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Buddhist Art in Java1 
 

In this edition I have updated the spelling to comply with modern standards (except when quoting book or article names), and 

have changed the references so that they apply to the panel numbers corresponding to the photographs. When I have had to 

omit text I mark it with […] Notes added by me are in square brackets. – Ānandajoti Bhikkhu 
 

1: The Stūpa of Borobudur 
 
The ruins of Borobudur constitute indisputably the most important Buddhist monument of the island of Java. We know also that they 

alone can compete, in the amplitude of their dimensions and the profusion of the bas-reliefs with which their walls are covered, with the 
other gem of Far-Eastern archaeology, I mean Angkor Wat. In beauty of site they even far surpass the rival wonder of Cambodia. 

Occupying a detached position in advance of a small chain of mountains, which forms a screen on the south, the eminence on which stands 
Borobudur dominates the vast valley of Progo, all covered with shimmering palm-groves and framed on both sides by the majestic 

summits of great volcanoes. To the west stretch the deep recesses of the Menoreh, flanked by the imposing sugar-loaf of the Sumbing, in 

height exceeding 10,000 feet; to the east extend the wonderfully pure curves of the twin peaks of the Merbabu, the Mount of Ashes, and of 
the Merapi, the Mount of Fire, the latter still active; and in the northern distance, half-way to the sea, whose vapours may be faintly 

descried, the rounded hill of Magelang represents the head of the nail which, according [206] to the native tradition, fixed Java to the 
bottom of the ocean. The flat and marshy borders of the Cambodian Great-Lake have nothing to compare with this sublime scenery; and 

yet it is a fact of common experience that Borobudur produces at first sight a general impression much less profound than does Angkor 
Wat.  

 

No doubt, we must in the first place take account of the difference in dimensions. The rectangular base of the Khmer monument has an 
exterior measurement of 187 by 215 metres; the lower terrace of the Javanese building forms a square of 111 metres on each side. The 

former attains an elevation of 57 metres, whilst the present summit of the second does not reach 35 metres above the first steps. It is well 
likewise to note that the latter, older by three centuries or so and exposed to the same destructive agents torrential rains and the luxuriant 

vegetation of the Tropics is in a worse state of preservation.2 But, after all, we must acknowledge that the two monuments, even at the 

                                                           
1 Extract from the Bulletin de l’Ecole française d’Extrême-Orient, vol. IX, 1909, pp. I sqq. These notes are a result of a too brief stay which the author 

was able to make in Java during the month of May 1907. 
2 Boro-Budur is commonly ascribed to the IXth Century, and Angkor-Vat to the XIIth. The leaning walls of the Javanese Stūpa threaten ruin to such a 

degree that the Government-General of the Dutch East Indies has been moved thereby. The friends of archaeology will learn with pleasure that a 
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time of their unimpaired splendour, had from an architectural point of view nothing in common. Angkor Wat deploys on tiers rising 

above the plain its three enclosing galleries, intersected by portals, flanked by eight towers and crowned by a ninth: Borobudur 
encompasses the summit of a hill with the sacred number of its nine terraces, connected at the four cardinal points by staircases and 

surmounted by a dome. At Angkor Wat the eye ranges through the colonnades or follows in the distance [207] the ever narrowing flight of 
the porticoes; at Borobudur the lower galleries, interrupted by twenty right angles and confined on the exterior by a high parapet, 

narrowly enclose the visitor in their successive recesses.3 In Cambodia, whether from the end of the paved approaches he contemplates the 

clearly defined silhouette of the towers, or whether from the top of the central group he dominates the widely spaced plan of the 

enclosures, the spectator always embraces in his view the grandiose scheme of the design. In Java, from the foot as from the top, nothing is 

ever perceived but a compact mass confusedly bristling with 432 niches and 72 little cupolas forming so many pinnacles. The fact is that 
Angkor Wat led the devotee by the perspective of long avenues straight to the dwelling of a god; Borobudur, on the contrary, opened no 

access in its massive sides, which were destined solely as a shrine for relics. In one word, the first is a Brahmanic temple; the second is a 
stūpa, or Buddhist tumulus.  

 

That the architectural form of the temple is infinitely more favourable to the effect of the whole than that of the mausoleum, no one will 
deny. Still this reason is not entirely satisfying; nor does it suffice to explain what at first sight is wrong with the aspect of Borobudur. It is 

not a dome with simple lines, like the most ancient Indian stūpas which are preserved to us, for example at Sanchi and at Māṇikyāla. 

Neither is it a superposition of quadrangular diminishing terraces, a kind of pyramid in steps, such as the Chinese pilgrims describe the 
pagodas of north-western India. Nor has it the lengthy slenderness of its Burmese or Siamese congeners, which point very high into the air 

as it were the handle of [208] an enormous bell. To speak candidly, it seems to have been unable to decide clearly whether to be conical, 
pyramidal, or hemispherical The vertical indented walls of the first six galleries give the impression that the monument is about to mount 

up straight towards the sky: but with the three upper circular galleries this start is suddenly frustrated, and the whole structure assumes a 

crushed and heavy appearance. Doubtless we must make allowance for the disappearance of the crown and the depression of the summit 
under the influence of the rains. Neither must we forget that the wide band of masonry which now forms the first terrace was constructed 

round the edifice as an afterthought and contributes in no slight degree to the appearance of heaviness.4 But, all taken into account, the 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          
first grant of 60,000 florins (about £5,000) is at present being devoted to works of preservation under the expert direction of Major Van Erp, of the 
Engineers. 

3 [See the gallery photo in next section.]  
4 We know that the discovery of this peculiarity is due to an engineer, Heer J.W. Yzerman. The primitive plinth must have very early been buried in 

the new masonry along with the bas-reliefs wherewith there had been a commencement of decoration. Doubtless it was found necessary to strengthen 
the foundations, which threatened to give way under the thrust of the upper stories: at the same time perhaps orthodox tradition found the addition of 
a terrace advantageous, thus completing in the most patent manner the sacred number of nine. This addition is indicated […] by the divergent 
hatchings. 
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disappointment of the impartial observer exists none the less. That a great tumulus can never be anything but a kind of huge pudding, he is 

quite ready to admit: but there are puddings which are more or less succesfully constructed. Without irreverence we may say that the stupa 
of Borobudur, with the endless zig-zags of its passages and the profuse ornamentation of its pinnacles, gives at first the impression of a 

pasty, as badly raised on the whole as it is minutely carved in detail.5  

 

[209] It is not enough to state the fact; we must also explain it. Certainly we cannot question the skill of the architect who conceived the 
complicated plan of these nine stories, who designed the mouldings and provided for the sculptural decoration, who, finally, by an 

ingenious arrangement of gargoyles carrying away the rain-water, made sure of an indefinite preservation at a slight cost of maintenance. 

If, therefore, he pitched so low the summit of his construction, he must have had some reason for it. We confess that this reason revealed 

itself to us only in the evening, when seeing from the verandah of the neighbouring pasangrahan6 the obscure silhouette of the monument 

stand out against the starry sky. The contours of this dark mass, in which all details were obscured, presented themselves to us as distinctly 
curved: where we were seeking a pyramid, the builder had intended only a dome. Thus we learned our error. It had, in fact, become usual 

with archaeologists to regard Borobudur as a stūpa erected on superposed terraces after the manner of those of northwestern India.7 In 

reality, it is only a stūpa in the form of a dome, according to the old Indian mode, but much more elaborate, being cut horizontally by a 
series of promenades and itself crowned with a second cupola. The influence which it has undergone, both in its general conception as in 

the detail of its mural decoration, comes to it not from Gandhara, but, as is natural, from southern India, where [210] its direct ancestor is 

called Amarāvatī.8 And this theory, imposed on the most uninitiated by observation of the monument, is confirmed beyond all hesitation 

by an examination of the plans and elevations which have been drawn up by specialists. The ruling lines of Borobudur, notwithstanding 

the right angles and vertical walls of its lower galleries, are all curves.  
 

                                                           
5 In case the reader should be tempted to think that these criticisms are made by a prejudiced and particularly surly visitor, he is begged to refer to the 

opinion of Brumund in Leemans, Boro-Boudour dans l’ile de Java, Leiden, 1874, p. 679. 
6 This is the Malay name for the traveller’s house, corresponding to the Indian bungalow and the Cambodian sālā. 
7 Such, for example, is the idea expressed in the passage of our Art gréco-houddhique du Gandhâra, I, p. 80, to which the present note may serve as 

erratum. 
8 Cf. Art gréco-houddhique du Gandhâra, fig. 58, a model of a stūpa from Amarāvatī, where the procedure in decorating the walls of the monument 

with the aid of bas-reliefs and the recourse to a promenade intended to facilitate access to the upper row of these latter are already clearly indicated. 
Let us add that the excavations judiciously conducted by Major Van Erp have already borne fruit in the discovery of fragments of the balustrade, 
furnished with doors, which formerly surrounded the base of Boro-Budur. 
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Have the goodness to cast a glance [at the aerial photograph reproduced here and one 

can see] the principles which presided over the construction of Borobudur will become 
quite clear. The plan demonstrates to us in the most evident manner that each of the 

lower galleries, however angular they may be, is inscribed within a circle, and is itself, 
at its principal points, tangent to an inner circle. On the elevation we perceive that the 

initial project of the architect involved the construction of an edifice assuming the 
general form of a segment of a sphere.  

 

Henceforth nothing remains but to offer him our humble apology and to try to enter 
into his views. Naturally our observations of fact still hold good; but [211] what we 

took for defects no longer appear to us anything but necessities logically imposed by 
the initial decision. It was in order to keep more closely to the horizontal sections of 

his segment of a sphere that he gave twenty angles to the parapets of the first four 
galleries and twelve to that of the fifth: if, in his desire to furnish his band of sculptors 

with plane surfaces, he had made these galleries simply quadrangular, they would have 

extended too far beyond the primordial inner circle. It is because a semi-circular 
profile does not mount like a pyramid, that the upper promenades, themselves circular, 

are necessarily lowered. This explains at once the contrast between the steepness of the 
first steps and the gentle slope of the last: not otherwise does one mount the outline of 

the upper section of a globe.9 Neither is it the fault of anyone, but rather in the nature of things, if, having once reached the top of the 

rounded sides, one can no longer see the foot, just as from the base it is impossible to perceive the summit. If we likewise reflect that the 
architect of Borobudur was deprived of our favourite resource of colonnades, we shall understand why to the use of mouldings he has 

added that of antefixes, of niches and cupolas; and we shall no longer be astonished at the symmetrical multiplication [212] of these 
decorative elements. On the whole, in every point where we were ready to criticize him, we must now, on the contrary, recognize the 

ingenuity with which he has turned to advantage the ready-made formula which he had inherited from the ancient religious tradition of 
India, and to which from the very beginning he was bound as far as possible to conform. We cannot render him responsible for the 

                                                           
9 The difference between the steps at the bottom and those at the top is so great that from the first to the second gallery, for example, thirteen steps 

only go back 3.56 m. in rising 3.84 m., whilst the seven steps which lead to the first circular gallery, the sixth of the whole, have a depth of 3.40 m. in 

rising 1.80 m.; Wilsen (ap. Leemans, p. 576) asks whether we must not, in the steepness of the first steps, see a symbol, suggested to the minds of the 
faithful by the intermediary of their legs, of the difficulty of attaining to Nirvāṇa! We conjecture, at least, that the impossibility of imposing upon 
them still steeper ones is one of the reasons which decided the architect not to conform in all things to the ancient Indian formula of the “air bubble 
on water”, and made him recoil before the idea of assigning to his monument the form of a complete hemisphere. 
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mediocre architectural effect which his monument must always have had, even at a time before the uneven ruin of the decorations, the 

subsidence of the summit, and the crumbling of the corners had broken and distorted the lines. Let us add that his first plan, by at once 
raising the level of the first gallery almost six metres above the pavement, indicated much better and in an incomparably more elegant 

manner, the form of the edifice. But for the heavy terrace in which he very soon had to bury the original foundation of Borobudur, and 
which still to-day gives the structure an awkward look, we flatter ourselves that we should have made fewer mistakes and felt loss 

hesitation concerning the real intentions of its author.  
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II: The Bas-Reliefs of Borobudur  
(Principal Wall of the First Gallery)  

 

Whatever from an architectural point of view has been lost to Borobudur through the tyranny of religious tradition is abundantly 
compensated in the decorative aspect. The 2,000 bas-reliefs, more or less, which formerly covered its walls, and of which about 1,600 still 

exist to-day, are all borrowed from the legend, or from the Pantheon, of Indian Buddhism; and it was the testimony of these that [213] 
from the first established the sectarian character of the monument. In abundance and variety of subjects the Brahmanic art and epopee of 

India have provided for the labour of the sculptors of Angkor Wat nothing comparable hereto. Neither can these latter vie in skill of 
execution with their confreres of Borobudur. While their chisels could only moderately carve the fine Cambodian sandstone into rather 

shallow pictures, the artists of Java, not disheartened by the coarse grain 

of the volcanic stone furnished by their island, have drawn from it 
veritable high-reliefs of an astounding depth. Their figures, in spite of the 

effeminate softness of their lines, arc rightly celebrated for the justness of 
their proportions, the naturalness of their movements and the diversity of 

their postures. Above all, they exhibit a knowledge of foreshortening, 
which is totally lacking in the later, but, owing to want of skill, 

apparently more archaic works of the Khmer artists. Even in India, if we 

except the few chefs-d’oeuvre that we still possess of the schools of 
Gandhāra, Amarāvatī and Benares, we find nothing to surpass this final 

Far-Eastern florescence of Buddhist art.  
 

