paul Strachan speculates that the rather plain temple interiors of today were “cluttered
with regal objects and requisites, a clamour of activity as food offerings were shuttled from
the kitchens down passageways crowded with chanting devotees, to be offered to the rousing
din of xylophones, drums and castanets, amidst the lustrous blaze of brightly coloured wall
paintings, gilded furnishings and ﬂapping banners and hangings” (Ibid., 17). Among all these
activities dance was also performed, as is indicated by several reliefs and murals discussed on

the following pages.

5.3 The Iconographical Programmes of the Temples

To further enhance the sacredness of the temples, cult images were placed on the altars and in
the corridors and their walls were covered with reliefs and murals. The materials and techniques
included reliefs made of stucco, ceramics, wood and stone as well as full-round sculptures made
of stone, brick and wood. The inner temple walls were covered with murals. Dance images were
created by all these media. Before one focuses on the actual dance images, it is useful to discuss
the overall visual programmes to which they belong. They will be examined, starting from the
temple exteriors and continuing to the interiors.

The most common technique used on the exteriors of the temples is stucco. In fact all
the brick temples were wholly covered with it. Much of the stuccoed walls were, however,
left plain, the ornamental reliefs mostly concentrated in the lower and, especially, upper
friezes and around the windows and doorways. The roof terraces were often decorated with
architectural elements such as miniature stupas, horizontal and vertical extensions etc. The
most common theme in the uppermost registers is the frightening yet auspicious lion-like head
of a kirtimukha, a common motif in Pala art and also found in other Hindu-Buddhist cultures
in Southeast Asia. Certain kinds of loops, composed of strings of pearls or flowers, sprout out
from the kirtimukhas’ mouths, joining the heads together with a continuous ornamental motif.
Inside these loops there are floral designs. Sometimes geese or human figures, in one case even
dancing ones, are shown beneath this basic pattern [5/5].

The windows and the doors framed by architectural motifs are topped by waved arches
with crocodile-like makara heads at the ends. Makara is another mythical creature common
in Buddhist art in India, Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia. The arches are decorated with vertical,
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FIG 5/5 STUCCO FRIEZE FROM THE C.12"—13™ CENTURY MAHABODHI TEMPLE, PROBABLY REFURBISHED IN THE
20" CENTURY. PHOTOGRAPH AUTHOR 2003.

flame-like projections and against their background there are often horizontal terrace-like
registers, again a theme common in Pala art. The decoration of the lowest part of the walls
is simpler, consisting mainly of upward-pointing triangular patterns with floral designs.
Sometimes the stucco decoration also includes motifs like deities, seated Buddhas in various
mudras, ogres, vases etc.

In spite of some variation, the motifs of the stucco reliefs in Pagan were rather uniform
and also long-lasting; they are also common in later periods. However, according to Donald
M. Stadtner (2005, 48—49), two successive styles can be distinguished in the Pagan period
ornamentation. The earlier one, characterised by its boldness and its execution in high relief,
continued until about the second half of the 12™ century. From then on until the 13™ century,
the prevailing style was executed as low relief and had a kind of “lace-like” character. To alesser
degree the stucco ornamentation also continues in the interiors of the temples concentrating
there mainly in the frames of the niches and entrances as well as in the thrones of the Buddha
statues.

A narrative-didactic element was added to the exteriors of many stupas and some of the
temples, such as the 11™—12™ century Ananda temple, by ceramic tiles. They show mythical
creatures in relief, such as animal-headed deities, and monstrous members of Mara’s army.
However, the most common theme is the Jatakas [5/6]. That is why these ceramic estampages
are commonly known as “Jataka tiles” and there are thousands of them in Pagan. They are glazed
most often with various shades of green®. The scene shown on a tile isusually identified by means

of a short description written either in Mon or Old Burmese characters on its lower frame.
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FIG5/6

GLAZED JATAKA TILE WITH

A DANCING FIGURE FROM

THE 12" CENTURY FIVE-SIDED
STUPA OF DHAMMA - YAZIKA.
PHOTOGRAPH AUTHOR 2003.

FIG 5/7

DANCING FIGURE FROM THE
CENTRAL SECTION OF THE
PAGAN-PERIOD WOODEN DOOR,
NOW IN THE COMPOUND OF
THE SHWEZIGON STUPA IN
PAGAN.

PHOTOGRAPH AUTHOR 2003.



The tiles in the Ananda temple are arranged so that the deities march along the east face
of temple’s base and Mara’s army marches along the west face, creating a dramatic tension
between the positive and negative elements and recalling the moments just before the Buddha’s
enlightenment. One of the largest series of Jataka tiles survives on the upper roof terraces. The
first 137 Jatakas are each represented by a single tile, whereas almost 400 tiles are dedicated to
the last ten Jatakas.

Considering the didactic nature of the Jatakas and the fact that each tile includes a written
description, it would be natural to assume that Ananda’s tiles also served a didactic purpose.
However, because access to the upper terraces is difficult and restricted it is possible that the
tiles were not meant to be seen, but had a more iconic-kind of function, that is to enhance the
sacredness of the monument. The case was probably the same with many of the murals, which
were executed in the very narrow and dark passages of the interiors (Brown 1997).

