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Protecting the Protector of Phimai 

BORETH LY 

Scholars of Southeast Asian art and architecture often 
ask questions about visual narratives and cultural 

meanings embedded in the pictorial programs of Hindu 
and Buddhist temples in Cambodia. I have argued else­
where that an underlying pictorial organization, based 
on what I call "the principle of picture pairings," unites 
the stories recounted on the bas-reliefs at the tenth­
century temple of Banteay Srei into an ideological total­
ity.1 However, not all ancient Cambodian temples have 
a coherent narrative program. A case in point is the 
twelfth-century Buddhist temple of Phimai, located in 
modern northeastern Thailand. The verbal and visual 
materials there raise a very different set of questions 

Fig. 1. Phimai temple from the east 

about the nature of narrative and thus challenge assump­
tions about the presence of an artistically constructed 
"pictorial program." I argue below that there is no inten­
tional "visual narrative program" at Phimai. Instead, the 
images there served primarily political and apotropaic 
purposes, and they formed part of a mar:HJ.ala-like archi­
tectural configuration. Before we turn our attention to 
the Phimai reliefs, however, it is perhaps worthwhile 
to consider the broader political implications and uses 
of Buddhist Tantric imagery in Cambodia before the 
twelfth century. 

The politicization of Vajrayana Buddhism at the 
temple of Phimai is by no means unprecedented; it has 
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ABOVE: Fig. 2.. The ma!l<ofapa and central shrine ofPhimai 

RIGHT: Fig. 3· Ground plan showing the placement of 
narrative panels at Phimai 

its roots in the ninth-century temple of Bat Chum.2 In 
the eleventh century, however, an inscription appeared 
that made clear reference to the function of Buddhist 
T antric images as political protectors of the Khmer king­
dom.3 A case in point is the recently discovered Sab Bak 
inscription (dated 1066 c.E.), which vividly states: 

[T]he images ofVrah Buddhaloke5vara were instal­
led by the Venerable Sristyavarman, who had super­
natural power, in the past, on Abhayagiri, with the 
intention that Java not attack Kambuja [Sruk Khmer]. 

Later on, the nine images deteriorated. The vener­
able teacher by the name of Dharanindrapura has 
renovated these deteriorated images and reinstalled 
them once again. In this way, they became free from 
harm. 

Indeed, his pupil, VrahAcharyyaDhanu, has installed 
these images in the year 988 [saka] which is in the 
reign of His Majesty King Udayadityavarmandeva. 
May he live long and remain powerful for the rest 
of his reign.4 

The king mentioned in the above passage might be King 
Udayadityavarman II (r. 1050-1066), the Shivaite king 
who sponsored the construction of the eleventh-century 
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temple of the Baphuon and reportedly also a great sup­
porter of Vajrayana Buddhism. It is clear that the nine 
Buddha images described in the inscription were pro­
duced and subsequently renovated with the specific 
purpose of protecting Sruk Khmer (literally, the Khmer 
district or kingdom) from Javanese invasion.5 

The RamayaJ.la reliefs and Buddhist Tantric images 
at Phimai served similar parallel political and apotropaic 
functions. This privileging of the apotropaic function 
of images over storytelling (i.e., narrative sequence) 
in part explains the curious absence of a coherent and 
sequential narrative program in the pictorial layout of 
the RamayaJ.la reliefs at Phimai. Moreover, like the apo­
tropaic role of the nine images mentioned in the Sab Bak 
inscription (which were used to protect the Khmer king­
dom, or a geographical maJ.lqala from foreign invasion), 
the iconic and narrative images at Phimai are spatially 
organized in a maJ.lqala-like architectural configuration 
to protect the temple's inner sanctum. 