Among the hundreds of bas-reliefs the first to arouse interest were those 
which Leemans calls “of the second gallery”, but which Heer J. W. 

Yzerman’s discovery proves to have originally belonged to the first. This 

gallery is a corridor, having an interior width of m. 1,85, which, with 
twenty zig-zags, encompasses the whole monument. It is enclosed between 

two stone walls, built, like the rest of the construction, without any 
apparent mortar and interrupted only by the passage of the four staircases, both walls being ornamented by two superposed series of bas-

reliefs. Among those which decorate the parapet (the anterior wall of Leemans), formerly 568 in number, [214] whereof about 400 remain, 
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Dr. S. d’Oldenburg has already identified a number of jātakas, or previous lives of Buddha.10 On the wall itself of the stūpa Wilsen had 

early recognized in the upper row scenes from the last life of the same Śākyamuni; and Dr. C. M. Pleyte has recently published a detailed 

explanation, according to the Lalitavistara, of the 120 panels which it contains.11 As regards those of the bottom row, the greater number 

still await an interpretation. We remark at once, by the light of the identifications already made, that these pictures conform in the order 

of their succession to the general rule of the pradakshiṇā;12 that is to say, they follow the direction taken by the worshipper who 

circumambulated the stūpa, keeping it on his right hand, it results quite naturally from this that, on the walls of the [215] parapet, the 

scenes follow one another from left to right, while, on the building, the succession is from right to left. On both sides they accompany the 
visitor who makes the round in the only direction compatible with the religious and auspicious character of the monument.  

 
It is all the more expedient not to ignore this law, inasmuch as the identification of the bas-reliefs of this first gallery is, as we have said, 

very far from complete. Our attention was immediately and forcibly drawn to the 120 magnificent panels on the right wall, below the 

scenes from the last life of Buddha. Measuring, like these last, from 0,70 m.  to 0,80 m.  in height by circa 2,40 m. in length, about three 
quarters of them have until now – partly through the fault of the artists and much more through the imperfections of the only 

reproductions which have been published13 – resisted all attempts at explanation. At the time of our visit we had at our disposal nothing 

                                                           
10 S. d’Oldenburg, Notes on Buddhist Art, St. Petersburg, 1895 (in Russian, translated into English in the Journal of the American Oriental Society, 

XVIII, I, January 1897, pp. 196-201). [Note additional to [this, printed at the end of the essay]: Upon reperusing M. August Earth’s Bulletins des 
Religions de l’Inde (Rev. de l’Hist. des Religions, t. XLV, 1902, p. 354 n. 1, or vol. II, p. 442 n. 1, of the edition of his Oeuvres) we see that the 
identification suggested above for the bas-relief no. 14 of Dr. Pleyte’s publication has been already proposed by him. He works out in full the same 
interpretation: “That the maternal womb, the scene of the central incident, has been omitted, is entirely in conformity with the conventions of this 
art…” We are doubly fortunate in finding ourselves ex post facto at one with him and in rendering to him the priority as regards the identification. 

11 C. M. Pleyte, Die Buddha-Legende in den Skulpturen des Tempels von Boro-Budur, Amsterdam, 1901, in 4°. — In general we are in agreement with 

Dr. Pleyte as to the identification of the 120 figured scenes, which in fact follow religiously the text which they have undertaken to illustrate. All the 

same, his figure 14 seems to us to represent not “Śakra and the Guardians of the Cardinal Points”, which would convey nothing particularly edifying, 
but the Bodhisattva, supposed to be seated in his mother’s womb beneath the “pavilion of precious stone”, at the moment when Brahmā brings to him 
in a cup the drop of honey, quintessence of worlds, which he has just collected in the magic lotus figured in the preceding scene side by side with the 
Conception (Lalita-vistara, ed. Lefmann, pp. 63-4). – As to figures 47 and 48, not identified by Dr. Pleyte, we believe, paradoxical as the assertion 
may seem, that they represent twice the episode of the Bodhisattva’s wrestling, first with a single competitor, and then with all his rivals together 
(Lalita-vistara, pp. 152-3). This is why on fig. 47 we see a single individual, and on fig. 48 all the young Śakyas, standing motionless and facing the 

Bodhisattva, who also is motionless and standing: so inveterate was the horror of the sculptors of Boro-Budur for all violent movements.  
12 Cf. Art gréco-houddhique du Gandhâra, p. 268. 
13 We would speak of the enormous folio album of 393 lithographed plates, which is annexed to the already mentioned work of Leemans and which 

was so uselessly and so expensively designed at Java by Wilsen and Schönberg Mulder from 1849 to 1853, then published in Holland from 1855 to 
1871 under the care of the Government-General of the Dutch Indies. 
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but the text of the Divyāvadāna and the excellent Guide of Dr. J. Groneman.14 The latter indicates in the series in question only two 

identifications, both again due to Dr. S. d’Oldenberg: one is that of the legend of Sudhanakumāra; the other, which is connected with the 
history of Maitrakanyaka, has quite recently been corroborated and developed by Prof. Speyer and Dr. Groneman at the cost of an 

extensive [216] correction of one of Wilsen’s drawings. The reading of the Divyāvadāna gave us at once the key to the illustrations of two 

other stories, those of Rudrāyaṇa and of Māndhātar. Then two or three of these rebuses in stone themselves bear their own solutions. On 
the whole, two thirds of the 120 panels in the row are thus clearly elucidated by direct comparison of the texts and the originals. At a time 

when the government of the Dutch Indies is preparing to endow the world of letters with photographic reproductions of all the sculptures 
of Borobudur, it is, perhaps, worth while to publish, without further delay, these first results, which cannot but open the way to the 

complete explanation of the whole.15  

 

I. South-Eastern Corner. We shall begin our pradakshiṇā, according to rule, at the gate facing the east, which formerly constituted the 

principal entrance. The proof, if any is needed, is given by the fact that here begins on the upper series of bas-reliefs, the legend of the 
Buddha Sākyamuni. The 30 pictures of this series which are comprised between the eastern and southern staircases exhibit the very early 

events of his last life, from the preparations for his descent from the heaven Tuṣita until, and including, his last re-birth upon earth. Of the 

30 corresponding panels of the [217] lower row the first twenty are, as Dr. S. d’Oldenburg has briefly recognized, dedicated to the legend 

of Prince Sudhana. We propose, with the aid of the text of the Divyāvadāna,16 to enter into the details of this identification, which may be 

regarded as definitive: we shall, at the same time, detect the methods of the sculptors.  
 

                                                           
14 Boeddhistische Tempelbouwvallen in die Praga-Vallei, de Tjanḍis Baraboedoer, Mendoet en Pawon, by Dr. J. Gronemann, Semarang-Soerabaia, 

1907. The venerable archaeologist of Jogyakarta was so kind as to accompany us himself into the galleries and even to the summit of Boro-Budur; we 
cannot thank him too warmly for his trouble. 

15 In order to save the reader all confusion and to facilitate the references to the already published documents, we should explain that we here treat in 

detail only the 120 bas-reliefs called by Leemans “lower row of the back wall of the second gallery”, which, occupying the base of plates XVI to 

CXXXV of his album, are described (but not identified) from page 194 to page 217 of his book […] 
16 S. d’Oldenburg, loc. cit., p. 200; Divyāvadāna, XXX, ed. Cowell and Neil, pp. 435-461. 
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1. Sudhanāvadāna, the Traditions about Sudhana 
 
[Panel 1] “Once upon a time, says the text, there were in the country of Pāñcāla two kings, the king of the north and the king of the 

south...” The former was virtuous, and his kingdom prosperous; with the second it was quite otherwise. Leemans describes the bas-relief in 

these terms: “A prince and his wife, seated in a pendopo17 not far from their palace, are receiving the homage of a great number of persons 

of rank.” Is it the monarch of the north who is presented to us in all his glory in the midst of his court? Is it the sovereign of the south 

whom we perceive in the act of deliberating with his ministers concerning the means of restoring prosperity to his kingdom? This it is not 
in the power of our image-makers to specify.  

 

                                                           
17 Probably a corruption of the Sanskrit word maṇḍapa, which signifies a kind of hall or open pavilion. 



Māndhātrāvadāna 

 

 
 
[Panel 2] What lends more probability to the first supposition is the fact that in the following picture we must in any case recognize as the 

king of southern Pāñcāla the prince who, sheltered by his parasol and followed by a numerous cortege, is riding on horseback through a 
conventional rocky landscape. Under a pretext of hunting, as the text tells us, he is making a tour of inspection through his kingdom, 

which he finds completely ruined and deserted. Perhaps he is even now plotting to rob his flourishing [218] neighbour of the young nāga 

Janmacitraka, who resides in a pond near the capital of northern Pāñcāla, and who by a dispensing at an opportune moment the exact 
amount of rain which is necessary assures abundance to the country. But we can hardly rely upon the resemblance between the Brahman 

ascetic who goes before him, bearing in his right hand a kind of bent pruning-bill, and the snake-charmer whose witchcraft we are soon to 

witness.  
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[Panel 3] The following panel represents no less than three episodes. On the right the young nāga recognizable, as on the sculptures of 
India, by his coiffure of serpents’ heads asks upon his knees, and obtains, the protection of the hunter Halaka. In the middle the same 

Janmacitraka, grieving and under compulsion, is driven from the midst of the waters and lotuses of his pond by the influence of 

incantations pronounced (at his right side) by a Brahmanic ascetic before a sacrificial altar; fortunately the hunter, standing (on the other 
side) with his weapons in his hands, is watching over him. According to the text, he is about to put the charmer to death, not without first 

having made him annul the effect of his charm. In the third group (on the left) we must therefore, it seems, recognize the same Brahman, 
not reporting to the king, whose agent he is, a mischance which he has not survived, but at the moment when he receives from this king his 

secret mission. It follows, therefore, that, by an exceptional, but not impossible, arrangement, the episode on the left, like that on the right, 
must have preceded in time the one which they both enclose.  



Māndhātrāvadāna 

 

 
 
[Panel 4] Next, in the text, comes a brilliant reception at the house of the father and mother of the young nāga in honour of the saviour of 

their son. This is indeed what the bas-relief represents; but then we are forced to admit [219] that for this occasion the hunter has donned a 

princely costume, much superior to his caste. It is also necessary to supply the fact that in the meantime he has received from his hosts a 
lasso which never misses.  
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[Panel 5] The following picture transports us to the Himalāya mountains. On the right we perceive the lean ascetic figure of the old 
anchorite whose thoughtless chatter has guided the arm of the hunter Halaka. The latter, who is in a squatting posture, holds the Kinnarī 

Manoharā imprisoned at the end of his infallible lasso, while the companions of the latter, likewise represented in human form, rush 

towards the left in their aerial flight over a pond of lotuses.  
 



Māndhātrāvadāna 

 

 
 

[Panel 6] At this moment, we are told, Sudhana, the Royal Prince of northern Pāñcāla, is passing with a hunting party: Halaka perceives 

him, and, in order that his captive may not be forcibly taken away, presents her to him. We believe we must twice recognize the hunter in 
the two persons respectfully stooping down between the prince and the fairy, who are standing: in the first row he is offering his captive; 

in the second he receives the reward for it. Leemans was wrong in speaking of “a few women of rank”: Manoharā is the only person of her 
sex. It goes without saying that, as in our stories love springs up immediately between the young people.  
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[Panel 7] A king, seated in his palace, in the midst of his court, is in conversation with a Brahman. Without the text we should never be 

able to guess that this king is the father of Sudhana, and that the interlocutor is his purohita, or chaplain, the traitor of the melodrama. 

The latter is in the act of perfidiously counselling his master to confide forthwith to the royal prince the perilous task of subduing a 
rebellious vassal, against whom seven expeditions have already failed.  

 



Māndhātrāvadāna 

 

 
 

[220] [Panel 8] The unhappy prince, in despair at having to leave his beloved Manoharā, obtains permission to say farewell to his mother 
before beginning the campaign, and begs her to watch over his young wife. That the bas-relief does, in fact, represent an interview 

between a mother and a son is clearly proved by the higher seat of the queen and the respectful attitude of the prince.  
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[Panel 9] Sudhana, as it is written, stopped “at the foot of a tree” near to the rebellious town. Fortunately, Vaiśravaṇa, one of the four gods 
who reign in the air, foreseeing his defeat, sends to his aid his general Pāñcika with a troup of Yakṣas, or genii. These are the “five giants, 

or evil spirits”, mentioned by Leemans. The latter continues:  

 



Māndhātrāvadāna 

 

 
 

[Panel 10] “A prince, seated in his house with his wife and two servants, is giving audience to six men, perhaps wise Brahmans, with whom 
he is engaged in a very animated conversation…” Here, again, it is only from the text that we learn that the locality of the scene is 

transferred back to Hastināpura, the capital of northern Pāñcāla, and that the father of Sudhana is asking his Brahman astrologers for an 
explanation of a bad dream. The wicked chaplain takes advantage of this to prescribe, among other remedies forestalling such bad omens, 

the sacrifice of a Kinnarī. The king seems to make a gesture of protest, and his wife shows manifest signs of sorrow.  
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[Panel 11] But in the heart of the king the instinct of self-preservation at last gains the victory. Thus, on the following picture we see the 

fairy Manoharā, with the assent, and even the complicity, of the Queen Mother, flee away gracefully through the air.  
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[Panel 12] Meanwhile Sudhana, by the aid of the genii, has triumphed, without any shedding of blood. His [221] mission fulfilled, he re-
enters the capital, and begins by presenting to his father the taxes which he has recovered and the tribute of submission from the rebels. 