One original Pagan-period wooden doorway has survived to give information about this
intermediary element connecting the exterior to the interior’. It was found in 1922 and is now
on display within the compound of the Shwezigon stupa. It is four metres high and decorated
with carved reliefs showing musicians and dancers [5/7]. Wood was a prominent material in
Pagan and it is known that large wooden monasteries also existed among the brick monuments
(Fraser-Lu 2001, 27)

The main function of Pagan temples was the worship of a Buddha statue. Inasolid-core-type
temple the principal image was placed against the wall facing the entrance hall. In the hollow-
core temple it was placed in the sanctum hall, likewise facing the entrance. The principal
Buddha statue is most often shown seated in the earth-touching gesture (bhumisparsamudra)
denoting the moment before the Buddha’s enlightenment when he defeated the demon Mara.
It is still the most common mudra in Burmese Buddha representations today. The whole temple
was designed to focus on this central image, which was the object of the bhakti-kind of worship
of the devotees visiting the temple.

The principal statues are large in size and thus they are most often made of brick, covered
with stucco and painted. As mentioned before, they contained votive objects and have often
been pierced by treasure hunters of the later centuries. Smaller statues, either made in the
same technique or sculpted in stone, were placed in ritually less important spaces, such as the
encircling walls of the sanctum and the corridors. A theme often repeated in the sanctum walls
of temples is the twenty-eight Buddhas of the past.

As Pagan Buddhism was predominantly a form of the Theravada school, the main Buddha
statue is consequently usually the historical Gautama Buddha. However, because of the Mahayana
influence, the main statue can sometimes also represent one of the four Buddhas of our era, or
Maitreya, the Buddha of the future. As mentioned before, they were occasionally worshipped
together in a group of five Buddhas.

Sometimes sculptures, or rather high reliefs, show scenes from the Buddha’s life. They
are based on the various biographies of the Buddha already discussed earlier. In the Ananda
temple an exceptional series of eighty stone sculptures describing the important moments in
the Buddha’s life is scattered on the walls of its encircling corridor. Besides the Buddhas or

scenes from the Buddha's life, other motifs were also executed as sculptures. They include large
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standing male figures, most probably bodhisattvas adopted from the Mahayana iconography of
Pala art. Buddha's disciples were sometimes also represented by statues.

The style of sculpture was dominated by Indian Gupta and later, especially, by Pala
prototypes. However, these styles were quickly localised. There are different views about the
stylistic development of Pagan sculpture. For the purpose of this work it may be sufficient to
draw a very rough outline of the development. The stylistic phases can be observed better in
stone sculpture, since most of the large brick and stucco statues have been rebuilt in recent
times. The early phase was dominated by stylised, sharp and accentuated features. By the mid-
12™ century, the bodies broadened and became shorter, while the faces grew rounder (Strachan
1996, 25). Many Buddha statues in Pagan, however, originate from later periods or are heavily
restored and this sometimes creates a stylistic confusion.

The walls of the temples were covered by murals. Much has been destroyed by time, by later
additions and by the climate. Owing to the relatively dry climatic conditions in Pagan, a great
number of murals have, however, survived in considerably good shape. Of the over goo temples
built from the 11™ to 14™ century almost 350 still have parts of murals left (Stadtner 2005, 79).
They were painted with the fresco secco or the dry-fresco technique by the use of, most probably,
cloth paintings as models. Before the actual execution of the dry-fresco painting the walls were
divided into grids by horizontal and vertical lines. The small squares either could be used as
frames for smaller paintings, such as Jataka scenes, or were employed to ensure the symmetry
of bigger compositions. Inscriptions in Mon, Sanskrit, Pali or Burmese were often written
beneath the scenes to explain the action shown.

The statues and the murals together form organic visual programmes. The bodhi tree, for
example, in the background of a three-dimensional cult-statue of the Gautama Buddha, was
often painted on the wall as were other types of trees attributed to the twenty-eight Buddhas of
the past. Thus the visual programme, which liturgically focused on the cult statue, continued
smoothly on the temple walls as murals. The programmes were based on the seemingly endless
supply of subject matter provided by the Pali Canon, the Jatakas, cosmology and other doctrines
adapted to Pagan Theravada Buddhism. Although the murals follow certain strict iconographic
rules, no temple is identical with another one. The distribution of themes, the colour schemes
etc. differ drastically.

Stylistically, the murals can be roughly divided into two phases. According to Stadtner
(2005, 85—87) the early style from the late 11™ or the early 12™ to the beginning of the 13™
century was clearly connected with the Pala pictorial conventions, still verifiable in surviving
Pala palm-leaf manuscripts. The interior walls were only used as a flat surface to display
paintings and statues placed in niches. The second phase, from the beginning of the 13™
century, aimed to create an illusion of three-dimensional architecture by imitating arches,
pillars and pilasters amongwhich the paintings were now placed. Overlapping motifs, growing
out from their former frames, appeared and large panels with Buddha figures reflecting the
possible influence of Tibetan and Nepalese cloth paintings or thangkas were executed in
prominent places.

Besides the actual Buddha panels, the Gautama Buddha is often depicted in other

iconographic programmes as well. The sermons delivered by him, the flaming Buddha motif
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and the Buddha reclining on cosmic waters are often repeated themes. The renderings of the
Buddha’s life, however, are the most popular themes in the narrative series. These regularly
show the main events of his life, such as the four encounters after his departure from the
palace, the awakening and beginning of his teaching carrier, his eight miraculous deeds, and
finally his demise. When the lives of the Buddhas of the past are visualised, their biographies
follow the same outline as the life of the Gautama Buddha. The Buddha iconography seems to be
based predominantly on Sri Lankan textual sources whereas its style is strongly related to the
Northeast Indian Pala visual tradition.