THE POLITICS OF PROTECTION AND THE 

PICTORIAL PATTERN AT PHIMAI 

Phimai is a Tantric Buddhist temple located in north­
eastern Thailand. The temple faces south and is com-
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Fig. 4· Mucalinda Buddha, from the central shrine ofPhimai 

posed of a single tower (prang) and a ma~Q.apa (figs. 1 

and 2). The temple's six entrances open to the four 
cardinal directions (see ground plan in fig. 3). The name 
Phimai probably derives from the Sanskrit vimtiya (or 
bimtiya), meaning "illusion."6 The temple was dedicated 
to a deity named Vimaya (whose image is now lost or yet 
to be identified). Presumably, the image of Lord Vimaya 
was once housed in the inner sanctum of the central 
shrine. Hiram Woodward, Jr., has suggested that Lord 
Vimaya was probably the name of a naga who protected 
the Buddha (Mucalinda Buddha), comparable to a 
replica presently found in situ (fig. 4)? Without doubt, 
the theme of political protection is closely associated 
with the role of the patron at Phimai.8 For instance, 
an inscription engraved on the door jamb of the south 
gate of the second enclosure informs us that the patron 
played a martial role in protecting the image of the deity, 
Trailokyavijaya, and that, in turn, this particular deity 
served and protected the main deity (possibly Mucalinda 
Buddha) at Phimai: 

Fig. 5· Trailokyavijaya [?). Khmer or Khmerizing style, l:!.th century. From 
Phimai. Bronze, height 16 em. National Museum, Bangkok. 

On Sunday December 8, no8 A.D., Sri Virendra­
dhipativarman of Chok Vakula had erected an image 
of Karamtan Jagat Senapati [general] Trailokyavij­
aya who is the smtipati [protector] of the smtipati of 
Phimai.9 

No three-dimensional image ofTrailokyavijaya seems to 
have been found at Phimai, 10 although in his recent book, 
The Art and Architecture oflhailand, Woodward makes a 
reference to a bronze image of a Tantric Buddhist deity 
(now housed at the National Museum, Bangkok), prob­
ably from the region of Phimai, that may resemble the 
one mentioned in the above inscription (fig. 5).11 We do 
know, however, that T railokyavijaya is another Tantric 
form of the protective bodhisattva VajrapaJ.1i.12 David 
Snellgrove suggests further that Trailokyavijaya might 
be a title referring specifically to VajrapaJ.li: 

Although this particular image [of Trailokyavijaya] 
referred to is no longer evident, it is likely the ten­
armed dancing figures whom we see represented, 

37 



This content downloaded from 175.100.10.252 on Wed, 09 Sep 2020 20:04:41 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms

Fig. 6. Trailokyavijaya [?].Lintel situated on the outer gateway ofPhimai 

particularly on the lintel at the entrance to the 
main sanctuary and even more clearly reproduced 
on a lintel in the north-east corner of the galleries, 
should be identified as Trailokyavijaya ("Victory 
over the threefold world") [fig. 6]. This title per­
tains to Vajrapani as the result of his subduing and 
converting to Buddhism the major divinities of the 
whole (threefold) world, thus forming them into a 
special ma~qala known as the Triloks;akrama~qala 
(Ma~qala of the Circle of the Triple World), of 
which he himself is the central presiding divinity.13 

Interestingly, both Woodward and Snellgrove attach the 
identification of Trailokyavijaya to two very different 
images. We might never know what Trailokyavijaya at 
Phimai looks like, but one thing is clear: both the patron 
and the image of Trailokyavijaya served as protectors 
in more ways than one at Phimai. Moreover, it is clear 
that Sri Virendradhipativarman was a marshal (seniipati) 
who protected the deity Trailokyavijaya; as a marshal, Sri 
Virendra's role was also to protect the town ofPhimai. In 
addition, we know that Senapati Sri Virendra served as 
an important member of the army of King Siiryavarman 
II (mJ-1150 C.E.). A portrait of Sri Virendra appears on 
the bas-reliefs of the south gallery at Angkor Wat. Here 
the marshal is portrayed as a powerful soldier riding an 
elephant while holding an unidentified weapon with his 
right hand (fig. 7). According to Albert le Bonheur, a per­
son's rank during King Siiryavarman II's reign was sig­
naled by the number of parasols over his head; the nine 
that shade Sri Virendradhipativarman suggest that he 
was a important individual in the military hierarchy.14 

The visual theme of political protection (i.e., the con­
quering and subduing of demons) dictated the function 

