TANTRIC BUDDHISM AT ANGKOR THOM

THE BAYON AT ANGKOR (FIG. 1) 1S A PIVOTAL
monument in more ways than one: pivotal because it
stood at the symbolic center of Jayavarman VII's
empire; pivotal because it belongs to a historic
turning point which, on the one hand, marked the
culmination of the period of monumental architec-
ture that lasted from the ninth through the twelfth
century and, on the other, heralded the less grandiose
traditional Theravada Buddhist culture of thir-
teenth- through twentieth-century Cambodia; and
pivotal because it has for so long been the focus of
scholarly attention. There is still no consensus
regarding the identity of the faces on the towers. The
most recent suggestion, that they represent the god
Brahmaj, is a revival of an identification discarded in
the early decades of this century, one that early
Western writers had adopted from local usage
(though the Khmer name is actually Brahma,
without the long &, probably due to a connection
with the Brahma heavens of Buddhist cosmology).!
In the first half of the thirteenth century the chapels
of the Bayon held statues commemorating, in part,
royal ancestors and famous provincial images; the
Bayon is today no less populated by their spirits than
by Western scholars’ interpretations, whether cur-
rent or half-forgotten, of the meaning of the temple.

If the iconographic program of the Bayon were a
simple matter, one that lent itself to the sort of
demonstration that proves one name correct and all
others false, the building would long ago have ceased
to be an enigma. What follows in this article should
not be understood as such a demonstration, but
rather as a series of hypotheses (none entirely
original) that appear to explain much of the data and
to allow agonizing choices to be avoided. It has long
been realized that while the Bayon was being built
there were changes in plan.? I will propose that the
most significant change was accompanied by a shift
in religious orientation. The route to this suggestion
is a circuitous one that begins with a discussion of a
stone sculpture in the Metropolitan Museum of Art
in New York, a work that provides some clues to the
character of Jayavarman VII's Buddhism and to the
nature of the original iconographic program of the
Bayon.

Hevajra

The bust in figures 2, 3, and 4 has in recent years
been identified as an eleven-headed Avalokitesvara,
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with a third tier of four heads missing.? The eleven-
headed Avalokitesvara was known in Cambodia in
the late twelfth century,* but it never became popular
as an icon. The correct identification is surely the
one first proposed—that the bust depicts not the
Bodhisattva of compassion, but the Tantric Bud-
dhist deity Hevajra. Alan Priest published the
sculpture as Hevajra in 1937. It may not have been
he, however, who first made this identification, for
the bust was purchased in 1935, along with other
important Khmer sculptures, from the Ecole
Frangaise d’Extréme-Orient. It came from “‘near the
East Gate (Porte des Mortes [sic]) of Angkor
Thom” —the name for Jayavarman’s city-within-a-
city, with the Bayon at its center. “The broken top of
our figure and the arrangement of the heads,”” wrote
Priest, “indicate that it was originally eight-headed,
a single head forming the top register.””s Eight heads
would accord with Khmer bronze images of Hevajra
(fig. 5);% this bronze also demonstrates that there need
be no greater facial indication of Hevajra’s fierce
aspect than open eyes. The Khmer bronzes have
sixteen arms, and examination of the sides of the
Metropolitan image suggests that it also had eight
arms on each side (fig. 3).7

The Khmer bronzes also depict Hevajra dancing.
On the basis of the Metropolitan bust alone, it is
difficult to be certain if the original sculpture
depicted a dancing figure—whether, indeed, the
head is tilted or one shoulder higher than the other.
It seems, however, that fragments of the same image
remain in Cambodia and that these demonstrate that
the image was of a dancing figure. These fragments
have not been published, but in 1969 Bruno Dagens
wrote that “‘a large stone statue . .. unfortunately
extremely mutilated, represents Hevajra dancing, as
do the bronze images, and comes from a chapel
situated east of the Porte des Morts of Angkor Thom,
where several studies of Lokeévara have also been
found.”® Dagens’s interest in the statue of Hevajra
developed while he was cataloging the sculptures in
the storage shed of the Conservation d’Angkor; it is
his belief that the New York and Angkor fragments
belong to a single image.®

In the sections that follow, I will argue that the
deity Hevajra occupied a particular position in
Jayavarman’s Buddhist pantheon. The structural
order found in the king’s well-known triad of
Lokesvara (Avalokite$vara)-Buddha-Prajfiaparami-
ta could, it seems, be expressed in a more esoteric
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form. This form is embodied by a votive tablet in
which Hevajra appears (fig. 6). Not every detail is
clear, and in order to reconstruct this iconographic
system it is necessary to make use of Japanese
materials (because Shingon Buddhism preserves an
earlier form of Tantric Buddhism), more or less
contemporary Indian texts, and later Tibetan tradi-
tions. Even an imperfect reconstruction of this
esoteric system seems to provide a place for the
Bayon.