We shall not fail to observe the grace and suitability of the attitudes of the various persons.  
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[Panel 13] The prince has no sooner remarked the disappearance of Manoharā and learned the “unworthiness and ingratitude” of the king 

than he again has recourse to his mother: it is interesting to compare this interview, in respect of variety of attitude, with that at which we 
were present above (Panel 8).  
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[Panel 14] Once again a royal personage is presented to us, seated in his palace in the midst of his court; but this time he has a halo. By this 

sign we shall recognize here, as well as in Panels 17 and 18, Druma, king of the Kinnaras. It is, therefore, his daughter, Manoharā, who, 
crouched at his left, is relating to him the story of her romantic adventures on earth. It results, further, from this that the scene is suddenly 

transported beyond the first chains of the Himalāyas to the distant and inaccessible country of the genii and fairies. The sculptor does all 

that he can to vary in imagination, if in execution he hardly succeeds, the places and persons.  
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[Panel 15] However Sudhana has set himself to search for his beloved. It occurs to him to enquire of the anchorite, whose incautious words 

formerly led to the capture of the fairy by the hunter. Now it happens that the faithful Manoharā, bearing no malice, has left with this 
same ṛṣi a ring and an itinerary, which he is respectively to deliver and to communicate to the prince.  

 



Māndhātrāvadāna 

 

 
 
[Panel 16] Without allowing himself to be discouraged by the length and terrible difficulties of the journey, the hero of the story at last 

succeeds in reaching the city of king [222] Druma. At this very moment a crowd of Kinnarīs is engaged in drawing water in great 
quantities for the bath of the princess because, they say, of that human odour which she has brought back with her from the earth, and 

which will not disappear. Sudhana takes advantage of this to throw the ring of recognition into one of the pitchers, which he recommends 

to the servant as the first to be emptied over the head of Manoharā. According to the text the trick is played without the knowledge of the 
Kinnarī, but according to the panel, so elegant in its morbidezza, it cannot be that she is deceived concerning the intention of the gesture 

and the motive for the recommendation of the young man.  

 



Buddhist Art in Java 

 
 

[Panel 17] The stratagem succeeds: Druma, warned by his daughter of the arrival of the prince, after threatening to make mincemeat of 
him, is appeased, and consents to prove him. The bas-relief represents Sudhana standing at the left, his bow bent, ready to pierce seven 

palms with one single arrow; on the right Druma, seated and with a halo, witnesses his prowess.  
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[Panel 18] Finally he resolves, as is written and as we can see, to grant the prince his daughter’s hand.  
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[Panel 19] The newly-wedded couple lead a life of pleasure in the midst of the gynaeceum. According to the customary Indian and 

Javanese formula these delights are provided by a dancing girl, accompanied by an orchestra of musicians of both sexes. As Leemans has 
shrewdly remarked, the royal couple do not seem to pay great attention to these amusements: they do not, in fact, suffice to cure the prince 

of homesickness.  
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[Panel 20] And this is why, on the following and last picture, we see him and his wife signalizing by a distribution of bounty their return to 
Hastinapura.  

 

[223] Here, we believe, ends, both on the monument and in the text, the story of Sudhanakumāra and the Kinnarī Manoharā, or, as we may 
translate it, of Prince Fortunate and the fairy Charming.  

 

The ten panels which continue the line as far as the southern staircase seem to be devoted to another story, in which the exchange by sea 

and land of portraits, or models, of the hero or heroine18 plays a role sufficiently picturesque to suggest sooner or later an identification. 

                                                           
18 A story, likewise Indian and Buddhist, translated from the Chinese by M. Chavannes (Fables et Contes de l’Inde, extraits du Tripiṭaka chinois, in 

Actes du XIVe Congrès international des Orientalistes, I, p. 94) begins with this double and reciprocal exchange of ideal models: but the continuation 
of the story does not seem to accord with the scenes of our bas-reliefs. We may also recall, in the legend of Mahākāśyapa, the detail of the fabrication 
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For the present we prefer to abstain from all hypothesis. The example of the first twenty of these bas-reliefs proves clearly that it would be 

idle to attempt, without the aid of a text, an explanation founded solely on the intimations of the sculptors. Even a text is not always 
sufficient: it must also be well chosen. We have just remarked that our image-makers have, except for a few insignificant divergences, 

followed the letter of the Divyāvadāna. We should arrive at a quite different result, if we compared with their work another version of the 

same legend, preserved in the no less ancient and authentic collection of the Mahāvastu.19 There we have no more question [224] of a 

preamble, containing the adventures of the nāga Janmacitraka and of the snake-charmer: also it is not with an infallible lasso, but thanks 

to a “truthful word”, that the hunter gets possession of the Kinnarī. There is no longer any wicked chaplain, any expedition of the prince 

against a rebel, any bad dream of the king: it simply happens that Sudhana, having in the excess of his love neglected his duties, is put into 
prison by his father, and the fairy is sent home, but not by way of the air. Then it is with two hunters, and not with an anchorite, that 

Manoharā leaves her ring and her directions to her lover. It is a huge monkey who transports the prince and his three companions to the 
town of the Kinnarī, where the best welcome awaits him, without having to undergo any trial of strength or skill. In short, if we had at our 

disposal only the Mahāvastu, scarcely two or three out of twenty bas-reliefs, for example the capture of the Kinnarī by the hunter and the 

throwing of the ring into the pitcher, would be susceptible of a detailed interpretation by the aid of the text: and yet it is quite evident to 

us, thanks to the constant accord between the Divyāvadāna and the sculptures, that the identification with the legend of Prince Sudhana 

would be on the whole none the less just. This remark deserves to be borne in mind throughout the delicate enterprise of the explanation of 
these mute stories.  

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          
of a type of girl in gold (Beal, Romantic Legend, p. 317; Schiefner, Textes traduits du Kandjour in Mélanges Asiatic de St. Peterburg, VIII, pp. 296 
sqq., or Tibetan tales, p. 191). 

19 Ed. Senart, II, pp. 94-115. On the other hand, the version of the Tibetan Kanjur, translated by Schiefner (Tibetan tales, pp. 44-74), follows exactly the 

text of the Divyāvadāna, that is, as has lately been shown by MM. S. Lévi and Ed. Huber, the canon of the Mūla-Sarvāstivādins; we shall have to 

return to this point. Let us again cite two versions of the Sudhanakumārāvadāna, the one from the Bodhisattvāvadānakalpalatā (no. 64), the other 
(pointed out by Dr. S. d’Oldenberg, Legendes bouddhiques, St Petersburg, 1894, p. 43) from the Bhadrakalpāvadāna, no. 29. 
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2. Māndhātrāvadāna, the Traditions about Māndhātar 
 

II. South-Western Corner. We should be tempted to apply it without further delay to the bas-reliefs which we encounter immediately after 

having passed the point where the southern staircase crosses the first gallery of the stūpa. [225] Thanks once again to the Divyāvadāna,20 

we shall there recognize with absolute certainty the biography of the famous king Māndhātar, as familiar to the Brahmanic legend as to 
the Buddhist. But it is only from the eighth bas-relief, counting from the southern entrance, that the text again comes into line with the 

monument, to march side by side with it thenceforward as far as the twentieth. What does this mean? Are we to suppose that the first 

seven pictures relate to another story? The analogy of the south-eastern corner seems to supply stronger reasons for supposing that the first 
twenty bas-reliefs of the south-western corner were likewise dedicated to a single legend, that is to the Māndhātrāvadāna: only the 

sculptor must have commenced at a much earlier point than the compiler. The first goes back, it seems, as far as the incidents which 

preceded the birth of the hero, whilst the second, in an exordium obviously shortened and drawn up in telegraphic style, gives a rapid 
resume of his first youth, and proceeds to expatiate at large on the exploits of his reign. Until we have fuller information, everything leads 

us to believe that the story of Māndhātar commenced at the corner of the southern staircase and not right in the middle of one of the faces 
of this twenty-cornered gallery, and that it terminated, like that of Sudhana, at the fourth angle after the staircase.  

 
When we had arrived at this point in our hypothesis, the reading of the Bodhisattvāvadānakalpalatā came to confirm it in a most 

unexpected manner. The abridged and colourless [226] version of the Pali Jātaka no. 258 had been of no assistance whatever. Neither had 

we been helped by the Tibetan text of the Kanjur in the translation of Schiefner, which, in fact, follows with great fidelity the 

Divyāvadāna, that is the version of the Mūla-Sarvāstivādins. Kshemendra does the same, but for once, in the midst of his insipid concetti, 
he has, at the beginning, preserved for us one topical detail (st. 8-10):  

 

“One day Upoṣadha, anxious to assure the protection of the anchorites by the destruction of the demons, mounted on 
horseback, and began to go through the hermitages.  

There certain ṛṣis of royal race were holding a vessel ready for a sacrifice celebrated with a view to obtaining a son: very 

hot with the fatigue of the long journey, the king drank the contents at one draught.  
No one was there to prevent him; and, because he had swallowed the contents of the enchanted vessel, the monarch, on 

returning to his capital, found that he had conceived…” 
 

                                                           
20 XVII. Ed. Cowell and Neil, pp. 210-228. – Cf. a Pāli version in the Jātaka, no. 258 (ed., II, p. 310; trans., II, p. 216), another Tibetan version in the 

Kanjur (Schiefner, Textes traduits du Kandjour in Melanges Asiatic de St. Peterburg, pp. 44° sqq., or Tibetan tales, pp. 1-20), and a third Sanskrit 
version in the Bodhisattvāvadānakalpalatā, no. 4 (Bibl. Indica, New Series, no. 750, pp. 123-153). 
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All the versions agree in telling us that there came on the head of king Upoṣadha an enormous tumour, very soft to touch and in nowise 

painful. When it had matured, there issued from it a fine boy, for the charge of whose nurture the 60,000 women of the royal harem 
disputed. To the wonderful circumstances of his birth he owes his double name of Mūrdhaja and Māndhātar or even, by confusion of these 

two, Mūrdhātar. But what is of special importance to us is that the Kashmir poet furnishes us with the only link which was missing in the 

interpretation of the bas-reliefs.21  

 

 
 
[227] [Nothing prevents] us from seeing in Panel 31 and 32 the rich alms which King Upoṣadha himself bestows and causes to be bestowed 

with a view to obtaining a son.  

                                                           
21 Cf. nearly the same story in Mahābhārata, Droṇaparvan, LXII. 
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[Nothing prevents] us from seeing in Panel 31 and 32 the rich alms which King Upoṣadha himself bestows and causes to be bestowed with 
a view to obtaining a son.  



Buddhist Art in Java 

 
 
The reason for the expedition represented in Panel 33 is no longer hidden from us: it is that undertaken by the king (who in this case 

travelled in a litter) for the protection of the anchorites.  



Māndhātrāvadāna 

 

 
 

Panel 34 takes us straight to a hermitage of the rishis; and we believe that we can see there the magic vessel to which Upoṣadha owed in 
such an unusual manner the fulfilment of his desires.  



Buddhist Art in Java 

 
 

In any case, it is in the following picture, Panel 35, that the child so much desired is at last seen [standing on his mother’s knees in the 
palace].  



Māndhātrāvadāna 

 

 
 
Again, Panel 36 and 37 are probably there simply as padding, and they represent, the first [Panel 36] the horoscope of the future 

cakravartin or sovereign monarch of the world... 
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Panel 37 ...the second the donation intended to recompense the astrologer. These last incidents, like that of the alms, are very 

commonplace; it is easily intelligible that the compiler of the Divyāvadāna should have dispensed with a further repetition of them. On the 

other hand, the sculptors of Borobudur never fail to emphasize, as hints to visiting pilgrims, these edifying scenes of virtue in practice. But 
let us proceed: we are now on firm ground, supported by both a written and a figured form of the tradition in mutual accord.  
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[Panel 38] Having become a royal prince, Māndhātar goes to see the country. We do, indeed, perceive the young prince [left of the pillar] 

at the moment when, starting on his journey, he respectfully takes leave of his father [seated with his queen].  
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[Panel 39] During his absence the latter dies. Among the marvels susceptible of representation which are adjuncts of his coronation the 

text signalizes the sudden appearance of the seven jewels of the cakravartin. This is why we see depicted here among the surroundings of 

the prince, who [228] has become king, a disc [behind him], a jewel [center left?], a horse, an elephant [together far left], a woman [in 
front of him], a general, and a minister [??].  
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[Panel 40] The Divyāvadāna tells us, immediately after, that not far from Vaiśālī there is a charming wood, in which reside five hundred 

ṛṣis. Now extraneous noises are the scourge of pious meditations. A surly anchorite, annoyed by the noise of certain cranes, breaks their 
wings by a curse. King Māndhātar, angered in his turn by this hardness of heart, requests the hermits to depart from his dominions. The 

bas-relief also shows us birds placed on the ground between the king, who is standing in conversation with a stooping courtier, and two 

ṛṣis, recognizable by their big chignons and their rosaries, who are fleeing by the route of the air.  
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[Panel 41] Māndhātar, continuing his tour, decides not to have the fields of his kingdom any more cultivated; for the corn will rain down 
from heaven. The peasants do, in fact, gather up before his eyes bunches of ears of rice, which have fallen from the clouds: we expressly 

say bunches, and not sheaves, because in Java the rice is not cut, but gathered by hand.  
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[Panel 42] In the same way Māndhātar decides that his subjects will no longer need to cultivate cotton, or to spin, or to weave. 