The Jatakas also provide subject matter for the narrative-didactic painting series besides
the events of the Buddha’s life. They can be distributed on the walls of the inner shrine or they
can form akind of pictorial frame for a Buddha figure in a large panel or they can be distributed
as a frieze in a lower part of the wall. Very often, however, the Jatakas are painted as series of
small rectangular panels in the entrance halls of the temples. The style of these small paintings
is almost pictographic in character, somewhat resembling modern comic strips. In many of
the iconographical programmes they seem to have a kind of “preparatory” role, creating an
impression that the lives of the previous Buddhas were “leading to the historical existence of
the Buddha” (Bautze-Picron 2003, 72).

The visual programmes include many subsidiary themes, such as the Mahayana-derived
bodhisattvas. Their identities are not always clear. They often serve as guardian figures of the
principal statue or flank the entrances. Brahmanic gods and semi-gods frequently appear in
the programmes as they have done in Buddhist art since the early centuries A.D. The gods most
often portrayed are Indra and Brahma, who both play a central role in the lore concerning the
Buddha. Monks canbe seen everywhere in paintings. They are depicted in the paintings showing
events of the Buddha’s life and often they kneel and venerate the central image of the Buddha. A
theme which outgrew its original context in Pagan is Mara’s attacking army. It usually belongs to
the moment of the Buddha’s enlightenment, but in Pagan it sometimes forms an independent
and highly dramatic motif by itself.

These main iconographical themes are flanked by ornamental motifs among which smaller
mythological creaturesare oftenshown. These “ornamental” motifs include several architectural
shapes as well as foliage, creepers, lotuses, other flowers and some abstract motifs, such as
pointed obovals. The mythological figures include, among others, kirtimukha heads, makaras,
flying human figures, small bodhisattvas, dancers, couples making love and kinnaris. The
kinnari and kinnara figures in Pagan are mostly shown as composite creatures combining the
lower part of a bird’s body with a human torso and head. All these motifs have their important
roles in creating the impression of the supernatural beauty of a heavenly palace.

The iconographical programmes also include themes hinting at yet another interpretation
of the temple. It is not only a metaphor for the heavenly palace, but it can also be seen as the
cosmic body of the Buddha. The cosmological motifs include the sun and the moon, above
which Buddha is often seated. They include also direct elements from the Buddhist cosmology,
such as Mount Meru and its heavenly lakes. The Buddha’s footprints with their 108 auspicious
signs are frequently shown on the ceilings of the entrance halls and central wings. They recall

the presence of the Buddha above the devotee (Bautze-Picron 2003, 26—27).
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The ultimate goal of the visual programmes of Pagan’s temples could be summarised in the

words of Claudine Bautze-Picron:

The overwhelming ornamentation was perceived as a prayer to the Buddha and his
teachings; it shows how monuments were thought of as reflections of the cosmos
and of the Buddhahood. The richness of the decoration transforms these temples
into heavenly palaces, propelling the devotee into another dimension: he stands
in the infinite and eternal universe with the world of the gods above his head,

and the history of Buddhism from the unknown beginning of the universe to the

unbounded future all around him. (Ibid., 208)

5.4 Dance Depicted

Before turning to the dance images and their distribution in the visual programmes of the
temples, it is the time to consider what kind of dance or dance poses are depicted in these
images. Dance images in Pagan’s temples are numerous indeed. They are executed in all the
media known in Pagan art, i.e. as stucco reliefs, glazed Jataka tiles, wooden reliefs and, above
all, as murals. Considering the categories of dance images discussed in Chapter 2.3, most of
them are either still in situ in the temple context (111), or at least have belonged to it even if now
in museums. Further, some of them belong to the narrative context (11) although most of them
belongto the type of various portrayals of dancers (8). It is noteworthy that most Pagan art is still
in Myanmar, either in Pagan or at the National Museum in Rangoon as well as in some smaller
museums.

No actual dancing gods (p) can be found, but some of the semi-gods belonging to the
Buddhist cosmology (c) are depicted in the familiar dance-related flying pose discussed several
times before. (Bautze-Picron 2003, plate 174). Many murals and some of the base reliefs of
Buddha statues show portrayals of (a) dance scenes. The precision of the portrayal of dance
poses varies greatly. For example, on the glazed Jataka tiles the poses and their details [5/6],
such as the positions of the hands and the ﬁngers, are rather roughly portrayed, whereas in
some of the stone reliefs and paintings the execution is sharp and explicit [5/15].

A common theme among the dance images are dancing musicians. Sometimes they are
shown together with dancers who are taking part in a celebration, such as a religious procession
[5/8.5/9] (Luce 1969, plate 241). The male musicians play instruments, such as drums, conch
shells and cymbals and they are portrayed in extremely energetic poses in the stretched, wide
open-leg position, which enables change in in the weight of the body from side to side. The
impression is that of a lively, dynamic dance.

There is no doubt that the performances of these dancing musicians belong to the same
widespread genre of processional dances which lives to this day, for example, in Manipur,
bordering Burma, and in Sri Lanka, with which Pagan had close religious contacts. In Manipur
the processions are performed in a Hindu context, whereas in Lanka they belong to the same
Theravada Buddhist tradition as in Pagan. The most famous of the many Buddhist processions

of Sri Lanka is the annual Kandy Perahera, during which the revered relic, the Buddha’s tooth,
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FIG 5/8
DANCING MUSICIANS, COPIES OF MURALS.
LUCE, 1969.