Jayavarman’s Triad

The early 1190s was probably the period in which
the cult of Loke§vara or Avalokite§vara held sway at
Angkor.!? Before its rise, as George Coedés made
clear some years ago, the central element of Jaya-
varman VII's Buddhism lay in the worship of a triad
consisting of Loke$vara, the Buddha, and Pra-
jiiaparamita.!! This triad is found on both a tiny
scale (fig. 7) and on a grand one—in the temples built
by Jayavarman, namely:

Preah Khan the Bayon Ta Prohm
(dedicated to (no dedicatory (dedicated to
Loke$vara, inscription, but  Prajfiapara-
1191); having a Naga- mita, 1186).

protected

Buddha as its

principal

image);!?

It was traditional in Cambodia for images and
temples to serve a commemorative function; they
joined the soul of someone living or recently
deceased (to use imprecise language) to the deity.
The corresponding mortals were:

Jayavarman’s
father (accord-
ing to the Preah
Khan inscrip-
tion);

Jayavarman
(surmise);

Jayavarman'’s
mother (ac-
cording to the
Ta Prohm in-
scription).

It is known from inscriptional evidence that
images of this triad had been set up in Cambodia in
the tenth century. One of these inscriptions describes
Prajfiaparamita, the perfection of wisdom, as jina
santanakarini, “begetter of the series of Buddhas.”’!3
The notion of wisdom (prajia) as the mother of
enlightenment can be traced back, in fact, to the
earliest Buddhist “wisdom’’ literature.!* If the moth-
er of enlightenment is wisdom, the father is
compassion (karuna). Although this concept seems
not to have been explicitly stated in Khmer epi-
graphy, the association of Avalokite§vara with

compassion is widespread. The qualities embodied
in the triad are, therefore:

compassion; enlightenment; wisdom.

The structural parallels with the womb mandala (or
Mahakarunagarbha-mandala) of the Shingon Bud-
dhists of Japan are particularly strong.!® There the
deities are:

the Buddha the Bodhisattva
Mahavairocana; Vajrapani.

Avalokite$vara;

This triad was also known in Southeast Asia.!®
Moreover, in the womb mandala literature (as
elsewhere) lies another relevant level of classifica-
tion—‘‘Buddha families” (which have had consider-
able importance in Tibet):

padma (“lotus’) Buddha or  vajra (“dia-
family, headed tathagata mond”’ or “cud-
by the Buddha family; gel”) family,
Amitabha; headed by
the Buddha
Aksobhya.

As noted above, the Loke§vara-Buddha-Prajiia-
paramita triad stands at the core of Jayavarman’s
Buddhism, but it seems to make no place for
Hevajra. The votive tablet (fig. 6), however, does
provide some clues. There may be texts preserved in
Chinese or Tibetan in which a system exactly
parallel to that in the tablet is described, but until
such texts are identified, it will be necessary to
explore Hevajra’s historical antecedents in order to
understand more clearly his relationship to the
concepts embodied by Jayavarman’s triad.

Krodhas, Buddha Families, and
High Patron Deities

Hevajra’s relationship to the triads of the previous
section is at best an ambiguous one, or so three
prominent aspects of the deity suggest. In Tibet,
Hevajra is what is known as a “high patron deity,”
the equivalent of a Buddha. Does he therefore belong
in the center? He is also a form of the Buddha
Aksobhya and a member of the vajra family;
therefore, he must belong on the right. In the
Hevajra-tantra, however, he is an embodiment of
upaya, or “skillful means”—a quality akin to
karuna. This places him on the left. Hevajra is
indeed a deity who was invented—in about the tenth
century. In the paragraphs that follow, it is argued
that Hevajra nevertheless had a prehistory in another
guise, as the hitherto most prominent of the krodhas,
namely, Trailokyavijaya, and that an understanding
of this prehistory helps clarify his relationship to the
qualities and deities of the triads described above.
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Representations of krodhas, “‘angry ones,” or
vidyarajas, “kings of magical spells,” may have first
appeared in the Buddhist caves of western India as
attendants to Bodhisattvas. Evidence of their dissem-
ination from there is suggested by a Nepalese bronze
the Los Angeles County Museum calls Vajrapani
and dates to the eighth-ninth century (fig. 8); the
krodha is the attendant dwarf figure upon whose
head the Bodhisattva’s left hand is placed.!” In a later
Pala stele, the relationship of the two figures is
similar, but, as the Bodhisattva is Maiijusri, the
attendant figure can be specifically identified as the
krodha Yamantaka, “slayer of death.”’!8 The Tantric
Marijusrimulakalpa makes reference to such a head-
touching as a prelude to Maiijusim’s order to
Yamantaka that the krodhas of the ten directions of
space be assembled.!?

