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the central shrine at Phimai. In addition, the standing
Buddha depicted on the northwest interior lintel is also
portrayed as wearing a crown on his head. Boeles sug-
gests further that the crowned Mucalinda Buddha on
the Hevajra mandala might be Adi Buddha. It suffices to
say here that the similar spatial configuration and icono-
graphic attributes shared between the Tantric figures in
the Hevajra mandala and at Phimai are sufficient reasons
to qualify Phimai as a mandala. Moreover, Woodward
has convincingly pointed out that the two lintels with
Vajrasattva and Samvara can be called “stretched-out-
mandalas.” Last, historians such as O. W. Wolters have
long used the word mandala to describe the geopolitical
entities of early kingdoms in Southeast Asia.?”

In a different context, but relevant to our discussion
of Phimai as a mandala-like structure, is Marijke Klokke’s
sound argument that Borobudur is not a mandala but a
stapa. Klokke has astutely pointed out in her writing:

I do not know of any mandala in which narratives
play such a prominent role as they do on Borobudur.
Some mandalas have narrative elements, but these
always play a subordinate role. Narratives depicted
in 1460 relief panels, as on Borobudur, can hardly
be called subordinate. They form an integral part of
the structure of Borobudur, but have generally been
neglected in studies which emphasize the theory of
Borobudur as a mandala?®

Turning Klokke’s argument on its head, one can argue
that the de-narrativization of the Rimayana at Phimai
makes Phimai into a mandala. In brief, the disjunctive
pictorial layout of the five Rimiyana episodes at Phimai
suggests that this temple might possibly have been con-
ceived as a mandala, or a spatial configuration conceptu-
ally and theoretically bordering on a mandala.

Clearly, the visual theme of political protection in
the iconic and “narratable” program at Phimai calls for
the denigration of the narrative in order to foreground
the apotropaic power of iconic images. Furthermore,
one might even argue that the iconic is more representa-
tional than a narrative panel and thus expressively more
conducive for the mapping of the symbolic power rela-
tion between sacred image, patronage, and kingship.
Subsequently, it is probable that the five “narratable”
episodes from the Rimdyana at Phimai are present in
order to reinforce and to further underscore this politi-
cal agenda.

Boreth Ly (bjly@ucsc.edu) is assistant professor of Southeast
Asian art and visual culture at the University of California
at Santa Cruz.

NOTES

I would like to thank Dr. Hiram Woodward, Jr., for his generosity in sharing
his knowledge and writings of Southeast Asian art with me. In addition, I
would like to thank Dr. Henry Ginsberg, William Noel, Charles Dibble,
and Kara Olsen Theiding. Last, I would like to express my appreciation to
Derek Larsen for his help with the scanning of photographs.
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