Immediately there fall from the clouds pieces of woven material, which the people have only to catch in their flight and to fold up for 
subsequent use.  
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[Panel 43] Somewhat vexed, because his subjects attribute partly to themselves the merit of all these miracles, Māndhātar causes for seven 
days a shower of gold, but only within his own palace. This explains why, beside the king and his ministers, we see here only women, 

engaged in collecting the treasures pouring from jars set amid the clouds.  
 



Māndhātrāvadāna 

 

 
 
[229] [Panel 44] Finally king Māndhātar, preceded by the seven jewels of the cakravartin and followed by his army, sets out for the 

conquest of the universe: the feet of none of the persons touch the ground.  
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[Panel 45] Here the text, in order better to depict the insatiable greed of the human heart, enters upon a series of repetitions impossible to 
reproduce on stone. King Māndhātar has for a herald (purojava) a Yakṣa, or genius, who at each fresh conquest informs him of what still 

remains for him to conquer. On the monument we are in the presence, once for all, of this periodical council meeting; for the rest, the 

sculptor has given to the Yakṣa the ordinary appearance of a Brahmanic minister.  

 



Māndhātrāvadāna 

 

 
 
[Panel 46] On the following panel he conducts Māndhātar at a swoop to the summit of his prodigious fortune. Two kings, exactly alike and 

both with haloes, are seated in a palace side by side on seats of equal height, in the midst of their court. Without the slightest doubt the 
moment chosen is that when Śakra, the Indra of the Gods, has, on the mere mental wish of the king of men, yielded up to him the half of 

his throne: and there was no difference to be seen between them, except that the eyes of Śakra did not blink.  
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[Panel 47] If this interpretation were at all doubtful, it would be confirmed by the picture immediately following, which represents a 

combat between the gods and the Asuras. Thanks to their human ally, the gods triumph.  
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[Panel 48-50] But from this moment a certain hesitation begins to manifest itself between the text and the bas-reliefs; and immediately the 

uncertainty in our identifications reappears. According to the Divyāvadāna Māndhātar after the battle asks: “Who is conqueror?” “The 
king”, is the reply of his ministers; whereupon the infatuated king carries [230] his presumption so far as to wish to dethrone Indra, in 

order to reign alone in his place. But this time he has gone too far. Scarcely has he conceived this thought than he is thrust from the height 
of the heavens down to the earth; and he has hardly time, before he dies, to pronounce a few edifying words concerning the excess of his 

blind ambition. Consequently Panel 48, which is quite analogous to Panel 45, should represent the last consultation of the king with his 

minister;  
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Panel 49 should be dedicated to the last words which he pronounces after his fall, while on the left Śakra, standing and with a halo, should 

turn away from him; then finally  



Māndhātrāvadāna 

 

 
 
Panel 50 should show us his funeral and, as befits a cakravartin, the depositing of his ashes in a stūpa. But these explanations, plausible 

though they may be, have not the obviousness of the preceding.  
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~ 54 ~ 

 
 

3. Śibijātaka, the Birth Story of Śibi 
 
We should say the same of those which we might propose for the ten bas-reliefs which continue the series as for as the western staircase, 

excepting the sixth. It seems indubitable that this latter represents the essential episode of the Śibijātaka, that is to say, that previous life in 

which the future Buddha ransomed a dove from a falcon at the price of an equal weight of his flesh.22 At least, nothing is wanting to the 

scene, neither the Bodhisattva seated in his palace, nor the bird of prey perched on a neighbouring tree, nor the [231] pigeon, which 

appears twice, once placed on the back of the throne and once in one of the plates of the scales. This time the bas-relief would be sufficient 

for its own interpretation. We feel how rare is such a case among all these sculptures; and the greater number of those of the upper row 
which in the south-west corner extend from the birth of Śākyamuni to the four excursions which determined his vocation are not more 

expressive.  
                                                           
22 It is well known that we still have no Indian Buddhist version of this form of the legend. Except for the Brahmanic epopee, it is known to us only 

from the allusions of the Chinese pilgrims Fa-hien (trans. Legge, p. 30), Sung Yun (trans. Chavannes, B.E.F.E.O., III, p. 427), Hiuan-tsang (trans. Stan. 

Julien, I, p. 137), and from Chinese versions, such as that which was retranslated from Chinese by M. Ed. Huber, Sutrālankāra, Paris, 1908, p. 330, 
and from Tibetan by Schmidt, Der Weise und der Thor, p. 120. 
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4. Rudrāyaṇāvadāna, the Traditions about Rudrāyaṇa 
 

III. North-Western Corner. The bas-reliefs of the third portion of the first gallery (on the right-hand wall) are known to represent in the 
upper row the departure of Buddha from his home, that is to say, his entry into the religious life, and all the trials which preceded the 

attainment of perfect illumination. Out of the 30 in the lower row at least 22, and perhaps 25, are, as we shall show step by step, 

consecrated to the celebrated historical legend of king Rudrāyaṇa. Again it is in the Divyāvadāna that we may read it.23 In the B.E.F.E.-O. 

of 1906, M. Ed. Huber gave, in accordance with the Chinese translation and the Sanskrit text, an analysis of it, from which it clearly 

appears that this avadāna, like the preceding ones, is only an extract from the Vinaya of the Mūla-Sarvāstivādins. In this connection M. 
Huber had seemed to discern through the drawings of Wilsen that one of the episodes of the story, viz. that of the two cats (cf. below, 

Panel 80), was represented at Borobudur; but, justly discouraged by the inexactitudes of the only accessible reproductions, he was obliged 

to abandon this clue. Direct comparison of the text with the monument has permitted us to follow it up from one end to the other. [232] 
The extremely exact and sufficiently detailed resume published by M. Huber, to which we refer the reader, will allow us this time to insist 

a little less upon the history and a little more upon the sculptures.  
 

First of all, we must state that we do not see any way of making the story on the stone begin at the corner of the western staircase, but only 
at the first re-entering angle after the face intersected by that staircase. Do the three first bas-reliefs on the left of the entrance, in which 

Śakra plays his accustomed role of deus ex machina, form a whole by themselves, or must they not rather be a continuation of those on the 

right? Or, on the contrary, may we not some day come to think that the story of Rudrāyaṇa also comprises a prelude omitted in the 
Divyāvadāna? Only the chance of reading some Indian text may some day tell us, even if we have not to await a solution by a Tibetan or a 

Chinese translation.  

 
 

 

                                                           
23 XXXVII, ed. Cowell and Neil, pp. 544-586. It is known that Burnouf translated a fragment of it in his Introduction à I'histoire du Bouddhisme indien, 

pp. 341-344. 
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[Panel 64] For the moment we begin with the Divyāvadāna at Panel 64, where Rudrāyaṇa, king of Roruka, questions merchants, who have 

come from Rājagṛha, the capital of Bimbisāra, concerning the merits of their master.  

 



Rudrāyaṇāvadāna 

 

 
 
[Panel 65] A king is seated in his palace; on his right a courtier holds in both hands a rectangular tablet: this must represent the letter 

which, in the first fire of his enthusiasm, the sovereign of Roruka resolved to write to his cousin of Magadha. Further, two suppositions 

are permissible: if the king represented is the sender, his name is Rudrāyaṇa; if, as seems more natural, he is the addressee, he is 
Bimbisāra. We do not ask our sculptors to decide this by attributing to each of the two monarchs a characteristic physiognomy: that would 

be exacting too much from them.  
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[Panel 66] Then follows a grand reception to welcome, [233] or to say farewell to, the improvised ambassadors, in a royal court no less 
uncertain. The Divyāvadāna says no word regarding this function: but the meaning of the mise en scene is not to be doubted; and, for the 

rest, it is sufficient to compare it with the bas-relief of the upper row, which represents a grand dinner offered to Buddha. There, as here, 

the table is laid in the Javanese fashion: from twenty to thirty bowls, containing divers seasonings or viands, surround an enormous pot of 
rice, which constitutes the principal dish in fact, a regular rijslaffel of ten centuries ago.  

 



Rudrāyaṇāvadāna 

 

 
 

[Panel 67] This time the attitudes of the minor persons and the obvious character of the offering define very distinctly the hero and 
locality of the scene: Bimbisāra is receiving at Rājagṛha the casket of jewels which Rudrāyaṇa has sent to him together with his letter.  
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[Panel 68] The case of stuffs sent in return by the king of Magadha to his new friend occupies the middle of the scene: but the pensive air 

of the king and the respectful immobility of the attendants make it doubtful whether we have to do with Bimbisāra deciding upon his 

present, or Rudrāyaṇa receiving it and already wondering what he can give in exchange. 24 

 

                                                           
24 We were somewhat inclined towards this last supposition: but, all taken into account, it seems impossible to establish a regular alternation between 

the heroes of these first six bas-reliefs. If we must admit any symmetry between them, we should rather be inclined to think that in nos. 1-3 the scene 
is at Roruka, and in the three following at Rājagṛiha. Then we return to Roruka until no. 13. 
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[Panel 69] However that may be, the following bas-relief again represents Bimbisāra, receiving from Rudrāyaṇa his precious cuirass […] 
[234]  
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[Panel 70] The total absence of landscape is sufficiently rare to render it worth our while to direct attention to it here. The whole height 

and breadth of the panel are occupied by a procession, in which the place of honour, between the arms of a man perched on an elephant, 
belongs to a kind of rolled up kakemono, on which we know that the silhouette of Buddha is painted. Doubtless, the scene is taken at the 

moment when the inhabitants of Roruka, who are come out to meet this supreme gift from Bimbisāra, bring it back with great pomp to 

their town.  
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[Panel 71] This picture is quite analogous to Panel 64, not to mention that it is likewise placed at the turn of an angle: only, in the interval 
the subject of the conversation has changed in a most edifying manner, it is no longer the merits of their king which are the boast of the 

people of Rājagṛha, but those of Buddha himself.  

 



Buddhist Art in Java 

 
 

[Panel 72] Rudrāyaṇa, as soon as converted, begged to receive instruction from a monk, and the master despatched to him the reverend 
Mahākātyāyana: a monk is, in fact, sitting at the right of the king, and even on a higher seat than he. In the most gratuitous and also the 

most perplexing manner the designer considered it necessary to surmount the shaven head of this monk (cf. pi. XXXVII, 2) with the 

protuberance of the uṣṇiṣa, which is special to Buddhas. Let us add that Mahākātyāyana seems, in the midst of the edified hearers, to be 
making a gesture of refusal: what he refuses is, doubtless, to preach in the gynaeceum of the king: that is the business of the nuns.  

 



Rudrāyaṇāvadāna 

 

 
 
[Panel 73] Thus the following panel shows us the nun Śailā preaching from the height of a throne to the king and four of his wives, who 

are seated on [235] the ground. Behind her a servant seems to be ordering three armed guards to forbid anyone to enter the harem during 

the sermon. It will be noticed that doubtless from modesty the nun and, in a general way, the women are seated with their legs bent under 

them, and not crossed in the same manner as those of the monks and the men.25  

 

                                                           
25 In the same order of ideas we may again notice that the real padmāsana, with the legs closely crossed, the soles of the feet turned upwards and the 

right foot forward, is reserved by our sculptors for Buddha alone […] 
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[Panel 74] The scene is obviously the same, except in two points. Firstly, a second nun, squatting behind Śailā, represents doubtless the 

quorum necessary for an ordination. In the second place, there are now only women in the audience, and the place formerly occupied by 
the king is taken by a third Bhikshunī kneeling. Immediately the text invites us to recognize in this novice queen Candraprabhā, who, 

conscious of her approaching death, has obtained from Rudrāyaṇa authority to enter into religion.  
 



Rudrāyaṇāvadāna 

 

 
 

[Panel 75] That on the following bas-relief the king is again in conversation with his favourite wife would likewise not be understood, did 
we not learn elsewhere that Candraprabhā was born again in the nearest heaven, and that she promised her husband to return after her 

death to advise him as to the ways and means of reunion with her in another life. Here she is fulfilling her promise.  
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[Panel 76] This explains also why the very next morning Rudrāyaṇa decides to go and be ordained a monk by Buddha, and announces to 

his son Śikhaṇḍin that he abdicates [236] in his favour. In this case the drawing of Leemans, pl. XCI, 152, reproduces only the upper part 

of the characters, and commits the very grave fault of making the king's interlocutor a woman: it is obviously a man.  