Fig. 7· Portrait of Sri Virendradhipativarman of Phimai, ca. 12th century, 
south gallery, Angkor Wac 

and, in effect, shaped the arrangement of both the iconic 
and narrative images at PhimaU5 The images at Phimai 
are arranged in a ma~qala-like pattern moving outward 
from the center (i.e., the central shrine), and the deities 
placed on the margins of this rectangular and square 
architectural configuration are strategically placed to 
serve an apotropaic function (see fig. 3). A case in point 
is the placement of a Tantric Buddhist figure at the foot 
of a pilaster next to the southern entrance at Phimai (fig. 
8). The figure is shown holding a vajra (thunderbolt) and 
a gharztii (bell), and he stands on a corpse. Woodward 
suggests that this figure might be Vajrasattva in a sec­
ondary role as one the sixteen vajra beings in certain eso­
teric ma~qalas.16 Vajrasattva is another manifestation of 
Vajrapa~i, whose role is to guard the temple's entrance. 
In addition, Woodward has pointed out that the four 
interior lintels of the central shrine (figs. 9-12) depict 
deities in the act of conquering: 

The other four interior lintels have Buddhist subject 
matter and may each involve conquering. The outer 
southern lintel depicts the defeat of Mara; on the 
western lintel ... is a standing crowned Buddha at 
the center of a crowd of figures; and the northern 
and eastern lintels, both themselves stretched-out­
ma~qalas, have at their centers forms ofVajrasattva 
and Samvara, respectivelyP 

At a cursory glance, the standing crowned Buddha ren­
dered on the west interior lintel might at first appear 
contradictory because he is not portrayed in the act of 
conquering anything. However, on second glance, this 
crowned Buddha, who stands at the center of a group of 
figures and dancers, seems indeed to be registering a vic­
torious moment (fig. 10). Moreover, the standing Buddha 
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Fig. 8. Vajrasattva [?]. South entrance, central shrine, Phimai 
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Fig. 9· The Defeat of Mara. South interior lintel, central shrine, Phimai 

Fig. 10. Standing Crowned Buddha. West interior lintel, central shrine, Phimai 
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Fig. 11. Vajrasattva "stretched-out" ma(l<;iala. North interior lintel, central shrine, Phimai 

Fig. 12. Samvara "stretched-out" ma(l<;iala. East interior lintel, central shrine, Phimai 
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Fig. 13. The Battle of Lanka, from the RamayaJ].a. South interior lintel, Phimai 

Fig. 14. The Battle of Lanka, from the RamayaJ;~a. Northwest pediment, 
central shrine, Phimai 

Fig. 15. The Death of Ravana, from the RamayaJ].a. Northwest pediment, 
central shrine, Phimai 

Fig. 16. Kr~J?.a Decapitating King Ka1p5a, from the Harivam~a. Northeast exterior lintel, central shrine, Phimai 
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and the other T antric deities depicted on the other three 
interior lintels face outward toward the four respective 
cardinal directions. It is thus plausible to argue that they 
served apotropaic roles in preventing malignant spirits 
from penetrating into the inner sanctum of the central 
shrine (see ground plan in fig. 3). 

The RamayaQ.a reliefs at Phimai were largely intended 
to perform a similar apotropaic role. Thus the disjunctive 
narrative layout of the RamayaQ.a reliefs at Phimai might 
be attributed to the protective role that these narrative 
reliefs were intended to perform. For example, if we were 
to view the five episodes sequentially, they would appear 
in the following order: (1) Building the Bridge to Lanka; 
(2) Rama and Lak~maQ.a Tied up by Indrajit's Serpent 
Arrow; (3) the Battle of Lanka; (4) the Death of RavaQ.a 
(5) The Assembly of the Gods and the Return to Ayodhya 
(see ground plan in fig. 3).18 Clearly, the five RamayaQ.a 
episodes are not sequentially placed.19 Moreover, they are 
situated quite far apart from one another and thus spa­
tially are not conducive for viewing in situ as one moves 
through the monument. In short, the placement of the 
RamayaQ.a reliefs at Phimai follows neither a clockwise 
nor a counterclockwise pattern of viewing as generally 
dictated by Hindu or Buddhist ritual. 