FIG 5/9
FEMALE DANCER, COPY OF A MURAL.
LUCE 1969.

is brought out of its temple and carried by an elephant around the city of Kandy. The majestic
procession is accompanied by dancers and dancing musicians [5/10]. The instruments played
by the musicians are similar to the ones in the Pagan murals.

Many of the dancers of the murals, most often females, shown as either dancing together
with the musicians (Luce 1969, plate 166 ¢) or alone or in group formation, are depicted in the
standard position with open-bent legs and one uplifted foot [5/9]. This position is common for
example among the apsaras of Angkor Wat. This position, its connection with Indian tradition
and its spread throughout Southeast Asia is discussed in depth in Chapter 2, where Kapila
Vatsyayan was already quoted pointing out that “...it would appear that in the ninth century
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the whole region, ranging from Western India and Burma to Cambodia and Java, had evolved a
dance-style which followed identical principles of movement” (1977b, 3).

This open-leg position of female dancers has, however, disappeared from present-day
Burmese dance. As Noel F. Singer has noted (1995, 2) the posture in which the legs are held open
and bent at the knees, so characteristic of Pagan dance images, is "avoided by modern Burmese
female dancers”. This may be due to changes in etiquette and, consequently, in costume. In the
post-Pagan period the female dance costume has imitated a court dress marked by a long and
narrow lower garment, which simply makes it impossible to execute an open-leg position. The
elasticity of the lower body is now, however, ensured by a deep S-like curve of the legs and the
back.

Some of the female dancers in the murals of Pagan are shown in more complicated positions,
which recall the poses of Indian classical dances, such as bharatanatyam of Tamil Nadu or odissi
of Orissa, East India [5/11] (Bautze-Picron 2003, plates 145 and 188). A remarkable dance
image can be found in one of the decorative roundels situated below the window openings in
the Myinkaba Kubyaukgyi temple, built in 1113. It shows a scantily dressed female dancer and a
male drummer, also in a dance pose [5/12]. The fluidity of their slim bodies gives the painting
an erotic atmosphere. The elastic curve of the torso, the downward pointing resting hand and

the upper arm bent back connects the painting with the classical Indian solo dance forms, such

FIG 5/10

THE VES DANCE, THE MOST
FAMOUS OF THE KANDYAN
DANCES, SRI LANKA.
PHOTOGRAPH AUTHOR 2005.

FIG 5/11

FLORAL BAND WITH
DANCING FIGURES,
HPAYATHONZU TEMPLE.
BAUTZE-PICRON 2003.




FIG 5/12 ROUNDEL PAINTING WITH A FEMALE DANCER AND A MALE DRUMMER FROM THE 12" CENTURY KUBYAUKGYI
(MYINKABA) TEMPLE. STRACHAN 1996.

as odissi. The similarity with the contemporary Indian tradition becomes clear if this roundel
painting is compared, for example, with the famous dancing figure in one of the surviving
murals of the 12™ century Thanjavur Shiva temple in South India.

The Myingkaba Kubyaukgyi temple happens to be the earliest dated temple in Pagan. As
discussed above, the early style of Pagan mural painting, to which this roundel thus belongs,
is marked by more or less direct loans from Pala art. Whether this dynamic dance scene also
belongs to the iconographical repertoire borrowed from Pala art is a crucial quention. This is

supported by the observation by Stadtner that states that

The painted roundels with dancing figures at the Kubyauk-gyi temple (Myinkaba)
bear an uncanny resemblance to roundels found among the 11™ century painting at
Alchi in the Ladakh region of Kashmir. Such a similarity is more than coincidental,

since both regions were eager recipients of Pala influence. (2005, 74,

This could indicate two things: firstly, that the dance figures depicted in the roundels are simply
motifs adopted from Pala iconography. Secondly, it can also be proof that there existed in the
whole region of Pala cultural sphere an Indian-influenced dance tradition of its own. As it
happened to Pala architecture and to Pala culture as a whole, the dance tradition may also have
disappeared from Northeast India at some time by the mid-13™ century. Thus Pagan could have
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been the heir of this dance tradition as it was the heir of many other Pala influences as well.
This could explain the strong Indian flavour still to be felt in present-day Burmese dance. The
footwork, many of the body and arm positions as well as the eye and neck movements repeated
in the classical dance training series are clearly related to the Indian tradition. Certainly, the
technique and the general style are localised and unmistakably Burmese in character.

One speciality, which gives present-day Burmese dance its specific character, is the
angularity of the arm movements. According to the Pyu dance image already discussed this
quality seems to have been already present in the Pyu period. As in other fields of the arts, the
Pyu influence also was felt in music, as is shown by an inscription written to commemorate the
building of King Kyanzittha’s (1084—1113) palace. It informs us that during the celebrations
people were “singing Myanma songs, Mon songs and Pyu songs”®. Thus it seems plausible that
the Pyu dance tradition was also adopted by the Burmese during the Pagan period (Zaw Pale &
Khin Win New 1998, 55). Consequently, present-day Burmese dance could include elements
not only from the extinct Northeast Indian dance tradition but also from the indigenous Pyu
tradition. There were further influences later from the Thai capital of Ayutthaya when the
Burmese seized it first in 1758 and again in 1767 and brought Ayutthaya’s court artists to Ava
(Mattani 1993, 21).