Rudrāyaṇāvadāna 

 

 
 
[Panel 77] The two scenes Panel 72 and Panel 77, which are quite symmetrical, bring face to face with one another, in the customary 

surroundings of a royal residence, the type of the monk and the type of the king. Only the continuation of the text reveals to us that this 

time the monk is no longer Mahākātyāyana, but Rudrāyaṇa himself, who has just been ordained by Buddha in person at Rājagṛha. In a 
long dialogue he rejects, for his first round in public as a mendicant monk, the seductive offers of Bimbisāra. You may well imagine that it 

was impossible to pass by so fine an opportunity for reproducing, both on the monument and in the text, the famous episode of the 
temptation of the future Śākyamuni by this same Bimbisāra.  
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[Panel 78] The bas-relief is divided into two parts by a tree, and the different orientation of the characters emphasizes this separation. On 

the right, at Rājagṛha, the monk Rudrāyaṇa (still wrongly represented by Wilson as a Buddha) learns from merchants, natives of his 
country, that his son Śikhaṇḍin is conducting himself badly on the throne, and he promises to go and put things in order. On the left, at 

Roruka, King Śikhaṇḍin is warned by his evil [237] ministers that there is a rumour of his father’s early return, and he forms with them a 
plot to assassinate him. In the background is to be seen already, in her private palace, the Queen Mother, who in this portion of the story 

will play a very important part.  
 



Rudrāyaṇāvadāna 

 

 
 

[Panel 79] The panel is divided like the preceding one, and the separating tree is, in this case, further reinforced by a little shrine,26 which 

serves as porch to a palisaded interior: nevertheless the two scenes take place at Roruka. On the right king Śikhaṇḍin learns from several 

persons (one of whom, being armed, is perhaps his emissary, the executioner) of his father’s death and last words. On the left, filled with 
remorse for a double crime, the murder of a father and the murder of a saint, he comes to seek refuge with his mother: doubtless this is the 

moment chosen by the latter to disburden him at least of his crime of parricide by revealing to him, truly or falsely, that Rudrāyaṇa is 
merely his reputed father.  

 

                                                           
26

 Text: edicula. 
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[Panel 80] There remains the task of exonerating him from the not less inexpiable murder of an arhat, or Buddhist saint. Is it worth while 

to recall the ingenious stratagem conceived by the evil ministers in order to prove that there is no arhat, or, at least, that those who 
pretend to be such are only charlatans? On the left we perceive, each hidden under his stūpa, the two cats which have been trained to 

answer to the name of the two first saints formerly converted by Mahākātyāyana. On the right the Queen Mother and Śikhaṇḍin take part 
in the demonstration, which to them appears convincing.  

 



Rudrāyaṇāvadāna 

 

 
 
[Panel 81] The frame contains two distinct episodes. On the right king Śikhaṇḍin passes, seated in a litter; surely he has just ordered each 

person in his suite to throw [238] a handful of dust on Mahākātyāyana, with whom his relations have never been cordial. On the left the 

monk, already free from the heap of dust, under which he has miraculously preserved his life, announces to the good ministers Hiru and 
Bhiru the approaching and inevitable destruction of the infidel city of Roruka.  
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[Panel 82] Like Śikhaṇḍin in his palace, we witness the rain of jewels which, according to the prophet, must precede the fatal rain of sand. 

The eagerness of the inhabitants to gather up the precious objects, cast down from vessels27 in the height of the clouds, is painted with a 

vivaciousness which seemed to us quite deserving of reproduction. In the first row a boat which is being loaded with jewels proves that the 

good ministers have not forgotten a very practical recommendation of Mahākātyāyana.28  

 

                                                           
27 These vessels, which we have already encountered above […] seem to be a current accessory of Indian imagination. Compare the passage from the 

Jātakamālā, XV, 15 (ed. Kern, p. 97; trans. Speyer, p. 138), where the clouds pour down “like overturned vessels”. 
28 Let us remark in passing that the departure of the two good ministers in ships scarcely fits in with the localization (which was surely already known 

to the author of the text, and which M. Huber recently treated again in the B.E.F.E.O., VI, 1906, pp. 335-340) of Roruka in Central Asia. 



Rudrāyaṇāvadāna 

 

 
 

[Panel 83] The destinies are accomplished: Roruka has been buried with almost all its inhabitants. When the curtain rises again, we are in 

the village of Khara, the first halting-place of Mahākātyāyana on the route of his return to India. The tutelary goddess of Roruka, who has 
followed him in his flight through the air, is detained at Khara by an imprudent promise: but, on leaving her, the monk presents her with a 

souvenir in the shape of his goblet, over [239] which a stupa is raised, it is the inauguration of this monument which is represented on the 
bas-relief: on the right is the chief of the village; on the left, with a lamp in one hand and a fan in the other, is the goddess herself; behind 

them crowd the laity of both sexes and the musicians.  
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[Panel 84] We are carried to the next halting-place, Lambaka. Śyāmāka, the young layman, the sole companion who remained with 
Mahākātyāyana, receives from the people of the country an offer of the throne. A miracle, which is frequent in the texts, but unsuitable 

for representation on stone (the shade of the tree under which he stands remains stationary, in order to shelter him), has revealed to them 
the excellence of his merit.  

 



Rudrāyaṇāvadāna 

 

 
 

[Panel 85] We pass on to the third halting-place, Vokkāṇa. Here Mahākātyāyana leaves to her who in a former existence was his mother 
his beggar’s staff, a fresh pretext for building a stūpa. As in Panel 83, we are present at the inauguration of the monument. At least, the 

continuation of the narrative accords with the introduction of this subject on the bas-reliefs in too striking a manner for the identification 

not to impose itself.  
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Better still: just as Panels 83, 84 and 85 set before us religious feasts interrupted, thanks to a not excessive desire for variety, by a profane 
subject, so Panels 86, 87 and 88 intercalate a land scene between two maritime episodes.  

 

[Panel 86] Landing of Bhiru and foundation of Hiruka.29  

 

                                                           
29 Apparently it is Bharukaccha, the Barygaza of the Greeks and the present Bharoch, or Broach, which is meant. 
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[Panel 87] Now this intervening scene represents the entrance of a monk into the palisaded enclosure of a town, whilst a group of 
inhabitants approaches to give him welcome. Here again, with the text in our hands, it seems difficult not to recognize the return of 

Mahākātyāyana to Śrāvasti.  
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[Panel 88] The two pictures in which we see a boat just drawing near [240] to a bank would represent, no less scrupulously than do the 

texts, the two foundations of Hiruka and Bhiruka by the two ministers Hiru and Bhiru after their flight by water from Roruka.  
 

The double repetition of the scene of the stūpa and of the ship will be noticed. We do not see any plausible explanation of it, unless we 

suppose that the sculptor, after having skipped more than one important incident in the history of Rudrāyaṇa, has been obliged, in order to 
fill up the space for decoration, to lengthen out the epilogue. In fact, we must not forget that the bas-reliefs, which were carved in situ and 

in the very stones whose juxtaposition constituted the monument, could be neither removed nor replaced. There is no absurdity, therefore, 

in supposing that the artist, on approaching the last angle before the northern staircase, perceived that he still had to fill five or six panels, 
of which he could not decently devote more than two to the Kinnarajātaka: he will then have rid himself from his embarrassment by a 

double repetition, which moreover was justified by the texts, while bringing right to their destination all the few persons who had escaped 

from Roruka, that is the goddess, Śyāmāka, Mahākātyāyana, and the two good ministers.  
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~ 81 ~ 

 
 

5. Bhallāṭiyajātaka, the Birth Story of Bhallāṭiya 
  

[241] [Panel 89] We may say, furthermore, that the two last panels of this portion of the gallery Panels 89 & 90 are likewise duplicates. 
The only appreciable difference is that the same prince is standing on the first to overhear and seated on the second to listen to the 

discourse of the same pair of Kinnaras. Such is, in fact, the name that we do not hesitate to give to the human phenomena, who are related 

to the Gandharvas by their musical talents30 and who are represented here with birds’ wings and feet. The Buddhist art of India and the 

Far East seems to have taken no account whatever of the concurrent tradition which claims that the Kinnaras are human monsters with 

horses’ heads.31 When it has not been considered more suitable to give them, as above in the illustration of the Sudhanakumāra legend, a 

purely anthropomorphic aspect, it is usually a kind of harpy that is represented under this name. This strange combination of the bust of a 
man or a woman, with or without arms, grafted on to the body of a bird, is found almost everywhere. It fits as well into the corners of the 

                                                           
30 Gandhabbaputta they are called by st. 7 of Jātaka no. 481 (IV, p. 252, 1 16). 
31 It is not that monsters of this kind are unknown to ancient Indian sculpture; but the woman with a horse’s head, who, on a medallion of the 

balustrade of Bodh-Gaya (Rāj. Mitra, Buddha-Gayâ, pl. XXXIV, 2) and of that of the smaller stūpa at Sāñchī, is carrying away a man, is at the 
commencement of Jātaka no, 432, which relates her history, simply called a yakkhiṇī assamukhī. 
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pediments of the temple of Mārtaṇḍ in Kashmir as into those of the metopes of the Prambanan temple in Java. It has continued to be 

especially frequent in the decorative and religious art of Siam. In India proper it appears in the paintings of Ajaṇṭā; and we have remarked 
elsewhere, in a sculpture inscribed on the “Tower of Victory” at [242] Chitor (XVth Century), “a double pair of Kinnaras”, perfectly 

analogous to those of Borobudur.32 Perhaps, under the Kinnarajātaka rubric, they were not otherwise treated even on the old railing of 

Barhut: unfortunately we can only judge of this by a wretched sketch from a half-broken stone, and there is at present nothing to prove 
that, as Cunningham suggests, the leaves, or the feathers, which terminate the busts of the two monsters, must have separated their human 

trunks from their bird legs.33 

 

                                                           
32 We brought back a photograph of it: the inscription is: Kinnarayugmayugma. 
33 Cunningham, Stûpa of Barhut, p. 69 and pl. XXVII, 12 […] Grünwedel, Buddhistische Studien, p. 92, points out that the connection between the 

Kinnara-jātaka of Barhut and that of Boro-Budur has already been shown by Heer J. W. Yzerman in the Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land- en 

Volkenhunde van Ned. Ind., Vijfde Volgreeks, d. I, afl. 4, pp. 577-579. Since the above was written representations of Kinnaras have also been found 
on the paintings of Central Asia. 



Bhallāṭiya Jātaka 

 

 
 

[Panel 90] We consider ourselves none the less authorized by this inscription to consider the two Panels 89 & 90 as a replica of this same 
jātaka: what other justification can be given for the edifying character of these scenes and for their introduction into the series? Certainly 

the subject is once again borrowed from one of the previous lives of the Master: the only question is exactly which “re-birth” is concerned. 

Here the two prolix pictures of Borobudur will be of assistance in determining retroactively the real identification of the bas-relief of 
Barhut, so poor in details. It is here quite clear, for example, that the scene of the adventure is a rocky solitude: we must at once put aside a 

certain episode in the Takkārīyajātaka (no. 481) since it takes place in a royal court, where two Kinnaras, put in to a cage, refuse to 

display their talents. Moreover, we cannot fix upon the Candakinnarajātaka (no. 485), although that [243] too has for scenery a piece of 

jungle: for our king is evidently not thinking of killing the male Kinnara, in order to get possession of the female. It therefore remains for 

us to adopt the Bhallāṭiyajātaka (no. 504), in which also we have nothing but conversations in a mountainous district.34 It is a most 

                                                           
34 In other words, relying on the replica of Boro-Budur, we believe we may for the bas-relief of Barhut leave aside the identifications proposed by 

Cunningham (loc. cit.) and Prof. Hultzsch (Ind. Ant., XXI, 1892, p. 226) and advocate that of Mr. S. J. Warren and of Dr. S. d'Oldenburg, who, 
besides, is right in believing it as not more demonstrable merely by the aid of the sole Indian document than the two others (loc. cit., p. 191). 
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touching love story. The king of Benares, while out hunting, surprises in the depth of the wood the extraordinary behaviour of two of 

these marvellous beings, and enquires why they cover each other alternately with tears and caresses. He learns that 697 years ago they 
were separated for one single night by the sudden swelling of a river; and in their life of a thousand years the loving couple have never yet 

been able to forget this cruel separation, or to console each other entirely for those few hours irremediably lost to their happiness. It will 
be observed on Panel 90 that the sculptor has considered it his duty to maintain the hierarchical order, and has placed the male in front of 

the female, as if he were the interlocutor of the king: but in the text of the jātaka, just as in the famous Dantesque episode of Francesca di 

Rimini, it is the woman, always the more ready to speak, who relates their common adventure, whilst her lover stands silent by her side.  
 



Summary 

~ 85 ~ 

6. Maitrakanyakāvadāna, the Traditions about Maitrakanyaka 
 

IV. North-Eastern Corner. Altogether we have offered certain, or at least extremely probable, interpretations of 27 out of the 30 panels 
bordering upon the preceding corner. The 30 still to be considered are much more refractory to all attempts at explanation. After Messrs. 

S. d’Oldenburg, [244] Speyer and Groneman we can quote as certain only the identification of the Maitrakanyakāvadāna. For the rest, it 

would be useless to launch out into hypotheses, where we still lack the elements of proof; and even more so to renew the purely descriptive 
commentary which Leemans has given in full: for there is no task more idle than to describe bas-reliefs without understanding them. Let 

us say in defence of the Dutch archaeologist that access to the sources was for him almost impossible, and that he had at least the 
perspicacity to recognize that the pictures of the lower series do not form a continuation of those of the upper. 