In the literature and art of the Shingon Buddhists
of Japan, the krodhas acquired a more independent
importance. The arrangement at the Kyoto temple
Kyo00-gokoku-ji (Toji), where Kiikai, the founder of
Shingon Buddhism, resided from 823 to 831,20
appears to be the same as that found, for instance, in
a commentary (translated into Chinese by Amo-
ghavajra, 705-74) to the “Sutra of the Benevolent
Kings’’:

Yamantaka (W)
Acala (center)

Vajrayaksa (N)
Kundali (S) Trailokya-
vijaya (E)%

At the Toji, however, this quincunx of krodhas
stands beside a central quincunx of the five Buddhas,
on the other side of which are five Bodhisattvas. The
krodhas are, therefore, the third level of a three-tiered
system and, in a sense, attendants to the Bodhisat-
tvas.

Implicit in the west-center-east axis of the quin-
cunx is the notion of three Buddha families or
classes—padma in the west, Buddha in the center,
and vajra in the east, where Trailokyavijaya is
situated. In the womb mandala of the Shingon
Buddhists, krodhas appear in a special section (fig.
9), and there, according to the traditional interpreta-
tion, the krodhas are attached to these same families.
The figures in this section are:

Trailok- Yaman- Prajiia- Vajra- Acala-
yavija-  taka parami- humka- natha??
ya (vaj- (padma 13 ra or (Bud-
ra fami- family); Trailo- dha
ly); kyavaj-  family).
ra (vaj-
ra fami-
ly);

‘“Acalanatha,” wrote Ryujun Tajima, ‘“‘personifies
the authority of the Buddha class, Yamantaka the
authority of the padma class; Trailokyavajra the
authority of the vajra class; Trailokyavijaya is
merely the same as Vajra-humkara or Trailokya-
vajra.”’? The function of the krodhas is “to obey the
orders of the Buddha to exercise their violence
against beings difficult to conquer.”’

The capacity for violence does not come easily, it
can be imagined, to beings who embody compassion
(karuna), which is closely tied (as indicated in the
section on Jayavarman’s triad) to the padma family.
The tendency arose for the dominant krodhas to be
those having origins in or ties to the vajra family—
and capable also of smiting enemies like death and
false understanding with the diamond (vajra) of
wisdom. The womb mandala provides evidence of
this tendency. In the Shingon view, this mandala is
based on the Mahavairocana-siuitra, in which the
vidyaraja attached to the compassionate Bodhisattva
Avalokitesvara is the horse-headed Hayagriva.? Ha-
yagriva appears in the Avalokite$vara section of the
womb mandala, but in the krodha section (of fig. 9,
as described above), it is Yamantaka who personifies
the authority of the padma class, not Hayagriva. A
series of links—with prajiaparamita and the vajra
family—suggests that Hayagriva’s replacement is
tinged with vajra-class superiority. Yamantaka's
usual Bodhisattva is Maiijusér1, who in the womb
mandala embodies the quality of prajiaparamita; he
has characteristics similar to those of the Bodhisattva
Vajrapani but is distinct from him in certain ways.26
Yamantaka, therefore, due to his traditional associ-
ation with Marijuéri, does have at least some
qualities of a vajra-class krodha, and in the krodha
section of the mandala he usurps the position of the
natural padma-class krodha Hayagriva. The superi-
ority of vajra-class krodhas is also demonstrated by
the presence of both Trailokyavajra, ‘‘the vajra of the
three worlds,” and Trailokyavijaya, ‘“‘the conqueror
of the three worlds.” For this superiority there are
ancient roots; the Bodhisattva Vajrapani himself
began life as a yaksa general (senapati) who protects
the Buddha.?