Instead, we see narrative reliefs placed rather ran­
domly on pediments and lintels situated at the interior 
and exterior of the monument. It is perhaps not a coin­
cidence that most of the RamayaQ.a episodes (and other 
texts) narrated at Phimai tend to show the martial epi­
sodes that further amplified the theme of political pro­
tection. For example, the Battle of Lanka appears twice 
at Phimai (see ground plan in fig. 3). We first see the 
Battle of Lanka episode rendered on the south interior 
lintel (fig. 13). Rama is shown riding on the shoulders 
of Hanuman, his monkey general, while confronting 

Fig. 17. Unidentified episode. North pediment, central shrine, Phimai 

RavaQ.a, who is riding on his chariot. This particular 
scene is repeated again on the northwest pediment of 
the central shrine. Here we see the ten-headed demon, 
RavaQ.a (on the viewer's right), and Rama (on the left) 
confronting one another while riding on their respective 
chariots (fig. 14). Lastly, another problematic scene that 
has been interpreted as the Death of RavaQ.a is found on 
the northeast pediment of the central shrine (fig. 15). It 
is doubtful that this scene is from the RamayaQ.a, and 
numerous scholars have questioned the puzzling iconog­
raphy involving the scene of a flying palace supported by 
the four-headed Brahma.20 Michael Freeman gives the 
following interpretations: 

The pediment probably shows the death of RavaQ.a, 
near the end of the RamayaQ.a epic. Until recently, 
however, it was thought that this was the judgement 
ofRavaQ.a's uncle, the Brahma Malivaraja (also from 
the RamayaQ.a), shown in the middle descending 
from heaven on a hal!lsa. Heaven here is represented 
by no less than the temple of Phimai itsel£ Below, on 
chariots, are Rama (left) and RavaQ.a (right). So far 
so good, but if you look carefully under the horses' 
hooves, you can see an inverted head. Khmer lintel 
carvers were quite fond ofincluding the various parts 
of a story in a single narrative lintel, and this head is 
now thought to be RavaQ.a's, as he is killed.21 

Oddly, there is no precedent for the Brahma 
Malivaraja or the Death of RavaQ.a on other ancient 
Khmer temples in present-day northeastern Thailand 
and Angkor proper. Moreover, to the best of my knowl­
edge, the Death of RavaQ.a is rarely depicted on ancient 
Khmer temples; contemporary artists and dramatists 
in mainland Southeast Asia tend to avoid depicting the 
episode because it is considered to be inauspicious. On 
the other hand, it is possible that the Phimai version is 
simply a regional variation. Regardless of whether this 
particular scene is from the RamayaQ.a, it is undeniably 
clear that it depicts a scene of conflict. Let us entertain 
the possibility that this scene is from the RamayaQ.a and 
that it depicts the Death of RavaQ.a, which took place 
at the Battle of Lanka. Essentially, it is another battle 
scene registering conflict and confrontation. We see pre­
sumably the ten-armed (but single-headed) RavaQ.a and 
Rama shown riding on their respective chariots while 
engaged in a fierce battle. Rendered on a lintel below the 
above-mentioned pediment is a scene from an entirely 
different text, the Harival!lsa, depicting the episode of 
the Kr~Q.a Decapitating King Kal!lsa (fig. 16). This scene 
is also violent and hence apotropaic, guarding the north­
west entrance to the central shrine. 
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Fig. 18. Constructing the Bridge to Lanka, from the RamayaQa. West exterior lintel, central shrine, Phimai 

Equally fierce and ferocious is an image of Vajrasattva 
Dancing that is depicted on the north lintel of the cen­
tral shrine (fig. 17). Vajrasattva adds a Buddhist layer of 
visual protection on the margins of the architectural 
configuration of Phimai. Admittedly, it is not easy to 
pinpoint the precise identity of this four-armed dancing 
figure with a couple (Uma-Mahdvara being conquered 
by Vajrasattva?) all tied up on his right. To his left is 
another unidentified figure holding a club in his hands. 
However, it is clear that the dancing figure on the lintel 
is shown engaged in the act of subduing demons. The 
much-damaged scene rendered on the pediment above 
remains to be identified. 