 

On the north-eastern corner these latter extend from Buddha’s attainment of the Bodhi to his first preaching. Below, the legend of 
Maitrakanyaka is related to us between two others, of whose titles we are still ignorant. Our first care, therefore, must be to determine as 

exactly as possible where it commences and where it ends. The texts which have preserved it for us, and to which we are indebted for the 
explanation of the meaning of the bas-reliefs, agree in rendering the story in two symmetrical parts, separated by a turning-point. 

Maitrakanyaka, the orphan son of a shipowner, follows at first various trades, in order to provide for the needs of his mother, to whom he 
successively offers gains increasing according to a geometrical progression [245] of 4, 8, 16, and 32 kārṣāpaṇas; but, as she wishes to 

prevent him from following his father’s example and going to sea, he forgets himself so far as to kick her prostrate head. The wreck of the 

ship which he has fitted out marks the culminating point in the story, of which the second part corresponds, point for point, with the first. 
Having escaped death, Maitrakanyaka is, as a reward for his works, successively and amorously received at each halting-place by 4, 8, 16 

and 32 nymphs (apsaras): but his adventurous spirit leads him still further and further, at last into a hell where sons who strike their 

mothers are punished. This symmetry must have been welcome to the sculptor, and must have dictated to him in his turn the arrangement 
of his bas-reliefs. Now the scene of the wreck is figured on Panel 108, and the story does not end until Panel 112. One might suppose, 

therefore, that the four pictures which precede Panel 108 are likewise consecrated to Maitrakanyaka. One thing at least is certain, namely 
that he appears, already accompanied by his mother, on Panel 107, at the corner of the north and east facades of the stūpa. For the 

following ones we are entirely in accord with Prof. Speyer and Dr. Groneman.  
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[Panel 106] Under a maṇḍapa Maitrakanyaka, seated on the ground with his hands joined, is offering to his mother a purse, which he has 

just placed before her upon a tray adorned with flowers. The bystanders are numerous: behind the mother are seven women, standing or 
crouching; behind the son may be counted five of his companions. Quite at the left a house is seen in outline. It will be observed that the 

left elbow of the mother is as [246] though the joint were twisted: let us not hasten to cry out that this is a mistake on the part of the 
sculptor, or even a deformity, at least according to the native taste: the skilfully dislocated arms of the Javanese dancing-girls bend no 

otherwise than in this position.  
 



Summary 

 

 
 

[Panel 107] An edifice cuts the panel into two distinct parts. On the right Maitrakanyaka is practising his last sedentary occupation, that of 
a goldsmith, as is proved by the small balance held by a woman, who may be either his mother or a simple customer. In the foreground a 

purse, bigger than that of the preceding picture, is doubtless supposed to contain the 32 kārṣāpaṇas. The four legendary gifts would thus 

have been reduced by the sculptor to two. On the left, in fact, despite the poor state of the bas-relief, we see the mother of Maitrakanyaka 
vainly prostrated at his feet.  
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[Panel 108] The supplications of his mother failed to restrain Maitrakanyaka; on the right we see the sad end of his sea-voyage, on the left 
his encounter with the four first nymphs. Here the sculptor seems to have been afraid neither of repeating himself nor of wearying the 

spectator by the sight of so many pretty women; for we perceive successively:  
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[Panel 109] The encounter with the 8 nymphs;  
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[Panel 110] The encounter with the 16 nymphs (in point of fact they are only 11);  

 



Summary 

 

 
 
[Panel 111] The encounter with the 32 nymphs (14 in reality).  
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[Panel 112] At last the mania for roaming has led Maitrakanyaka as far as a town of hell: apparently [247] he is gathering information 
from the terrible guardian of the place, whilst in the background we perceive, with a burning wheel upon its head, the condemned soul 

whose place, unwittingly, he has come to take. For the rest both wear the same costume, with the exception of a few details in the form of 

their jewels. But these differences, slight though they be, exclude, it appears, the possibility of recognizing Maitrakanyaka a second time in 
the sufferer. There is every reason for believing, on the contrary, that, owing to a scruple of the artist, just as we did not see him strike his 

mother, so also we are not witnesses of his punishment: like his crime, his chastizement is only suggested. We must not forget, in fact, that 
he is the Bodhisattva in person. According to the texts, the wheel of fire has scarcely mounted upon his head, than he forms a vow to 

endure this terrible suffering for ever with a view to the salvation of humanity: whereupon he is immediately freed from all suffering. 
Does the left part of the panel forthwith represent this apotheosis? Or does the palisading which intersects the building, while at the same 

time determining the boundaries of the interior of the infernal town, serve as a framework for a new action? This it is almost impossible 

for us to decide, so long as we have not identified in their turn the eight panels of the following and final story.  
 

Let us sum up: the principal wall of the first gallery of Borobudur is decorated with 240 bas-reliefs, arranged in two rows; all those of the 
upper row have already been identified by the help of the Lalitavistara; thanks especially to the Divyāvadāna, the same may now be said 

of two thirds of those of the lower row. This recapitulation of the results obtained not only encourages us to hope for the [248] fortunate 



Summary 

 

completion of this enterprise in a relatively near future: it also allows us to discern the ways and means to the ultimate success, as well as 

the difficulties which we shall continue to encounter. Among the first of these we must naturally place the absence of satisfactory 
reproductions. The long series which we have just examined would doubtless have been recognized long ago, as were immediately the 

scenes, in two or three pictures, of jātakas figured on the opposite wall, if the published drawings had been perfectly exact. But a slight 

inattention such as, in the story of Maitrakanyaka, the change of sex of a person, or, in that of Rudrāyaṇa, the transformation of a monk 
into a Buddha is, as may be conceived, sufficient to put us off the scent, and forces archaeologists who have not direct access to the 

originals to abandon the most judiciously chosen clue. We must, therefore, rejoice that the Government-General of the Dutch Indies has 
recently sanctioned the project of photographing all the sculptures still existing at Borobudur. Doubtless it will, with its accustomed 

generosity, not fail to distribute copies among the various societies for oriental studies. On this condition alone will the enigmas which still 
resist, although invaded on all four sides at once, finally yield to the collective researches of students of Buddhism; in the meantime we 

cannot legitimately reproach the latter for having left so long unexplained a monument of this importance.  

 
Does this mean that it is sufficient to cast one’s eyes upon exact reproductions, or even upon the originals, of these bas-reliefs, whose 

narrative aim is not doubtful, in order to understand their meaning? The preceding identifications prove clearly enough that it is also 
necessary to know beforehand the story which they would tell. And, doubtless, the blame for this belongs to some extent to the [249] 

sculptors: still it would be well, before devolving upon them the burden of our ignorance, to have present to our minds the conditions 
under which they must have worked. Firstly, enormous surfaces were given them to be covered: on the principal wall of the first gallery 

alone the 240 panels there aligned have an area of more than 400 square metres! In truth, it was not so much sculpture as decorative 

fresco-work that was exacted from them. Hence we understand why in the 120 pictures of the upper row they should have spun out the 
childhood and youth of their Master, whilst in the 120 of the lower one they somewhat lengthened out the ten avadānas to which they had 

recourse in order to fill the space. It was materially impossible for them to keep solely to the picturesque or pathetic episodes, that is to 

those which alone had a chance of being immediately recognized by the spectator, and which were capable of forthwith arousing in the 
faithful of former days the memory of some tradition and in the archaeologist of to-day the recollection of some reading. For them every 

incident is good, provided that it lends itself docilely to representation. We may even ask ourselves whether the most colourless motifs are 
not in their view the best. They are really too fond of scenes in which everything takes place by way of visits and conversations between 

persons whose discreet gestures, such as are becoming to people of good company, tell us absolutely nothing concerning the course of 
events. If this abuse is, strictly speaking, excusable, they do not, in our opinion, escape the reproach of having more than once evaded the 

difficulty by intentionally omitting, and replacing by insipid receptions at court, subjects more dramatic and consequently better fitted to 

make us grasp the thread of the story.35 

                                                           
35 It is, of course, understood that we are here speaking from the point of view of the identification of these bas-reliefs. All the less must we forget that 

we are treating of images of piety, the more mindful the sculptors themselves were of this. Their evident decision to put aside all scenes of violence 
(bloody sacrifices, executions, murders, parricide, etc.) offered by their subjects, is justified, like their irreproachable chastity, by the desire to arouse 
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[250] Not only are the characteristic episodes thus drowned in a dull, monotonous flood of pictures without movement, but even in each 

picture the principal motif is often submerged under a veritable debauch of accessories and details. The only excuse here for the artists is 
to be found in the form of the frame, which is at least three times as wide as it is high. Consequently there is no great personage whose 

cortege is not spread out to form a wallcovering, sometimes over several rows. True, the presence of these numerous dumb actors is quite 
conformable to Javanese, as well as to Indian, custom; but it is understood that most often they take no part in the action: they confine 

themselves to crowding it with their stereotyped repetition, which is more or less compensated by the variety of the attitudes, always 
deftly treated. This is not all: the sculptors have made it, as it were, a point of honour not to leave vacant any part of the surface at their 

disposal. In order to complete the furnishing of their panels, they go so far as to fill the space beneath the seats with coffers or vases; at the 

top they heap together, according to circumstances, buildings or trees, naturally figured on a reduced scale; or again rocks, treated 
according to the old Indian convention; or, finally, animals [251] of all kinds, cleverly sketched, indeed, from life, with the single 

exception of the horses, which are mediocre. It may be imagined that the clearness of the story is not much enhanced by this crowding, the 
more so as there is nothing to tell us, for example, whether the animals play a part in it or not: for the worst is that they sometimes do so. 

Thus the birds represented in the Śibijātaka, or on such and such a scene from the Māndhātrāvadāna, form an integral part of the story, 

whilst those which fly away with Manoharā are pure decoration. Finally, we must not forget that the artists of Borobudur did not in any 
way forbid themselves the use of the ancient expedients of the Indian school, juxtaposition of two or three distinct episodes and repetition 

of a person in the same picture. Thus it may happen and on this point the reading of Leemans’ descriptions is particularly edifying that in 
the midst of such confused masses we fail to fix upon the sole actors, or objects, whose presence is of real importance for the 

concatenation of the facts.  

 
But the chief and most evident fault of these bas-reliefs is the persistent incapacity of their authors, in spite of their manual skill, to create 

figures having a characteristic individuality. Assuredly, it would be unfair to regard it as a crime on the part of the artists of those distant 
isles not to have reached a pinnacle of art which remained unknown to the Indian school and to which Greek art itself attained only at its 

best period. But the fact is patent. They are capable of representing types, but not individuals. They possess a model of a king, which serves 
without distinction for gods, as does that of the queen for goddesses; a model of a monk, which, with the exception of the coiffure, is 

equally suitable for Buddhas; a model of a courtier, an [252] anchorite, a Brahman, a warrior, etc. This stock figure is used by them on all 

occasions. According to the circumstances it is capable, by the play of gesture and even by facial features, of expressing different states of 
mind: it is incapable of assuming a physiognomy distinguishing it from its congeners. Thus it is that, for example, in the same legend we 

have seen the same princely personage called here Dhana, Sudhana, or Druma, there Rudrāyaṇa, Bimbisāra, or Śikhaṇḍin. At a distance of 
five panels a king and a monk are similarly engaged in conversation with each other: nothing warns us that in the interval they have both 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          
in the mind of the faithful none but calm and collected, in one word, truly Buddhist impressions. This they have perfectly succeeded in doing, and we 
are rather in the wrong to reproach them for it. It is not entirely their fault if our western taste, corrupted by an excessive striving for expression and 
movement, is especially affected by the monotony of these series, whose edifying character remains to us a dead letter. 



Summary 

 

changed their personalities. It would not appear that in ancient times the pilgrim who made the pradakshiṇā of these galleries was able 

without the oral commentary of some monkish cicerone to ascribe different names to figures so similar: still less can we, now that the 
local tradition is completely extinct, dispense with a written commentary. We may affirm that we shall succeed in identifying on the walls 

of Borobudur only those bas-reliefs of which we have somewhere read the legend: and, again, the example of the Sudhanakumārāvadāna 

proves that we must have read it in the same work as had the sculptor.  
 