In the Tibetan traditions that developed in the
centuries following the formation of Shingon Bud-
dhism, some krodhas, like Yamantaka and Haya-
griva, achieved new heights of importance. Others,
like Trailokyavijaya, were eclipsed or replaced. In
the classification found in the “Fundamentals of the
Buddhist Tantras” by the dGe-lugs-pa (‘‘yellow
hat”) monk mKhas-grub-rje (1358-1438), the class
Kriya-tantra has three families: tathagata, padma,
and vajra. The master of the tathagata family is the
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Bodhisattva Maiijjusri and the wrathful one is
Yamantaka; the master of the padma family is
AvalokiteSvara, the wrathful one, Hayagriva.?® In
Tibet these two krodhas became high patron deities,
equivalents to a Buddha. In Dragon (‘Brug) bKa’-
rgyud-pa tradition, Hayagriva and the Buddha
Amitabha are the fierce and peaceful high patron
deities, respectively, of the padma family, and
Yamantaka and Aksobhya are the high patron
deities of the vajra family.? That is to say, according
to mKhas-grub-rje (in highly abbreviated form):

padma tathagata vajra
Avalokitesvara Maiijusri
Hayagriva Yamantaka

And in Dragon bKa’-rgyud-pa tradition:

padma tathagata vajra
Amitabha Aksobhya
Hayagriva Yamantaka

Hayagriva and Yamantaka appear in these classi-
fications, but Trailokyavijaya, the most powerful
krodha in both the Shingon womb mandala and in
the companion diamond mandala, where a sub-
mandala is named after him, is conspicuously
absent.3® There is a simple reason for his absence.
Trailokyavijaya, the quintessential vajra-family
krodha, gave birth to new divinities—Heruka,
Hevajra, Samvara, and others—who became so
important as high patron deities that they were
almost never classified as mere krodhas. In her
treatise on Tantric iconography, Marie-Thérése de
Mallmann commented on the formal similarities
between Trailokyavijaya and Samvara but then
hesitated in attaching Trailokyavijaya to the “Cycle
of Hevajra” because no text says that Trailokyavi-
jaya is a form or another name of Heruka/Hevajra.3!
Once it is understood that Trailokyavijaya is the
historical predecessor of Hevajra and his equi-
valents, however, the relationship can be seen in
proper perspective.

The Hevajra-tantra, in which Hevajra is a su-
preme divinity and which was not translated into
Chinese until the eleventh century, represents a
development later than that of Shingon Buddhism.32
It is true, in a sense, that Hevajra was an invention—
“evidently a deification of a formula of invocation,
he vajra (oh vajra),” as Giuseppe Tucci has written.
“Since the vajra is the symbol of nonexistentiality
beyond time and space, it was easy to extol it and to
transpose it into another symbol, a representation
which could be taken as a support of concentra-
tion.”33 Both Hevajra’s appearance and his impor-
tance, however, would be inexplicable had he not

usurped the place and incorporated the qualities of
the vajra-family krodha Trailokyavijaya.

The collection of mandala descriptions known as
the Nispannayogavali, which dates from the late
eleventh or early twelfth century, suggests some-
thing of the bifurcation that occurred. Heruka and
Hevajra, separated from the old krodha class, appear
at the center of their own mandalas. The krodha
category persisted, but it was not as important as it
had been. There is one mandala (no. 21, the
Dharmadhatu-Vagi$vara Maiijusri),?* however, in
which ‘“Herukavajra” appears as southwest kro-
dha—a reminder of the level of beings from which
Hevajra has risen, but from which he has elsewhere
separated himself.

Here a problem arises. If Hevajra, historically
speaking, was a transformation of Trailokyavijaya,
then a glance back at the triads set out in this and the
previous section suggests not only that he is a
member of the vajra family (which he is) and a form,
from one point of view, of the Buddha Aksobhya
(which he is), but also that he should embody the
quality of wisdom (prajria). That, however, is not the
case. In terms of the left-right distinction presented
as

karuna (“compassion”’) prajia (“wisdom”)
he belongs on the left, not on the right. He actually
holds in his embrace a female Prajiia, a personifi-
cation of wisdom. He does not embody karuna,
however, but a related concept—upaya, “skillful
means.” Compassion is expressed by skillful means
when a Bodhisattva creates illusions in order to
alleviate the sufferings of others. Because of his
upaya, Hevajra has more in common with Avalo-
kiteSvara than with Vajrapani.

So if, as has been argued, Trailokyavijaya was a
precursor of Hevajra, Hevajra’s connection with
upaya and his acquisition of a female partner also
represent an important alteration of Trailokyavi-
jaya’s character. The whole development would
have been made possible by the historical superiority
of vajra-class krodhas, examples of which have been
presented. Later Tibetan traditions provide evidence
of this superiority. The Dragon bKa'-rgyud-pa
Buddhists, for instance, consider their fierce high
patron deities (even Hayagriva) to be forms of
Aksobhya, head of the vajra family, but they arrange
them in five different families.35 Similarly, Heruka
(Hevajra) can serve as the fierce manifestation of any
of the Buddhas of the five families by changing his
colors and his attributes, though his primary color
remains blue or black to indicate his origin in the
vajra family.36 '

This content downloaded from 119.15.90.19 on Fri, 11 Sep 2020 11:51:40 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



TANTRIC BUDDHISM AT ANGKOR THOM 61

The Votive Tablet

The plaster impression now in the Bangkok
National Museum (fig. 6) was probably made in the
1920s, at the same time objects in the National
Museum were being cataloged.?” It is not known
where the twelfth-century bronze mold was then or
may be now. The figures on the votive tablet are
described in table 1.

