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Our guest speaker at the July 25, 2010 meeting was Madison Morrison. Madison is from the 
USA and is a graduate of two prominent universities ï Yale (Bachelor) and Harvard (Master and 
PhD). Formerly a university professor, who has lectured widely in Asia, Europe and America on 
English and American literature, he is now retired and living in Pattaya.  He has prepared and 
given recent lectures on comparative geo-politics and religion, Chinese painting, the western 
epic, the global financial crisis, Buddhism in Southeast Asian art and his own collection of 
mostly western paintings. He is also at work completing a 26 volume cosmological or universal 
epic called Sentence of the Gods. In the past two years, he has under-taken a study of Buddhist 
art, inspired by his living in Thailand and travels in Southeast Asia. 

 
 
The following lecture notes and pictures were provided by Madison Morrison.   
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Lecture notes I: Exotic elements in popular Thai sculptures 
 
(1) 
The Search for Inner Peace: Buddha in the Posture of Samadhi 
 
In the spiritual realm the Buddha reigns over Southeast Asia. Of Indian 
origin, he has been assimilated to Thai tradition, with here the addition 
of a Khmer niche, which may allude to Sakyamuniôs historical visit to 
Cambodia. The Buddha sits in the posture of enlightenment through 
meditation. The opulent details qualify his asceticism with an expression 
of material prosperity, aesthetic elegance and social respectability. 

 
 
(2) 
An Allegory of Good and Evil: Rama Disarms Ravana 
 
Against repose is balanced heroic action. The scene set amng clouds 
unfolds beneath the moon, signifying perhaps the distant presence of the 
god Vishnu, of whom Rama no less than the Buddha is an avatar. 
Ramakian (the Thai version of the Indian epic Ramayana) calls him son 
of Narayana, sent to earth by Shiva as a moral scourge. Exotically 
dressed, Rama grasps Ravanaôs lance to disarm him, in an allegorical 
victory of Good over Evil. 
 
(3) 
The ñWaiò as Welcome: A Balinese Princess 
 
The serenity of Thai civilization owes much to its practice of respect, 
conveyed through the gesture of the wai, with which Thais greet one 
another and take their leave. The modern artist has represented this 
charming young noblewoman in the guise of a Balinese princess, probably a 
fashionable nod to Indonesian civilization. Her present refinement may 
signal that her goodness in a past life has been rewarded by a beautiful 
reincarnation. 
 
 
(4) 
The Sensual and the Sacred: A Divine Apsorn 
 
From India the Khmers and Thais also inherit a tradition of divine 
sensuality (an index of high culture), exemplified by this exotic apsara, 
here shown magically traveling through the air. Her lavish accouterments 
include the chada (a headdress typically Thai). She may bear an elixir of 
immortality extracted from deep within the sea. As in contemporary Indian 
dance the continuation of ancient sensuous traditions signals a cultural 
vitality. 
 
 
 
 



(5) 
A Rest Stop in the Jungle: The Traveler and her Gentle Vehicle 
 
A noble woman, neither divine nor explicitly heroic, but like Sita (also 
conveyed by a fabulous bird), pauses in a flowery arbor, a jungle 
retreat, to allow her fantastic, gentle vehicle, known as the hongsa, to 
drink from a fountain and be comforted. Man and nature are in harmony 
according to the artistôs vision, whose iconography alludes to the Indic 
Garuda, his aesthetics, to the clouds, cliffs and lakes of Chinese 
landscape painting. 
  
 
 
 
(6) 
Conjugal Bliss: God and Consort or King and Queen 
 
Although their Indian dress and posture tell us that the amorous couple 
is not Thai, their faces say otherwise. Have we here a nobleman and his 
spouse, a king and his queen, or Shiva, the creator/destroyer of the 
Universe, and his consort, Uma? The shape of the coupleôs ears 
suggests divine intelligence, the relative size of man and wife, an Asian 
view of hierarchy in marriage, one that persists despite our 
contemporary dispensation. 
 
 
 
 
 
(7) 
An Avatar of Rama: Naraiôs Vision 
 
This small relief is modeled on a much larger piece in 
Lopburi that represents King Narai as an avatar of 
Rama, asleep on a Khmer dragon with elephantôs 
trunk. His wife comforts him. Lotuses, which emanate 
from the king, fill the central scene; atop one sits 
paprom the four-faced Hindu divinity. The bird 
grasping an elephant by the leg (in the upper left) is 
larger than the largest beast, as accords with Naraiôs 
vision of a world transformed. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
(8) 
Between the Other World and This: A Water Goddess 
 
She is divine, and her regal headdress tells us that she is also Khmer. Her 
posture  ð seated on her haunches ð  indicates respect, perhaps 
attendance upon a king. For someone at least she bears an amphora of 
water (the vine in her hand is the means 
whereby she had lowered it and filled it in a pond). She is a maiden, as 
expensively garbed and bejeweled as a Cambodian princess. Nonetheless 
she is natively Thai. 
 