This bookish character of the sculptures of Borobudur is from the philological point of view the most curious conclusion to which we are 
led by our rapid inquiry directed to the particular point of view of their identification. If these bas-reliefs cannot be understood except by 

a constant comparison with the texts, it is because they were composed after the texts and to serve as illustrations thereto. Through the 
lithographic reproductions the manner in which the Javanese artists treated the last life of Buddha had already given us an inkling of this: 

the direct study [253] of the originals and the review of the neighbouring series only confirm us in this opinion.36 It follows that these 

sculptures not only give us information on many concrete details of contemporary Javanese life and civilization: they also reveal to us 
which version of the Buddhist writings was most readily used in Java at that time. Thus we know already from the manner in which the 

artist illustrated the legend of Prince Sudhana, that he followed the Sanskrit text preserved by the Divyāvadāna, and not the Prākrit 

version of the Mahāvastu. The three other certainly identified avadānas, those of Māndhātar, Rudrāyaṇa, and Maitrakanyaka, likewise 
attest the current custom of drawing from this canonical fund of which the Divyāvadāna is a kind of anthology. Now the independent 

researches of MM. Ed. Huber and Sylvain Levi have shown simultaneously that this last collection is, for the most part, taken from the 

Vinayapiṭaka of the Mūla-Sarvāstivādins; and, on the other hand, the Chinese tell us that the Lalitavistara, which is followed page after 

page by the bas-reliefs of the upper row, belongs to the same school.37 The study of the sculptures of Borobudur authorizes, therefore, the 

supposition that the canon of the Mūla-Sarvāstivādins was that best known in Java. Perhaps this preference was due to the prestige of the 

Sanskrit, in which it was edited, and to what may be called its higher exportation value, as compared with the Prākrit of the 
Mahāsāṅghikas, or the Pāli of the Sthaviras. However this may be, the hypothesis is clearly confirmed by the categorical information 

furnished by the Chinese traveller Yi-tsing; in his time, he tells us, towards the year 700 of our era, that is [254] to say, scarcely a century 
before the foundation of Borobudur, in the Islands of the Southern Sea the Mūla-Sārvāstivādanikāya has been almost universally 

adopted.38 This agreement in the evidences deserves to be noticed. All taken into account, it does not impair the interest of our bas-reliefs. 

Assuredly, in spite of the talent of their authors, they were condemned beforehand to lack that indefinable spontaneity and animation 
which can be communicated to the work of the artist only by labour in communion with a still living oral tradition. The sculptors of 

Borobudur, in the effort to revive an inspiration at times languishing, have had to be content with dipping into foreign and already ancient 
texts: but, on the other hand, they have the merit of having supplied us with several series of illustrations for authentic fragments of the 

                                                           
36 Art gréco-houddhique du Gandhâra, vol. I, p. 617. 
37 Cf. Ed. Huber, B.E.F.E.O.,VI, 1906 and S. Lévi, T’oung pao, series II, vol. VIII, no. I; Beal, Romantic Legend, pp. 386-7. 
38 I-Tsing, A Record of the Buddhist Religion, trans. Takakuso, p. 10. Lit. “there is almost only one...” 
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sacred scriptures of Buddhism, treated with a technical skill which would deserve to be studied in detail by those whose metier it is. If our 

conclusions run the risk of somewhat lessening the aesthetic value of their works, the documentary interest emerges, by way of 
compensation, considerably increased.  
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III: Buddhist Iconography in Java  

 

1. Borobudur 

 
We shall not undertake a detailed review of the bas-reliefs deployed along the upper galleries of the stūpa. We restrict ourselves to 

noticing that, as we mount, they assume a character more and more iconographic, less and less “narrative”, and that the edifying story 

finally [255] gives way to the image of piety.39  Buddha, monks, nuns, Bodhisattvas of both sexes file past in twenties, at times seated under 

trees more or less stereotyped, most often installed under the open porches of temples, just as they are seen on the miniatures, or the clay 

seals, of India.40 The sculptors weary so much the less of all these repetitions as each one of them represents so much progress in covering 

the considerable surface which it was their task to decorate. There would be no advantage in noting here and there in passing a few 

specially characteristic figures, such as, in the second gallery, some Avalokiteśvaras with four or six arms, and a Mañjuśri carrying the 

Indian book (pustaka) on the blue lotus (utpala); or again, in the third gallery, a group composed of a Buddha between these same two 
Bodhisattvas, etc. The problem is much more vast, and demands a solution of very different amplitude. It would be necessary to make a 

census of all these images and each of their varieties, to draw up an exact and complete table of them, and to study attentively their 

graphic distribution; then only, after having allowed for the necessities of decoration and having among this crowd of idols discerned the 
really essential types, we might attempt the identification of what for the artists of Java constituted the Buddhist pantheon. We must hope 

that some Dutch archaeologist will find time to undertake this delicate and extensive task ; it is unnecessary to say that it is forbidden to a 
simple visitor.  

 
Neither shall we dwell upon the hundreds of statues which decorate this stupa of the “Many Buddhas” (for such would be the meaning of 

the word Borobudur):41 but [256] here the reason for our abstention is quite different. They were, in fact, classified long ago, and W. de 

Humboldt proposed to recognize among them, in accordance with Hodgson’s Nepalese drawings, the images of the five Dhyāni-Buddhas. 
The identification has since been generally admitted, and in principle we see no reason for contesting it: at the most it would need to be 

pressed further and completed. The arrangement of the groups must in any case be remade. Among these manifold replicas with heads 
generally well treated and expressive, but effeminate and bloated bodies, all seated in padmāsana and only differentiated by the gestures 

of the hands, we must, in fact, distinguish:  

 

                                                           
39 But see, supra, the identification of one of the bas-reliefs of the upper gallery, pp. 165-6 and pl. XXII (Great Miracle of Śrāvastī). 
40 Cf. Etude sur l’iconogr. bouddhique de l’lnde, I, 1900, pp, 45-6. 
41

 [This meaning is no longer accepted as correct] 
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1. in the four first rows of niches (in the proportion of 92 to each facade), to the east, those in bhūmisparśamudrā;42 

2. at the south, those in varamudrā; 
3. at the west, those in dhyānimudrā; 

4. at the north, those in abhayamudrā; 

5. in the fifth row of niches, on the four facades (viz. 64 altogether) those in vitarkamudrā; 

6. in the 72 little open cupolas of the three circular terraces, those in dharmacakramudrā; 

7. the single image found under the great central cupola.  
 

Whatever identification may be proposed, will, it is understood, have to take into account each of these varieties, without omission and 

without confusion. Therefore we cannot admit that of Humboldt,43 which confuses and mixes up nos. 4 and 5. If we must identify [257] 1. 

Akṣobhya, by the gesture of calling the earth to witness, 2. Ratnasambhava, by the gesture of giving, 3. Amitabha, by the gesture of 

meditation, 4. Amoghasiddha, by the gesture of protection, it is clear that in the last row of niches we must recognize, 5. the fifth Dhyāni-
Buddha, Vairocana, by the gesture of discussion, although the gesture of teaching is more usually reserved for him and although, on the 

other hand, the vitarkamudrā is scarcely distinguished from the abhayamudrā by the fact that in it the index-finger is joined to the thumb. 

It follows likewise that with the five rows of niches belonging to the polygonal galleries we have, as was natural, exhausted the list of the 
five Dhyāni-Buddhas.  

 
6. The 72 images of the circular terraces would then all be consecrated to the historic Buddha, Śākyamuni, and would exhibit him 

teaching.  
 

7. As for the purposely unfinished statue which was discovered under the great central cupola, it has been the subject of many hypotheses. 

Dr. Pleyte regards it as the last enigma of Borobudur: “The great Dāgaba”, he says,44 “was formerly without any opening; but at present 

one can have access right into the interior, part of the wall having been removed. The removal brought to light a hidden image of Buddha, 

which represents him seated in bhūmisparśamudrā. This image of Buddha is thus the centre of the sanctuary. By reason of its incomplete 

form it is considered by Groeneveldt to be a representation of the Ādi-Buddha. This would be a manner of symbolizing the abstract 
essence of this supreme divinity of Mahāyānism. Kern, on the contrary, recognizes in this unfinished [258] figure an embryo Buddha: this 

would be an allusion to the Bodhisattva in the womb of his mother…” If these diverse interpretations fail to satisfy us any more than they 
did Dr. Pleyte, the short resume which he gives of them is at least sufficient for our purpose. We do not indeed pretend to discuss here the 

                                                           
42 For the mudras, or gestures of the hands, cf. ibid., p. 68. 
43 Cf. Leemans, loc. cit., p. 480. 
44 C. M. Pleyte, Die Buddhalegende in den Skulpturen des Tempels von Boro-Budur, Amsterdam, 1901-2, p. ix. For the bibliography see ibid., notes on 

pages i-iii. 
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greater or less degree of probability in these theories. Still less shall we stop 

to criticize that of Wilsen, who saw in this same statue a rough model of a 
future Buddha, prepared for subsequent completion by the cunning 

priests.45 In truth, speculations of this kind are scarcely more susceptible of 

refutation than of proof; and it is this which makes us suspicious of them. If 

we in our turn venture a new hypothesis, it is because we should prefer to 
seek the solution of this problem of archaeology elsewhere than in the 

messianic, symbolical or theistic conceptions more or less familiar in such 

and such forms of Indian Buddhism.  
 

Let us, then, make a tabula rasa of all this metaphysics and consider again, 

as briefly as possible, the essential elements of the question. Under the 
central dome of the stūpa of Borobudur, at the spot where we should expect 

to find the usual deposit of relics, or at least the upper deposit – for it 

happens sometimes that there are along the perpendicular which joins the 
summit to the base several of them, one above the other – was discovered 

an image of Buddha, whose emplacement sufficed to prove its specially 
sacred character. Now this statue was intentionally left unfinished; “The 

hair, the ears, the hands and the feet are not completed”, says Leemans; and 
further on he adds: “One is forced to admit that the artist who made the 

plan of the whole really had a premeditated intention [259] of leaving the 

statue of the central sanctuary in the state in which we possess it”.46 On the 

other hand, this image shows us Buddha seated, his legs crossed in the 

Indian manner, the left hand resting in his lap, his right hand hanging 
down, the palm turned inwards and the fingers stretched toward the 

ground. Before committing ourselves to any apocalyptical explanation of 
this figure it is well, in point of method, to ask ourselves, first of all, 

whether the iconography of India, the recognized model for that of Java, 

does not comprise any type of Buddha composed in the same attitude and 
presenting the same peculiarity of incompletion.  

                                                           
45 Cf. Leemans, op. cit., pp. 486-7. 
46 See the discussion, loc. cit., pp. 484-6. 
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If it were permissible to judge by the facility of the solution, the question would in this case be well put: at least, in order to answer, it is 
not necessary to push far our interrogation of the Indian tradition. The two most celebrated prototypes of the pretended portrait images of 

Buddha are that of Kauśāmbī (or Śrāvastī) and that of Mahābodhi, near to Gayā. The former is in this case out of the question. Concerning 

the second we possess two versions of an identical legend, the one reported by Hiuan-tsang, the other by Tāranātha.47 Anxious before all to 

guarantee the authentic resemblance of the image, they naturally attribute its execution to a supernatural artist: on two points they seem 
none the less in harmony with historic truth. First of all, we learn from the texts, in the most formal manner, that the original work was 

regarded rightly or wrongly, matters not as not being finished, an accident which people were unanimous in explaining as due to an 

unfortunate [260] interruption in the mysterious work of the divine sculptor. Among the unfinished parts Tāranātha cites especially the toe 
of the right foot and the locks of hair. Whilst these material details would he less easy of verification than might be thought in the 

obscurity in which, as Hiuan-tsang tells, the majesty of the idol was hidden, there is some appearance that this general belief in its state of 
incompleteness was in one way or another well-founded. In the second place, and in any case, it is a fact attested by the monuments, as also 

by the descriptions of the texts, that it represented Buddha seated, the left hand at rest, and the right hanging, at the moment when, 

disturbed from his meditations by the assaults of Māra, he touched the earth with his fingers, in order to invoke it as witness.48 In short, the 

image of Vajrāsana of Mahābodhi, to use the term under which it was known, made the gesture of bhūmisparśa, and was, or which for us 

comes to the same thing, passed for being, incomplete. 
 

We leave to experts the task of concluding. To us this double rapprochement appears sufficiently precise to allow of our putting forward 

the idea that the central Buddha of Borobudur, incomplete and in bhūmisparśamudra, is, or at least intends to be, nothing but a replica of 
the statue of Bodhgayā. In addition to its simplicity, the hypothesis has also this great advantage, that it frees us from the necessity of 

attributing exceptionally to the artists of Java, always so respectful towards Indian tradition, the creation of a new model which India 

would not have known. Finally, if it does away with one difficulty, in our opinion a considerable one, we do not think that it raises 
another in its [261] place. It is a fact historically established by Chinese evidence that from the VIIth to the XIth century of our era, that is, 

during the period covering the construction of Borobudur, which is attributed to the second half of the IXth century the “True Visage of 
the Throne of Diamond”, or “of Intelligence”, was the most venerated Buddhist idol in India, and even the model most in request of 

exportation,49 whilst the temple of Mahābodhi had become the greatest centre of pilgrimage. This would explain without effort why a 

more or less faithful copy of this miraculous image should have been able to assume a character sufficiently sacred to merit being placed 

by the Javanese architects in the hollow of the great stūpa of the Indian Archipelago, just as the original reposed under the niches of the 

famous sanctuary of Magadha.  

                                                           
47 See, for the first, the translation of Stan, Julien, II, pp. 465 sqq., or of S. Beal, II, pp. 120 sqq.; and, for the second, the translation of Schiefner, p. 20. 
48 The references are to be found in our Etude sur l’Iconographie bouddhique de l’Inde, I, pp. 90-94. 
49 Cf. Ed. Chavannes, Les Inscriptions chinoises de Bodh-Gayā in Revue de I’Histoire des Religions, vol. XXXIV, I, 1896. 
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Such, at least, is the hypothesis which we could not help long ago submitting to Indianists, with all the respect inspired by the experience of 
our predecessors and the reservations imposed by the necessity, in which we still were, of trusting to the descriptions of others. At the time 

of our visit to Borobudur we found nothing to add concerning this statue, inasmuch as it was still in the same state in which Dr. Pleyte had 
seen it, once again covered up to the neck and left in a state of abandonment very unworthy of all the ink which it had caused to flow. 