In a dance pose frequently shown in Pagan temples one leg of the dancer is strongly bent
towards the back [5/13] (Bautze-Picron 2003, plate 185). The torso is curved backwards and the
face turned to the backwards bent foot. Acrobatic poses, perhaps related to this, can be found
in a series of Indian karana reliefs in the Chidambaram temple in South India, discussed in
Chapter 2.3. However, there are obvious differences. Compared with the karanas, in Pagan
art the dancer’s torso is often more strongly curved. The face is turned towards the bent foot,
whereas in the karana reliefs the face is usually shown en face. In Pagan paintings dancer’s poses
are again marked by the angularly bent arms, a feature which, as discussed above, may originate

from the Pyu tradition.

FIG 5/13 ROUNDEL PAINTINGS WITH SWORD DANCERS FROM THE 12™ CENTURY KUBYAUKGYI (MYINKABA) TEMPLE.
BAUTZE-PICRON 2003.
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Similar poses are depicted in reliefs of a wooden door now on display within the compound
of Shwezigon stupa [5/7]. A comparison with the decorative roundel paintings in the Myinkaba
Kubyaukgyi temple shows a difference in their execution, possibly due to the different media.
The female dancer with scarves in her hands, carved on the wooden door, seems more static in
character compared with the male sword dancers, who are painted with fluent lines, creating
an impression of dynamic speed. It is noteworthy that present-day Burmese dance includes
similar kinds of poses. For example, the often performed puppet-style dance of the Magician
regularly includes a jump-like movement in which the main characteristics of these Pagan

period dance images can still be recognised.

5.5 Dance in the Iconographical Programmes

Compared with Angkor Wat the number of dance images found in the temples of Pagan is
less profuse. There are, no doubt, hundreds of dance images on the walls of Pagan’s Buddhist
temples, but in the Hindu temple of Angkor Wat alone the dance-related images can be counted
in their thousands. The primary reason for this difference can be explained by the dissimilar
religions and their attitudes towards dance. As already above discussed, one of the main Hindu
gods, Shiva, creates and destroys the universe by his powerful dance. Many other Hindu gods
and semi-gods also express themselves by dance. This naturally gives dance a central role in the
iconographical programmes of Hindu temples.

The dance was also physically present in Angkor Wat as well as in the Hindu temples of South
India, which served as its distant prototypes. The Indian temples had hundreds of devadasis
or female temple servants who worshipped the main statue of the temple with their dances.
According to the Khmer inscriptions, in Angkor Wat there may also have been hundreds of
female dancers employed, as discussed in Chapter 4.1. It is true that Pagan’s temples also
employed both musicians and dancers among their temple slaves (Stadtner 2005, 25), but what
their role was in the Buddhist rituals is not exactly known.

However, some of the dance images give us hints of the duties of dancers in the temples of
Pagan. As discussed above, several murals show open-legged dancers and dancing musicians
participating in religious festivities. In a mural in Myinkaba Kubyaukgyi dancers are
worshipping a Buddha image (Bautze-Picron 2003, plate 22) and dancers in similar functions
are also depicted in the 20™ century mural copies [5/14] (Luce 1969, plates 166 ¢ and p). They
seem to depict public celebrations on a grand scale. One relief also shows a more intimate kind
of devotional dance performance. In the base of a 12™ century statue showing the Great Decease
of the Buddha, a couple of dancing musicians are performing among the devotees. It is most
likely that these dance images give us fairly reliable information about the role of the temple
musicians and dancers in Pagan. At least one of their duties was to perform at various religious
functions, the most common of them being a form of religious procession.

Although dance does not seem to have such a prominent role in Buddhism as it has in
Hinduism Buddhist literature, however, often refers to it. Accordingto Kapila Vatsyayan, Indian
Buddhist literature mentions dance on several occasions (1977a, 182—185). On the whole,

Buddhism valued the arts, although in the field of the performing arts music was regarded as a
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FIG 5/14 DANCERS CELEBRATING A BUDDHA STATUE, KUBYAUKGYI (MYINKABA) . BAUTZE-PICRON 2003.

higher art form than the more corporeal dance. Dance, nevertheless, could be performed as a
sophisticated court entertainment. It was also rated as a skill, which should form a part of the
education of cultured courtesans. Indeed, in the Buddhist literary tradition professional female
dancers were often regarded as courtesans.

Thus dance had an aura of eroticism and, consequently, in the Buddhist tradition dance
was often seen as a form of physical temptation, not proper for monks to watch. This attitude
is clearly reflected in a story recorded in "The Glass Palace Chronicle of the Kings of Burma”
(1960, 145). It tells about a monk called Rahula. The moment that he saw he an extremely
beautiful dancing girl performing in a festival, he fell in love with her and wanted to leave the
religious order. He was forced to leave Pagan.

Similarly, dance often has a negative connotation when it is mentioned in connection with
the Buddha’s life story and consequently, when visualised in the context of it. Among the reliefs
in the Ananda temple discussed above there are scenes showing turning points of the Buddha’s
life. Included are depictions of pavilions filled with beautiful dancing girls. These were provided
by the Buddha's father to protect his adolescent son from seeing suffering. They indeed belong
to the luxurious and sensual palace life the Buddha was soon to leave behind. The ultimate dance
scene of the Buddha’s life shows dance in an even more negative light.