TasBLE 1. Figures on the Votive Tablet

Y3. Naga-protected Buddha.

A. Dancing figure with

seven visible faces arranged
in tiers of three, three, and
one; sixteen arms; the feet

B. Figure in pratyalidha
pose, with three visible
faces and twelve arms, the
principal arms in

prajralinganabhinaya or
vajrahumkara-mudra
pose, and with an animal
skin (?) behind the arms
and the feet on two corpses.

on a corpse.

Y2. Seated figure with three visible
faces and six arms, the principal arms

X. Standing figure Y1. Standing figure Z. Figure in
with four arms. with six or eight pratyalidha pose,
arms. the right arm raised
high, the feet on a
corpse.

A. Hevajra. This image is identical in type to the
bronze in figure 5 and to others identified as Hevajra
by George Coedes in 1923.38 Coedes’s identification is
certain because one of the bronzes depicts in the
deity’s right hands the animals listed as attributes of
Hevajra in the Hevajra-tantra and in mandala 8 of
the Nispannayogavalr.3®

X. Lokesvara (Avalokite$vara). Four-armed
forms are common in bronze.#0

Y1l. Probably a Bodhisattva. Although not nec-
essarily Lokes§vara, six- and eight-armed Loke$varas
are depicted at Banteay Chmar.#!

Y2. Probably the Buddha Vajrasattva, as de-
scribed in mandalas in the Nispannayogavali.+

Y3. In the Khmer art of the late twelfth century,
the Naga-protected Buddha should be considered a
supreme Buddha, not merely a depiction of an
episode in the life of Gautama.

Z. Probably the Bodhisattva Vajrapani, who
frequently appears in this form and pose.

B. Probably Samvara, the Sr1 Cakrasamvara
described in Nispannayogavali mandala 12, al-
though he is usually shown in the alidha pose, not
pratyalidha (itsreverse). If it in fact exists, the animal
skin behind the figure would be an elephant hide.

To summarize:

(A) Hevajra (Y3) Supreme
Buddha

(Y2) Vajra-
sattva

(X) Lokesvara—(Y1) Bodhisattva-(Z) Vajrapani

(B) Samvara

It can be seen that these deities have a structural order
like that of Jayavarman’s triad. Compassion (Loke$-
vara, on the left) and wisdom (Vajrapani, on the
right) will bring about complete Buddhahood. The
meaning of the steps along the path may not be
immediately apparent; the role of the central
Bodhisattva (Y1), for example, is uncertain. But the
basic structure is clear, and it is reasonable to view
Hevajra and Samvara as compatible with this
structure. Hevajra, therefore, is here a padma-family
deity associable with the quality of compassion;
Samvara, a vajra-family deity associable with wis-
dom. Ultimately, however, both belong to the vajra
family. At the same time, the separate lotus stalks
suggest that Hevajra and Samvara are also equi-
valents to and substitutes for the Buddha. The votive
tablet seems to reflect a lost stage in the development
of the pantheon, a stage in which Hevajra had
something of a dual role—partly subservient, re-
flecting his krodha ancestry, and partly supreme,
anticipating his future as a high patron deity in
Tibet.4

Angkor Thom

If the Buddha triads are writ large in Jayavarman’s
temples, so, in some way, should be the deities of the
plaster votive tablet. One possibility is:

Naga-protected
Buddha in the

. . Bayon
Hevajra outside F th ?
the Portes des Bz\lces on the
Morts ayon towers

Preah Khan - ? - Ta Prohm

If the votive tablet does in fact describe an
iconographic system followed by the planners of
Angkor Thom, then the sculpture now in New York
may have been intended as an image of some
importance. “Partly subservient,” because helping
to guard the city; “partly supreme,” because sum-
ming up values embodied by different images.
Ultimately, of course, the hypothesis will stand only
if some counterpart to the Samvara on the right-
hand side can be identified. No stone images of
Samvara are known. It is possible, however, that a
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second image of Hevajra—a stele found somewhere
west of Angkor Thom—played a role like that of
Samvara on the votive tablet.46

The identification that will dominate the re-
mainder of this article is the one in the middle of the
diagram—that of the faces on the Bayon towers as the
Buddha Vajrasattva. The identification itself is not
new; it is one Jean Boisselier suggested a number of
years ago.” If there is a spiritual path to the Naga-
protected Buddha that originally sat in the central
sanctuary, there is also a path away from it, and the
relationship between the principal image and the
faces on the towers is most easily understood from
the latter point of view. Structurally considered, the
faces on the towers must somehow be tinged with the
protective and martial qualities of the guardians and
lords of the directions of space that stood in the same
place on earlier towers. The central Buddha, there-
fore, has projections or manifestations with some-
thing of a fierce quality.