Since the Death of Ravat;ta episode took place at the 
Battle of Lanka, one might even venture to argue that 
the Battle of Lanka episode is represented not twice, but 
three times, at Phimai. It is perhaps not a coincidence 
that the Battle of Lanka is represented three times and 
that each scene is rendered on lintel and pediments above 
three different entrances to Phimai. It is possible that 
the need to keep malevolent spirits from entering the 
shrine dictated the placement of battle scenes from the 
epic poem on the periphery of the temple because they 
underscore further the visual theme of political protec­
tion. As David Gordon White has pointed out, Tantric 
images play significant political roles on the margins of 
a mat;tqala: 

44 

The principal deity with whom the non-elite special­
ist or practitioner will interact-some low-level 'lord 
of spirits' -will not be absent from the elite ma7Jt/ala; 
rather, he or she will be relegated to a zone nearer 
to the periphery of that ma7Jt/ala, as a fierce protec­
tor deity guarding the ma7Jt/ala of the King's (and 
supreme deity's) utopian realm from incursions by 

Fig. 19. Rama and Lak~maQa Captured by Indrajit's Serpent Arrows," from 
the RamiiyaQa. West pediment and lintel of the maJ;u;iapa, Phimai 

malevolent spirits from the outside, that is, enemies. 
[Thus] the fierce and heavily armed deities pictured 
at the borders and gates of the T antric ma7Jt/alas are 
recognized as protectors of the realms. 22 

How, then, does one account for the presence of the 
other three Ramayapa episodes at Phimai? 

As I pointed out earlier, it is apparent that these three 
episodes are not sequentially placed; therefore, they are 
not conducive to viewing in situ. Hence, it is possible 
that they are present to provide a cause and effect to this 
"narratable" program at Phimai.23 In other words, the 
climatic moments of these three battle scenes required 
preceding causal events that lead to this dramatic effect. 
For example, in order to fight the Battle of Lanka it was 
first necessary to construct the bridge to the island of 
Lanka. This explains the presence of the Building of the 
Bridge to Lanka episode on the northwest lintel of the 
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Fig. 20. Assembly of the Gods and Return to Ayodhaya [?] Southeast pediment and lintel 
of the mal)gapa, Phimai 

central shrine (fig. 18). The narrative of the Building of 
the Bridge to Lanka begins with a detailed and imagi­
natively carved episode from the Yuddha Kanda, which 
presumably shows Rama instructing his monkey army 
to throw rocks into the ocean in order to construct 
the causeway to the island of Lanka.24 The monkeys' 
attempts were unsuccessful at first because Ravar;ta had 
instructed all the sea creatures to consume the rocks in 
order to prevent the completion of the bridge. However, 
after several failed attempts, Rama and his army man­
aged to build the causeway. The Building of the Bridge to 
Lanka episode is sequentially followed by that of Rama 
and Lak~mar;ta Tied up by Indrajit's Serpent Arrow, 
situated on the southwest pediment and lintel of the 
mar;tc:,lapa (fig. 19). This particular scene represents the 
moment when Indrajit, the son of Ravar;ta, held Rama 
and La~mar;ta captive with his powerful serpent arrows. 
The panel shows the two brothers, Rama and Lak~mar;ta, 

tied up with the serpent ropes while their monkey army 
(depicted on both the badly damaged pediment above 
and on the lintel below) attempts to liberate the two 
brothers from their restraints. 

Finally, another dubious episode that is purportedly 
from the Yudda Kanda of the Ramayapa is the Assembly 
of the Gods and the Return ofRama and Sita to Ayodhya 
(fig. 21). Both scenes are depicted on the east pediment 
and lintel of the mapc:,{apa. The four figures rendered on 
pediment are respectively: Siva and his consort, Parvati, 
riding on their vehicle, Nandi (above); below them (from 
the viewer's left to right) are the four-headed Brahma 
on his harrzsa goose, Indra on his three-headed elephant, 
and the four-armed Vi~r;tu shown riding on his Garuda. 
These four gods are present to confer the blessing of 
Rama and Sita's victory, and their return to Ayodhya 
is rendered on the lintel directly below. The identifica­
tion of these two scenes is perplexing because at Angkor 
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Fig. 21. "The Assembly of the Gods" and the "Return to Ayodhya" from the 
Ramiiya~a? Southeast pediment and lintel of the ma~9apa, Phimai 

Wat and many other Khmer temples, the episode of 
the Return of Rama and Sita to Ayodhya is portrayed 
with Sita and Rama seated on their pu~paka, a flower 
chariot accompanied by a group of monkeys. Oddly, 
at Phimai we see two figures (perhaps Rama and Sita?) 
seated at the center of a boat with a group of unidenti­
fied figures shown paying homage to them. In brief, the 
scene remains to be identified. It is possible, however, 
that the distinctive rendering of this particular episode 
at Phimai might be attributed to a regional variation. 
Another possible explanation might be that these two 
scenes are derived from entirely different texts and, like­
wise, remain to be identified. 