After his enlightenment the Buddha stayed near Bodhgaya for seven weeks. Among his
“Seven Stations after the Enlightenment” there is a scene in which the Demon Mara’s three
daughters try to seduce the Buddha (Bautze-Picroni 2003, 41; Stadtner 2005, 42). Since Mara
had failed to defeat the Buddha, his three daughters, named Tanha, Arati and Raga or "Desire,

Aversion, and Lust”, decided to put their feminine charms to use. The scene is often depicted
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showing the daughters dancing in front of the Buddha, who is sitting in the earth touching
mudra. In the Ananda temple, in the base of a Buddha statue, they are shown in poses derived
from Indian-influenced dance technique [5/15]. According to literary sources each of these
dancing temptresses multiplied themselves three-hundred fold to flirt with the Buddha, an act
which was naturally doomed to fail.

Dance is occasionally mentioned also in the Jatakas and consequently dance images can be
found on some of the Jataka tiles in the exteriors of Pagan temples and also in some murals of
their interiors. According to Kapila Vatsyayan (1977a, 183) the Jatakas often refer to dance as a
form of court entertainment.

Dance is also mentioned in a cosmological description in the 5™ century Mahavamsa, the
Great Chronicle of Sri Lanka, from which scenes are sometimes shown in Pagan’s temple murals.
A description of decorations in a relic chamber in Sri Lanka gives interesting information
about the role of dance in Theravada Buddhist cosmology. The Mahavamsa, which has already
been quoted, first describes deities surrounding the “shining Buddha image”. Present among
them are also dancing girls. After an account of scenes from the Buddha’s life and the Jatakas,

Mahavamsa continues to describe the heavens in detail:

At the four quarters of the heaven stood (the figures of) the four Great Kings, and
the thirty-three gods and the thirty-two (celestial) maidens and the twenty-eight
chiefs of the Yakkhas; but above these devas raising their folded hands, vases filled
with flowers likewise, dancing devatas and devatas playing instruments of music,
devas with mirrors in their hands and devas also bearing flowers and branches,
devas with lotus-blossoms and so forth in their hands and other devas of many

kinds...” (Bautze-Picroni, 2003: 1)

FIG 5/15 MARA'S DAUGHTERS DANCING IN FRONT OF THE BUDDHA FROM A PAINTED STONE RELIEF IN THE
11""—12"" CENTURY ANANDA TEMPLE. STADTNER 2005.
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As discussed above, at one level Theravada Buddhism seems to show a negative attitude to
dance. However, at the same time it includes dance smoothly in its cosmology, without any
negative connotations. In her study of illustrated post-Pagan cosmological manuscripts
Patricia Herbert (2002) has noted that dancers are present at some of the 31 levels of Burmese
cosmology. For example, in the Tusita Heaven or plane number 23 a deity is entertained by
a harpist and a dancer, and, at the next level, in the Yama Heaven, Indra’s queens watch a
performance of musicians and dancers. On the reverse side of these palm-leaf manuscripts
dancers are sometimes depicted outside the outer circular wall of the universe.

Herbert has also compared the distribution of motifs found in the manuscripts with the
iconographical programmes of Burmese murals. She concludes: “The aspirational message
of the manuscripts parallels that of temple murals where the hells are depicted at the lowest
levels, followed by the abode of men, of the devas, and the brahmas, with the uppermost levels
reserved for Jataka stories and the life of the Buddha” (2002, 92). In her study on the mural

painting of Pagan, Bautze-Picron has reached a similar conclusion:

... it emerges quite evidently that the distribution of motifs follows a very specific
pattern, bearing clear meaning. Human couples constituting a fertility-related
element present in the art of India since the very early period are distributed in
the lower level, whereas creatures of a more divine nature are painted above them.

(2003, 121)

Keeping in mind the two interpretations of the overall symbolism of Pagan’s temples, the
more esoteric of which relates the temple to the cosmic Buddha, and especially the one which
relates the temple to a heavenly palace, it is clear that the dance images should be read in the
cosmological context. Both Hindu and Buddhist cosmology share the same origins and the same
hierarchical structure. In Angkor Wat it was possible to trace a kind of hierarchy of movement
in which specific poses and expressions were seen proper for certain levels in the hierarchical
structure. This is not the case in the visual programmes of the temples of Pagan.

In Pagan, dancers in various poses can be seen in all registers of the visual programmes
from the lowest to the uppermost levels. There does not seem to be a fixed pattern of
distribution of dance styles. The poses vary from the open-leg positions of the musicians to
jumping positions with one leg bent backwards and to the clearly Indian-influenced classical
dance poses. Indian-derived classical poses canbe found in the lowest parts of the interiors as
is the case with the decorative roundels situated below the window openings in the Myinkaba
Kubyaukgyi temple (Strachan 1996, plate XI). They can also be shown on the highest levels, as
is the case with the capitals of painted pillars of monument 1150 [5/16] (Bautze-Picron 2003,
plate 145). In these highest spheres the semi-gods also appear in the Indian-derived flying
poses (Ibid., plate 174).

If observed from the viewpoint of the the sacredness of the motifs, dancing figures appear
in the most important sections of the visual programmes, such as the Buddha’s biography or
the Jatakas, solely when the narration demands it. As mentioned before, dance is present in
the Buddha's life at least twice, first in his youth at the palace and later when Mara’s daughters

try to seduce him. Consequently, dancing figures appear in the visual programmes when these

184



particular scenes are depicted. Dance is often portrayed in the Jatakas in connection with court
entertainment, although even a dancer with a dragon head-dress can be found on one of the
Jataka tiles of the Ananda temple (Singer 1995, 2). Also the many portrayals of the religious
processions discussed above are usually placed in the liturgically important registers of the
visual programmes, since they belong to the narratives related to religious festivities, such as
worshipping the Buddha or his statue.