Thus we were obliged to restrict ourselves to reiterating the wish that it might once again be cleared and more closely studied. If we have 
returned in some detail to this subject, it is because in the interval this wish has been fulfilled, and because the kindness of Major Van Erp 

allows [262] us to produce at last a photograph of this famous idol.50 Perhaps this latter will be for the reader a disillusionment: in fact it 

merely sketches in a rather rough fashion the ordinary type of Buddhas of Borobudur, and it is quite clear that, if a replica of the image of 
Vajrāsana is really intended, it was executed freely and not from a moulding. But upon a moment’s reflection it will be seen that this was 

exactly what was to be expected: and, in any case, it is well once for all to place before the eyes of the public the decisive piece of evidence 
in a dispute which otherwise would run the risk of being endless.  

 
 

 

                                                           
50 [A more recent photograph is substituted above, courtesy of Okkisafire.] 
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2. The Candi Mendut  

 

It would be a task more within our reach to 
identify, by way of a specimen, the images 

which decorate the Candi Mendut. This edifice, 
placed in the axis of the oriental gate of, and at 

three kilometres from, Borobudur, consists, in 
fact, of a cella only, with a vestibule in front. 

The whole is, according to the Javanese 

custom, perched on a terrace in the same 
manner as are the Brahmanic temples of 

Prambanam. In Buddhist terminology it is what 

is properly called a vihāra.51 Naturally it 

shelters statues, and the walls of its entrance 

vestibule, like the exterior faces of the 
building, are decorated with figures whose 

purely Buddhist character may be recognized 
at once by anyone who is a little familiar with 

the Indian iconography of this religion. The 

building, fairly well preserved, except in the 
upper parts, has been the object of a restoration 

the architectural [263] details of which we shall 
not undertake to discuss. The three enormous 

statues of the cella have been replaced on their 

pedestals.52 They are characterized by a curious 

detail. Whereas at Borobudur, and even on the 

walls of the Candi Mendut, the nimbuses of the 

                                                           
51 We know that the meaning of this term (temple of divinity or monk’s cell) has been unduly extended by European archaeologists to the whole of the 

monastery (Cf. Art gréco-houddhique du Gandhâra, p. 99). – We deliberately leave aside the other Buddhist edifices which we likewise visited in the 
neighbourhood of Jogyakarta under the guidance of Dr. J. Groneman, and on which we may consult his guide, entitled Boeddhistische Tempelen 
Klooster-Bouwvallen de Parambanan-Vlakte, Soerabaia, 1907. 

52 Cf. B.E.F.E.O., IX, 1909, p. 831. 
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divine personages retain, as in Southern India, the simply oval form, those of the three figures rise to a point, like the leaf of the Bodhi-

tree, in the Sino-Japanese fashion. It would be interesting to date as exactly as possible the appearance of this form in Java. It would, in 
fact, mark with sufficient certainty the moment when the two great currents of artistic influence, which, diverging from their common 

Indian source, had followed respectively the land routes through Central Asia and the sea route south-eastwards, met again in the island 

and there, so to speak, closed their circuit.53  

 
The central statue, about m. 2,50 high, cut out of an enormous block of 

andesite, represents a Buddha seated in the European manner, the hands 

joined in the gesture of teaching. Not only the āsana and the mudrā, but 
even the details of the hair, the lotus-stool, the throne with a back, etc., 

recall in a striking manner the images found at Sārnāth, in the northern 

suburb of Benares, on the traditional site of the master’s first preaching. 
Besides, to cut short all discussion, the lower band of the pedestal is still 

stamped with a wheel of the law, accompanied by the two characteristic 
antelopes of the Mṛgadāva.  

 

                                                           
53 Cf. B.E.F.E.O., IX, 1909, p. 831. 
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On each side of the teaching Śākyamuni, on a throne having a back 

likewise adorned with superposed animals, a Bodhisattva is seated in 
lalitākṣepa, the left leg bent back, the right foot hanging down and 

resting on a lotus. At the [264] right of Buddha Avalokiteśvara may 

at once be recognized, thanks to the effigy of Amitābha which he 
bears in his headdress. As usual, his right hand makes the gesture of 

charity; his left is folded back in the position of discussion, but 
without at the same time holding a lotus.  
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His counterpart, with the palm of his left hand leaning on the ground 

and the right hand turned back in front of his chest, does not present 
any particular mark allowing us to determine his identity. It is solely 

the traditional force of custom which compels us to attribute to him 
the name of Mañjuśri: the more so as, after having despoiled these 

two acolytes of every characteristic attribute, the sculptor must for a 
means of recognition have relied upon their simple presence by the 

side of Buddha [this statue has later been identified as the 

Bodhisattva Vajrapāṇi].  
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The walls of the vestibule bear on the right and left, in panels of about m. 1,90 x m. 1, figures of the genius of wealth [Kuvera] and his 

wife Hariti [above], which have already been published by Dr. J. Ph. Vogel.54  

                                                           
54 B.E.F.E.O., IV (1904), pp. 727-730: cf. above, p. 141. 
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Of the principal facade of the temple – exceptionally oriented towards the north-west instead of to the east – only the wall to the left of 

the entrance is preserved; it bears a standing Bodhisattva, holding a lotus surmounted by a stūpa: it seems that we must by this sign 
recognize Maitreya.  

 

If we now commence on the terrace the pradakṣiṇā of the monument, we come first to the north-eastern facade. In the middle of the 
central panel, framed by pilasters bearing atlantes in their capitals, we see, seated on a throne covered with a lotus and under a stereotyped 

tree, a feminine divinity with eight arms. Unfortunately the head is broken; but it seems, in fact, that it had only one face; and this [265] 

suffices to put aside the identification with the Vajra-Tāra with four faces in favour of Cunda. Her right arms do hold the shell, the 
thunderbolt, the disc, and the rosary. Of her left arms, the first from the top is broken; the three others carry an elephant’s hook (aṅkuśa), 

an arrow, and some object which we could not distinguish. On either side stands a Bodhisattva holding a flyflap: the one on the right has 
further the pink lotus of Avalokiteśvara, the one on the left the blue lotus of Manjuśri. Finally, on the two lateral panels, the same standing 

Bodhisattva, his right hand in the varamudrā, bears a flower quite analogous to the nāgapuṣpa of Maitreya.  

 
On the next facade the central figure is an Avalokiteśvara with four arms. One of its right arms, which is broken, must have been lowered 

in the gesture of giving, whilst the other holds up a rosary. A pink lotus and a book adorn the left hands; the flagon of ambrosia rests upon 

another lotus on the same side. Two feminine attendants, doubtless forms of Tara, worship him. In the Bodhisattvas figured on the two 
lateral panels the thunderbolt with which both are armed proclaims Vajrapāṇi.  

 
The principal figure of the south-western, and last facade is again feminine (pi. XLIV). She is seated in the Indian manner upon a lotus 

supported by two nāgas. The two attributes of the upper pair of hands, on the right the rosary and on the left the book, should indicate the 

Prajñāpāramitā with four arms. But in that case the normal hands should make the gesture of teaching, instead of that of meditation. 

Similarly, if she were a four-armed Tara, the first right hand should make the gesture of charity. The symbols and the attitudes [266] 
combine, therefore, to indicate a second representation of the goddess Cunda, the form with four arms. The two Bodhisattvas, her 

attendants, reproduce exactly those of her counterpart on the opposite facade. As regards those of the lateral panels, they carry on blue 
lotuses a sword and a book respectively: we must, therefore, see in them two replicas of the same Mañjuśrī, of whom these are the two 

traditional emblems.  
 

To sum up: in the personages who decorate the exterior of the three unpierced faces of the temple of Mendut we propose at first sight to 

recognize, in the middle, two images of Cunda with four and eight arms, and one of Avalokiteśvara with four arms; on the sides, two 
replicas each of Maitreya, Vajrapāṇi and Mañjuśri: all being important figures of the Buddhist pantheon. But, naturally, this preliminary 

review would have to be severely tested. It would be necessary, in particular, to examine these bas-reliefs more closely with the help of 
ladders or a hanging stage, so that no detail could escape; and, this minute labour accomplished, it would still be necessary to verify by 
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comparison with other Buddhist statues of Javanese origin whether there is not occasion to modify in some measure, for local reasons, the 

Indian attribution of these images. At that cost only could these too rapid identifications become reasonably certain. 
 

3. The Museum of Batavia55  

 
We have just spoken of a kind of general confrontation of the Buddhist statues of Java. The material would not be lacking, in spite of the 

relatively restricted number of Buddhist monuments in the island. Many of them have already been brought together, both in a building 
near to the residency of Jogyakarta [267] and in the museum of the Asiatic Society of Batavia. Of the first collection a catalogue has been 

published by Dr. Groneman. The most interesting objects to be mentioned in the second are some inscribed images of the Dhyāni-Buddhas 

Akṣobhya (no. 224) and Ratnasambhava (no. 225), of the śakti Locanā (no. 248), of Tārā in the form of Bhṛkuṭī (no. 112), of Hayagrīva 

(no. 76), etc. Everyone will appreciate the interest of these names,56 taken at hazard from our notes on the lapidary museum.  

 

We must likewise mention as belonging to the museum of the capital a considerable collection of small figures of more or less precious 

metals (gold, silver, or bronze), which are for the most part already classed.57 Let us cite among others some very artistic statuettes of 

Avalokiteśvara, Vajrasattva, Kuvera, Tārā, Mārīcī, etc. All have this in common, that they are remarkably faithful to their Indian models.  
 

There is one at which it is perhaps worthwhile to stop for a moment, because of the rarety of the type in India and the success which it has 
had in the Far East. We have already had to occupy ourselves with the sole example preserved by chance at Bodhgaya. Now Dr. Pleyte – 

and we apologize for not having known this reference at the time – had for his part published three Javanese replicas,58 one of which is 

now in London, another at Leiden, [268] and the third at Batavia. He had likewise the merit of discovering in Schiefner59 a legend which 
explained the bellicose pose of this divinity, whose left foot treads upon the face of a man, and his right upon the bosom of a woman. This 

would be a mode of deciding, with no possible equivocation, the question of the supremacy of a simple Buddhist guardian of the law over 
the great god of the Brahmans. Śiva had the imprudence to refuse obedience to Vajrapāṇi under the pretence that the latter was only a 

                                                           
55 [Batavia is the old colonial name for what is now Jakarta, most of the collection seems to have been eventually incorporated into the National 

Museum of Indonesia.] 
56 Several of these statues have already been published by the late J.L.A. Brandes, Beschrifving van de ruine… Tjandi Djago, The Hague and Batavia, 

1904. 
57 For access to this collection we are indebted to the kindness of Dr. C. M. Pleyte, who was so good as to take the trouble of opening the glass-cases for 

us. 
58 Cf. Bijdragen lot de Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde van Ned.-Ind., Zesde Volgreeks, Tiende Deel, afl. 1 and 2, pp. 195-202, and our Etude sur 

l’Iconographie bouddhique de l’Inde, II, 1905, fig. 4. 
59 A. Schiefner, Eine tibetische Lebensbeschreibung Śākyamuni’s, p. 244. 
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yakṣa: contemplate for your own edification the punishment of his crime. We in our turn may note that on this point the descriptions of 

sādhanas, or magic charms, confirm the Tibetan tradition by likewise giving to the persons overthrown the names of Maheśvara and his 

wife Gauri: while for the genius, instead of making of him simply a furious transformation of Vajrapāṇi, they use the more precise 
appellation of Trailokyavijaya. Let us add that this last reappears among the divinities of the Japanese pantheon under the vulgar 

designation of Gosanze. His pose has not changed, nor his double, living pedestal; and, if he has no longer more than one pair of arms, his 

hands, at least, continue to execute the vajrabhūmikāramudrā characteristic of his anger and common to all his representations.60 On the 

Javanese statuette we find again the four visages which the Sanskrit manuscripts and the stele of Magadha ascribe to him, and even the 

eight attributes (sword, disc, arrow and bell, [269] thunderbolt, elephant’s goad, lasso and bow) which they agree in placing in his eight 
hands.  

 
Any special inquiry would lead us, we believe, to this double conclusion: on the one hand, the close filiation of the Javanese Buddhist 

images in relation to their Indian prototypes, and, on the other hand, their more or less distant kinship with the Tibetan, Chinese, or 
Japanese idols, derived from the same origin. If no profound divergence from the composition or style of the common models seems to 

guarantee to this province of Buddhist iconography any great originality, its interest, on the other hand, promises to extend far beyond the 

local horizon. It is important for the general advancement of Asiatic studies that it should at last form as a whole the subject of some 
publication. Not only would the harvest be abundant, but we have carried away the impression that it is ripe and ready to be gathered. It is 

much to be desired that the enlightened government of the rich colony should provide some Dutch savant with the necessary leisure. 
 

                                                           
60 Cf. J. Hoffman, Pantheon von Nippon (vol. V, of the Beschreibung von Japan of von Siebold), p. 75 and pi. XIX, fig. 164; and Si-do-in-dzou (Ann. du 

Musée Guimet, Bibl. d’études, vol. VIII, Paris, 1899), pp. 100-101 and pl. XII. 
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