The identification of these episodes as belonging to 
the Ramayal).a (or not) actually plays a minor role in our 
discussion of the overall pictorial program (or the lack 
thereof) at Phimai. More pressing and relevant to my 
argument is that the narrative scenes depicted on the 
pediments and lintels at Phimai are not narrative pre­
cisely because they are clearly not sequentially placed. 
More importantly, episodes from the Ramayal).a are 
placed on the periphery of the mal).gala-like architec­
tural configuration of Phimai. I would like to suggest 
that they extend further the protective role of the Tantric 
Buddhist images situated on the four interior lintels. 
Thus the rather conspicuous and repeated battle scenes 
from the Ramayal).a are now used to further underscore 
the theme of political protection. This denigration of 
the narrative role of images by privileging the protective 
quality of the iconic is commonly found in esoteric art 
and mal).gala. 

Although one might argue that the square and rect­
angular layout of Phimai contradicts entirely the literal 
meaning of the Sanskrit word mal).gala ("circle"), mean­
ing is not established merely by etymology.25 Moroever, 

Fig. 22. Hevajra ma!l9ala, ca. 12rh century, National Museum, Bangkok 

it is undeniable that the Buddhism practiced at Phimai 
was Vajrayana. In addition, the use of mal).gala is one 
of many important devices in Tantric practice. In fact, 
there are mal).galas that are contemporaneous with 
Phimai that are shaped like a Khmer prasat (temple). 
For example, the Hevajra mal).gala (now housed at the 
National Museum in Bangkok) is shaped like a minia­
ture version ofPhimai (fig. 22). 

Hevajra, the main deity is shown dancing at the 
center of the mal).gala, accompanied by eight yoginis 
dancing on the outer circle. J. J. Bodes points out that 
these eight yoginis hold iconographic attributes compa­
rable to the ones held by the yoginis rendered on the two 
"stretched-out-ma~4alas" found on the interior lintels of 
PhimaL26 Another similar feature between the architec­
tural configuration of Phimai and the Hevajra mal).gala 
is the placement of a crowned Mucalinda Buddha (in 
dhyiina mudrii) on the very top of the mal).gala. One 
might imagine that a comparable crowned Mucalinda 
Buddha was originally placed at the inner sanctum of 
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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 mal).gala might be Adi Buddha. It suffices to 
say here that the similar spatial configuration and icono­
graphic attributes shared between the T antric figures in 
the Hevajra mal).gala and at Phimai are sufficient reasons 
to qualify Phimai as a mal).gala. Moreover, Woodward 
has convincingly pointed out that the two lintels with 
Vajrasattva and Samvara can be called "stretched-out­
mar.zt/alas." Last, historians such as 0. W. Wolters have 
long used the word mal).gala to describe the geopolitical 
entities of early kingdoms in Southeast AsiaP 

In a different context, but relevant to our discussion 
ofPhimai as a mal). gala-like structure, is Marijke Klokke' s 
sound argument that Borobu<;lur is not a mat:t<;lala but a 
stiipa. Klokke has astutely pointed out in her writing: 

I do not know of any mar.zt/ala in which narratives 
play such a prominent role as they do on Borobu<;iur. 
Some mar.zt/alas have narrative elements, but these 
always play a subordinate role. Narratives depicted 
in 1460 relief panels, as on Borobu<;iur, can hardly 
be called subordinate. They form an integral part of 
the structure of Borobu<;iur, but have generally been 
neglected in studies which emphasize the theory of 
Borobu<;iur as a mar.zt/ala.28 

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

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 Rdmtiyar.za 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. 
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