Evidence of this kind of relationship has been
preserved elsewhere. In one submandala of the
Shingon Buddhist diamond mandala, the supreme
Buddha Mahavairocana takes the form of Vajra-
sattva out of compassion for creatures not easy to
convert.*® A passage in a Chinese biography of the
Buddha describes a similar projection. At the time of
the Buddha’s entrance into nirvana, all of the gods
except Siva came to witness the event. Attempts to
force Siva to come failed. Finally, from his left side
the Buddha emitted Vajrasattva, who rose as high as
the Brahma heavens, confronted Siva, and brought
about his attendance.

There is another connection with Tantric tradi-
tions. In the Shingon diamond mandala, there are
sixteen diamond beings (one called Vajrasattva, the
others with names like Vajraraja and Vajraraga),
four of whom surround each of the four directional
Buddhas.?® These diamond beings also appear in
mandalas of the Nispannayogavali.5! The Bayon, in
the original plan, had a cruciform gallery in which
sixteen of the sanctuaries (nos. 22, 23, 39, 25, 26, 27,
42, and so forth in fig. 10) were surmounted, when
built, with reserves of stone where faces were
intended. The intermediary sanctuaries (nos. 38, 40,
41, 43, etc.) now have towers with faces, but these are
later additions.52 The sixteen towers with faces in the
original plan may, therefore, have been intended to
represent the sixteen diamond beings of a Tantric
mandala.

The Matter of Brahma

There are very good reasons for calling the faces on
the Bayon towers Brahma or, in local nomenclature,

Brahma. This is the traditional Cambodian inter-
pretation, one preserved, for instance, in the name
Ta Prohm (““Grandfather Brahma”). There is also a
tradition of Brahma gates in Thailand—a tradition
that may date back nearly to the time of Jayavarman
VIL.53

The Brahma identification has recently been
revived by Jean Boisselier.5* Although his arguments
have not been presented in full, they appear to have
developed in the following way. In the southeast
Prasat Chrung inscription, from one of the four
corners of Angkor Thom, there is the line, “having at
its head the assembly hall of the city of gods, his [the
king’s]land is like the sky.”’55 George Ccoedeés believed
that the Prasat Chrung inscriptions belonged to the
very end of Jayavarman VII's reign.5¢ (Unfortun-
ately, the date of the king’s death has never been
established.) In a Pali text, the Janavasabha-sutta, a
visit by Brahma Sanankumara to this assembly
hall—wherein dwell the thirty-three gods of Indra’s
heaven—is described.®” This Brahma, taking the
form of Paficasikha, creates thirty-three images of
himself, one on the couch of each of thirty-three
gods.

At some point the scriptural passage became
incorporated into mainland Southeast Asian cos-
mological traditions. In a cosmology compiled in
Bangkok in 1802, it is said that when Sanankumara
(as Pafcasikha, with five topknots on his head)
appears over the throne of any devaputra in the
Devasudharmadevasabha, that devaputra feels great
joy, as if aking had received a new abhiseka and were
rejoicing in the prosperity of his kingdom.58

The theory, therefore, is that the faces on the
towers represent the appearance of Brahma Sanan-
kumara to the gods of Indra’s heaven.

Indrabhiseka

The argument presented thus far can be sum-
marized as follows: (1) The presence of an image of
Hevajra outside the Portes des Morts suggests that
there were Tantric elements in the official Buddhism
of Jayavarman VII. (2) A votive tablet in Bangkok
suggests that these Tantric elements stated, in
slightly different language, the concepts embodied
by Jayavarman’s triad (Loke$vara-Buddha-Prajia-
paramita). (3) If the faces on the Bayon towers are
interpreted according to this Tantrism, they should
represent Vajrasattva (or a deity best known else-
where as Vajrasattva). (4) At the same time, the
tradition that the faces represent Brahma is of
considerable antiquity, and the Prasat Chrung
inscription provides evidence for believing that the
faces, even during the lifetime of Jayavarman VII,
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were thought to represent the visit of Brahma
Sanankumara to Indra’s heaven.