When one is focusing on the dance images which do not belong to these most sacred
narratives, a certain pattern of distribution can be recognised. These images regularly appear
in the frames surrounding windows, doors and niches or on the painted dummy pillars as well
as among the supporting motifs surrounding the iconographically more powerful themes.
Thus it would be easy to conclude that dance images were used as a kind of “decorative” motifs.

However, as Bautze-Picron has observed:

Probably no motif can be qualified as being purely ‘decorative’ in the field of
religious art. Every ornamentation, and every space filled by these ornamentations,
finds an explanation... Without any doubt, these elements have their bearing on
our overall understanding of the temple and of the image which this temple is to

convey. (2003, 119)

What kind of symbolic message do these dance images that do not belong to the most sacred
narratives convey? The overwhelming majority of the dancing figures are female. They are
often portrayed in the same vertical spaces together with couples making love, most often
above them. This clearly indicates that dance was seen as an expression of the corporal world.
The existence of so many female dancers can be seen to reflect the visual programmes of
Indian temple architecture in which dancing female figures had a prominent role. Female
figures, often with erotic colouring, were regarded in Indian and Indian-influenced cultures
as auspicious motifs and lent a building an aura of fertility, growth, and prosperity (Roveda
2002, 220—224,).

As a rule, most of the dance images which do not belong to a narrative context appear
in subsidiary spaces, such as frames, capitals and painted pillars. Dance figures are also
depicted in the only surviving Pagan period wooden doorway, which is a transitory element
connecting the exterior and interior of a building. This seems to reflect Buddhism’s general
attitude towards dance. It has its definite role in the Buddhist cosmology, although not as
central as in Hindu imagery.

Dance images together with other motifs, also enhance the sacredness of the building.
They add to the whole elements of festivity and joy. As a temple is an earthly metaphor for the
heavenly palace, many of the dancers are shown in the poses of classical Indian-influenced
dance that are suitable to be performed in the palace context. On the other hand, a temple
is also a reflection of the cosmos. In its hierarchical structure, dance appears at many
levels, including several heavenly spheres, as also is the case in the illustrated post-Pagan

cosmological manuscripts.



5.6 Dance as Celebration and Temptation

The over two thousand temples in different states of preservation in Pagan provide hundreds
of dance images executed in different media, such as stucco, stone and ceramic reliefs,
wood carvings and, above all, as murals. They give enlightening information about dance, its
functions, forms and styles and about the general attitude towards dance during the Pagan
period.

The majority of these dance images are portrayals of lively dance scenes forming parts of
religious festivities. They regularly show dancing musicians in the flexed open-leg position,
so common in the Indian-influenced dance tradition of Southeast Asia [5/8]. Among them
are often female dancers with open-bent legs while one leg is uplifted in a similar way as in
the Khmer "apsara” figures [5/9]. These dance and music celebrations clearly stem from the
widespread tradition of processional dances, still performed, for example, in the neighbouring
regions of Assam and Manipur as well as in Sri Lanka, with which Pagan had close contact
because of the form of Buddhism, Theravada, they both shared.

Some of the images, especially those executed as murals, frequently also show female
dancers in more complicated positions, clearly related to the “classical” Indian tradition. Their
strongly curved bodies and their intricate arm positions seem to connect them to tradition not
dissimilar to East Indian orissi dance [5/11, 5/12]. This could indicate that the dance tradition
of Pagan also included a more intimate and complex dance tradition stemming from India
besides the processional celebrations.

A crucial question arises as to whether these Indian-influenced figures reflect a dance
tradition practised in Pagan or whether they are merely iconographical loans from East India’s
Pala culture with which Pagan had active contact. The former possibility is supported by the fact
that similar motifs can be recognised in paintings in places as distant as Ladakh, in Northeast
India which belonged to the sphere of Pala influence in the same way as Pagan.

However, the many clearly Indian-influenced elements in today’s Burmese dance seem
to indicate that the dance tradition of Pagan may have been strongly influenced by Indian
tradition. Therefore, the present author’s hypothesis is that just as Pagan was the inheritor
of Pala’s architectural and iconographical legacy, so did the Pala dance tradition that has now
disappeared influence the style of dance in Pagan. Thus the dance images were not only exotic
iconographical loans but, in fact, reflected the dance tradition practised in Pagan during the
period when the images were executed. Indeed, many of the features found in the dance images
of Pagan can still today be recognised in the classical dance as canonised in Myanmar today.
These features include the Indian-connected footwork, zigzag formations of the arms, hand
gestures reflecting the Indian mudras, and the energetic jump with one leg stretched almost to
touch the back of the dancer’s head.

Inthe case of the iconographical programmes of Pagan’s temples, most of the textual sources
onwhich they are based are rather well known. The most often portrayed of them are the sacred
biographies of the Gautama Buddha and the Buddhas of the past as well as the Jataka stories,
although the exact cosmological accounts of the period are not known. However, later Burmese

cosmologies indicate that, at least in principle, the cosmology of the Pagan period was based
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FIG 5/16 UPPER PART OF A PAINTED PILLAR WITH A DANCING FIGURE ON TOP, MONUMENT 1150. BAUTZE-PICRON 2003.

on the contemporary Theravada Buddhist cosmology, the Traiphum being its earliest known
version in Southeast Asia.