There is obviously a dilemma here, and in
suggesting a way out of it, not every loose string can
be tied. It is possible, of course, that an encompas-
sing syncretism was planned from the very begin-
ning. On the other hand, the change in plan at the
Bayon provides evidence not just of a filling-in, but
of a conscious shift of intention. The cruciform plan
was turned into a rectangular one, and faces were
added to the eightsmall corner chapels (38, 40, 41, 43,
44, 46, 47, 49). With these eight and the four (24, 28,
32, 36) at the corners of the rectangle, there were now
twenty-eight towers in the enclosing gallery system
instead of sixteen. Since it is the number sixteen that
can be linked to Tantric mandalas, there are reasons
to believe that the faces were originally conceived as
Vajrasattva, but with the building of additional
towers they became known as Brahma.

A hypothesis can be proposed about this change—
namely, that it should be connected with the
“Indrabhiseka” ceremony, or Indra consecration,
undergone by Jayavarman.®*® The evidence may be
set forth as follows.

First, in the outer gallery of bas-reliefs at the
Bayon, western side, there is an inscription that says,
in part, “The king retires into the forest at the
moment when he celebrates the holy Indrabhi-
seka.”80 Although there is considerable uncertainty
about the identification of the historical scenes
depicted in the outer gallery,®! it is probable that on
the southern side is shown the Cham naval expedi-
tion (1177) and Jayavarman’s installation at Angkor
(1181); at the southern end of the western gallery,
internal disturbances that took place in or after 1182
are illustrated; the Indrabhiseka follows; and on the
northern gallery the invasions of Champa that
commenced in 1190 seem to be depicted (the
beginning of what Cham inscriptions later called the
Thirty-two Years’ War).62 Therefore, the Indrabhi-
seka may have taken place between 1182 and 1190.

Second, the Indrabhiseka is found in Thai tradi-
tion, though it has been performed but rarely. In
1557, for instance, nine years after the reigning
king’s accession, both an acariyabhiseka and an
Indrabhiseka were carried out on the occasion of the
dedication of a new palace, following the loss of the
old one through fire.®* Among the activities in an
Indrabhiseka is a ritual reenactment of the churning
of the sea of milk.* This element suggests a
connection with Angkor Thom; the devas and aSuras
flanking the Angkor Thom gates must in some way
allude to the myth of the churning.6s

Third, an inscription of King Kyanzittha of
Burma (reigned ca. 1084-1113) refers to a mud-

dhabhiseka and an Indrabhiseka upon “a paricapra-
sada adorned with twenty-eight royal chambers, on a
jeweled throne inlaid with stone of azure hue.”’ % Five
(parica) and twenty-eight total thirty-three, the
number of gods in Indra’s heaven. It is possible that
the Bayon’s twenty-eight enclosing tower-sanctu-
aries, in the revised plan, allude to the twenty-eight
chambers of a Burmese Indrabhiseka. According to a
later tradition, Jayavarman VII had a court brahman
from Burma, but there is no specific evidence that it
was he who carried out the Indrabhiseka.57

Lastly, in the passage from the 1802 Thai
cosmology, Brahma Sanankumara’s visit to Indra’s
heaven is likened to a new abhiseka.

The data set out in the four preceding paragraphs
enable us to speculate that the change in plan at the
Bayon and the Indrabhiseka bore some relation to
each other. The Angkor Thom complex took a
significant ritual—one that may have been per-
formed by foreign priests introducing new ideas—
and made it concrete. Vajrasattva faces were already
partly in existence at the Bayon; in a brilliant feat of
the imagination they were transformed into Brahma.

We are still a long way, however, from fitting
together into a cohesive story what is known about
the religious developments of Jayavarman’s reign. A
matter of some importance, for instance, is the date at
which the change to a quadrangular gallery was
decided upon. Jacques Dumarcay has divided the
construction of the Bayon into four stages. He
believes that construction began at the start of
Jayavarman’s reign (1181). The second and third
stages are later than most of Ta Prohm (dedicated in
1186) and of Preah Khan (1191). Carving of the decor
took place only at the end of the third stage. Steps
were taken to change from a cruciform to a
quadrangular gallery sometime during the second
stage.®® In other words, whether the decision was
made in the late 1180s, close to the suggested time of
the Indrabhiseka, or later, after the dedication of
Preah Khan in 1191, the archaeological evidence
does not really say. But the change of direction must
have occurred around these years.

A related but more significant problem is that of
the relationship between this “change of direction”
and the cult of Loke$vara. It is Philippe Stern who
did the most to isolate this Loke$vara cult, having as
its diagnostic feature the presence of pediments with
an image of a standing Loke$vara. Contrary to the
line of argument in this article, Stern believed that
there was a necessary religious connection between
these pediments and other developments of the
period—the tower-sanctuaries with faces and the
gods and demons flanking entranceways. “Now—
and this 1s perhaps the most unexpected result of our
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researches,”’ he wrote,

this great reform, at once religious and aesthetic, does not
correspond to the entire reign of Jayavarman VII. It arises
suddenly nearly ten years after his coronation, at the beginning of
what we call the transition to the second period of the Bayon style.
If finally the tower-sanctuaries continue to multiply, the vogue—
if I dare use that word—of Loke$vara seems in the third period
[that of the decoration of the Bayon] rather in decline.®

An identifiable Buddhist text, the Karandavytiha-
siitra, provides insights into the nature of this cult of
Loke$vara, popular in the early 1190s.7° This was the
very time when a decision may have been made about
a change in plan at the Bayon. The argument in this
article has made no space for a Loke$vara period at
all. It has, instead, merely suggested that the shift

was from an early period, in which the Vajrasattva
faces were planned, to a later period, in which the
faces were envisaged as Brahma Sanankumara.
Should a Lokesvara phase be inserted into the
history of the faces? Perhaps, but the data do not
seem to require it. Let us suppose through most of
the 1180s a dependence on the triad, in either its
exoteric or esoteric aspects; then, a period of
religious crisis, brought on in part by the submission
of the king to an Indrabhiseka, and a crisis that
allowed the cult of LokeS$vara to rise to the fore; and
finally, a period dominated by the values—however
they may eventually come to be defined—of the
Indrabhiseka.”
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Notes

For their comments on an earlier version of this article I thank

Prof. Luis O. GOomez, Ms. Eleanor Mannika, and the two
anonymous readers selected by the editor of another journal. I
have also profited from the contributions of Dr. Forrest McGill,
Ms. Eleanor Mannika Morén, and Ms. Sandra F. Collins to a
seminar on the Bayon at The University of Michigan in 1975 and
from conversations with M. Yves Coffin. I must again thank
officials of the Fine Arts Department of Thailand for helping me
in many ways between 1969 and 1972.
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“The Bayon-Period Buddha Image in the Kimbell Art
Museum,” Archives of Asian Art 32 (1979): 72-83; and “Some
Buddha Images and the Cultural Developments of the Late
Angkorian Period,” Artibus Asiae 42 (1980): 155-74. In the
Archives article there is a significant error on p. 82: the
Buddha vimaya was honored at the Bayon; see Groslier,
Inscriptions du Bayon, pp. 90, 223. “‘Some Buddha Images”
has been rendered nearly incomprehensible by faulty
references to the illustrations. Correct as follows: p. 156, 1.
23: A.p. 1100 (a.p. 1000); p. 159, 1. 16: or adoptions (of
adoptions); p. 160, 1.2 of text: Figs. 12 and 18 (Figs. 11 and
17); p. 161, 1. 27: figure 15 (figure 14); p. 162, 1.5: 17 (16); 1.7:
15 (14); 1. 19: 18 (17); 1. 20: 18 (17), 15 (14); 1. 21: 18(17); 1. 22:
13 (12); 1. 23: 11 (10); 1. 24: 17 (16); p. 172, 1. 3: apocryphal
(aprocryphal); 1. 9: figure 3 (figure 2); p. 174, 1. 2: 21 and 22
(20and 21); 1. 20: 10 to 18 (9 to 17). The captions of figures 11
and 18 should be corrected in accordance with the chart,
p. 160.
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Fic. 1. The Bayon, Angkor. View from the north. Photo by Yves Coffin.
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Fic. 2. Bust identified here as Hevajra. Stone. Ht. 52 in. Fic. 3. Side view of the fig. 2 bust.
New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art, Fletcher Fund, 1935.

FiG. 4. Back view of the fig. 2 bust.
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F1c. 6. Votive tablet. Plaster. Ht. 44 in. National Museum, Bangkok,

) Thailand. Photo by David Knapp.
Fic. 5. Hevajra. Bronze. Ht. 6% in. National Museum,

Bangkok, Thailand.

Fic. 7. Triad of Lokesvara, Buddha, and Prajfiaparamita.
Bronze. Ht. 2% in. Private collection,
Bangkok, Thailand.
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Fi1c. 9. Krodha section, womb mandala. From Tajima, Les deux grands mandalas.

Fic. 8. Bodhisattva Vajrapani. Alloy of bronze
with gilt wraces. Ht. 5% in. Nepal, eighth-ninth
century. Los Angeles County Museum of Art,
formerly the Nasli and Alice Heeramaneck
Collection.

Pty

.

Fic. 10. The Bayon, inner gallery system and sanctuary.
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