When the dance images of Pagan’s iconographical programmes are observed in this textual
context, they reveal a dualistic approach towards dance. Dance is frequently performed in joyous
religious festivities. On the other hand, when dance scenes are portrayed in the context of the
Buddha'’s biography they get a negative connotation as corporal temptation luring one from the
path of mindfulness toward the carnal world [5/15].

On the other hand, when dance images are observed as a part of the symbolism of a temple
as a whole, they reveal a more positive attitude. The most common interpretation of the
symbolism of Pagan’s Buddhist temples is that they represent the heavenly palace on earth and
thus they reflect in their details Buddhist cosmology. In this hierarchical construction, dancing
figures are distributed in spaces such as on window and door frames, painted dummy pillars etc.
Although these are clearly intermediate spaces reserved for liturgically less important motifs,
dancing images sometimes appear in this hierarchical structure even at higher levels than the
Buddha himself [5/16].

One could conclude that the dance images in the temples of Pagan reveal that the dance
tradition or traditions of Pagan were strongly related to the dance traditions of the East Indian
and Sri Lankan Buddhist world. Whether some of the images are just iconographical loans
from East India and Sri Lanka or whether Pagan adopted elements from their actual dance
tradition should be further studied. However, many dance images, such as the open-legged
musicians and the dancers they are accompanying, seem to be firmly related to the tradition of

the processional dances still performed today in the region. It is very likely that they give rather
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reliable information about the temple ceremonies of Pagan. It is noteworthy that various dance
styles and techniques depicted in Pagan’s dance images can still be recognised in the Burmese
dance tradition of today.

When dance images are read in their architectural context they further reveal the general
attitude of Pagan Buddhism towards dance. Like Buddhist literature, the dance images also
reflect a contradictory approach towards dance. It was seen as a form of an earthly and corporal
world with an erotic connotation and, on the other hand, it was present even in the high spheres
of the Buddhist cosmos. Thus dancing figures were seen as proper motifs to enhance a temple’s

sacredness.
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Wat Phra Keo:
Dance and the Dynastic Gult

On the banks of the Chaophraya River, in the heart of old Bangkok, stands the Grand Palace
complex', which served as the residence of the Thai royal family from 1785 to the 1920s and still
remained as the administrative centre of the country until 1932, when the absolute monarchy
was demolished. With its glittering gilded spires, porcelain-covered towers and glass mosaic-
decorated halls it is the country’s most popular tourist attraction. Moreover, it serves as the
ceremonial centre for grandiose rituals with Brahmanic overtones related to the dynastic
cult, which is thriving even now and which is one of the characteristics of the many-layered
syncretistic culture of predominantly Theravada Buddhist Thailand. Its 1.9oo metres of white-
washed walls with Furopean-style angular bastions enclose an area of approximately 200.000
square metres. The complex was founded in 1782 by the first king of the still ruling Chakri
dynasty, King Rama I (17821 809).

The complex is divided into four separate walled areas. The outer court was reserved
for palace guards and offices of various ministries. The central court was occupied by royal
residences and throne halls. It also included meeting halls for conducting state affairs. The
inner court is a complex of rather small-scale buildings. It was restricted to the king and the
queen, to the royal concubines, the young princes and the princesses and their all-female
retinue only. At the north-eastern corner of the Grand Palace complex is the royal chapel, Wat
Phra Sriratana Sasadaram, commonly known as Wat Phra Keo (also Wat Phra Kaew), generally
regarded as the epitome of Thai art and architecture [6/1]. It houses the venerated statue of the
Emerald Buddha, the palladium of the state.

As its predecessors, Wat Mahathat in Sukhothai and Wat Si Sanphet in Ayutthaya, Wat Phra
Keo was also reserved for royal use only and thus it is a wat or temple-cum-monastery complex
without resident monks and, consequently, it lacks the monks’ living quarters (Subhadradis
1986). The heart of the Wat Phra Keo complex is its ubosot or ordination hall, where the 66 cm
high statue of the Emerald Buddha is venerated. Carved from a solid piece of jade the statue
depicts the Buddha in the earth touching mudra.

191



FIG 6/1

PLAN OF THE WAT PHRA KEO

COMPLEX IN BANGKOK.
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The origin of the statue is shrouded in legends. Historically, however, it is known to have
been in Lampang and Chiang Rai in present-day North Thailand and Luang Prabang and
Vientiane in present-day Laos before it was taken from Vientiane in 1779 by the general who
was later crowned King Rama I. The statue was housed in Wat Arun in Thonburi, on the opposite
side of the Chaophraya River when Thonburi served as the capital of the country from 1767 to
1782 (Warren 1988, 225). The installation of the Emerald Buddha in the ubosoth of Wat Phra
Keo in 1783 marked the beginning of a new era in the country’s history, that of the Rattanakosin
period (from 1782 to the present).

The ubosotis surrounded by sema boundary stones indicating that it is a place for ordination,
in this case for ordaining the kings. It is a traditional Thai assembly hall with a rectangular floor
plan, a high ceiling and a steep, multi-tiered gable roof. These types of buildings have their
roots in traditional residential wooden houses (Nithi & Mertens 2005, 14.). The sacred buildings
were transformed into brick-cum-laterite constructions with a wooden superstructure during
the Sukhothai period, as discussed in Chapter 3.8, and it was further developed during the
Ayutthaya period (1350—1767). Like numerous other features of Ayutthaya’s culture this type
of building was adopted with minor changes in the early Rattanakosin period as an ideal to be

cherished, a phenomenon to be furth