 
 
 
 
(9) 
Military Victory: Siam Defeats Myanma 
 
The battle of elephants (for Thais, symbols of royalty) 
represents an actual scene of 
conflict between Thailand and Burma (both modern names). 
The Thai King Naresuan (on the right) cuts off the head of the 
Burmese king, Upparacha (on the left). The Thais were not 
always so fortunate, for in 1767 this traditional enemy razed 
Ayuttya, the ancient capital, which then gave rise to its 
rebuilding at Thonburi, near modern Bangkok.  
 
 
(10) 
Another Path to Quietude: Rama in Disguise 
 
This diminutive monarch or little nobleman may be deceiving us as to his 
true identity. He could be Rama in disguise, a figure from the spiritualized 
Ramayana. At any rate, 
he is making the gesture known in Thai as phanom mue (raising the 
hands in the shape of a lotus to chest level), which, unlike the wai, 
expresses solitary prayer to divinity. Despite his Indian ornament and high 
stylization, the original is probably of Thai provenance. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



11) 
Religious Exuberance: A Chorus of Dancing Girls 
 
Cultures in which semi-naked dancing is prohibited are 
not religious in the fullest sense. These amply breasted 
Khmer apsaras may be celebrating a merely political 
event, say the victory of a king, but their evident mirth is 
also full-bodied. Such a kinetic performance would not 
have been regarded by traditional Thais as religious. 
Monotheists, strict Buddhists and other puritans, will 
agree. Adepts at Angkor would have begged to differ. 
 
 
(12) 
A Pleasurable Harmony: Drum, Gong and Flute  
 
The sensuous cultures of the world ð in Africa, Asia, Latin America, 
and elsewhere ð   
are routinely maligned, but we originate with naked breasts suckled 
more than once. 
The theatrical gong is not being struck, but the drum is being spanked, 
and behind a curtain the flute, here a luminous wand, is deliciously 
contemplated. The ancient impulse of life is revived not with prudery or 
a vow of chastity but with a sublimated sensuality. 
 
 
 
 
Note: These popular works, copies of well-worn templates, are included both for their common 
charm and as an index of the persistence of various motifs that combine, in the traditions of Thai 
and Khmer art, with Buddhist themes. (1) represents a purely Buddhist image, Thai but with an 
amalgam of Khmer decorative elements; (2) represents the Indianization of Thai art with yet 
another exotic element, here Burmese (see the handling of Ramaôs costume); (3) reflects the 
importation of motifs from Indonesian Srivijaya, a dynasty that ruled Thailand; (4) represents a 
motif drawn from India but Siamized; (5) combines a pre-Indic figure, the mythical hongsa with 
Chinese landscape motifs; (6) is ambiguous: the attire is Indian but the faces Thai; the subject is 
secular but also divine; (7) represents a historical figure within a mythic setting which combines 
originally Indic figures (the lotus, the four-faced Brahma) with a Khmer dragon; (8) like the 
earlier ñBali Princess,ò which represents a Thai girl dressed in Indonesian costume, here we 
have a Thai goddess in a Khmer headdress; (9) represents an historical figure, as earlier had 
the image of Narai but copies a famous Thai painting; (10) represents a prefiguration of  the 
Buddha in the spiritualized Rama, as earlier Rama in battle with the evil Ravana had a Buddhist 
struggle; (11) These Khmer girls are both secular and religious, like the many representations of 
Shakti in the guise of an apsara to be found at Angkor Wat; (12) This final image is more purely 
popular but embodies traditional postures of music- 
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Lecture notes II: Buddhist art books and their cover illustrations 

 
(1)  
Betty Gosling, Origins of Thai Art 
 
Cover: Terracotta figures from Khu Bua, the southernmost 
settlement of the Dvaravati heartland. Though this style 
arrived, it seems, from Theravada Sri Lanka, it is notable for its 
representation of Mahayana Bodhisattvas. Here musicians are 
shown. The figures, which bear Sri Lankan features, are unlike 
work that had arrived in Thailand by way of the Ganges region 
of northern India. 7th or 8th century. 
 
Text: ñNeolithic, Bronze and Iron age artò; ñThe Introduction of 
Buddhist art into the central plainsò; ñThe Art of the Dvaravati 
Heartlandò; ñThe Peninsula, the Pasak and Nontraditional Art of the Central Plains ð 5th to 9th 
Century A.D.ò; ñKhmer and Dvaravati-related Art on the Khorat Plateauò; ñArt in the Central Plains in 
the Northern Highlands ð 12th and 13th Centuries A.D.ò; ñThe pre-Tai Legacy.ò 

 
(2)  
Donald M. Stadtner, Ancient Pagan: Buddhist Plain of Merit 

 
Cover: View from the roof terrace of the Ananda Temple, looking 
east, on the plain at Bagan, where 2,000 Buddhist temples and 
other monuments were erected between the 11th and 13th 
centuries. An extraordinary book based upon in situ research into 
an art and architecture very different from what one encounters 
elsewhere in the region. 
 
Text: A study of 33 of the principle temples with introductory 
sections on ñReligion,ò ñMaterials,ò ñArchitecture,ò ñPaintingò and 
ñSculpture.ò One of several truly distinguished texts published by 
River Books of Bangkok, Stadtnerôs has on average four color 
reproductions to the page. May be read before or after oneôs visit to 
Bagan. 
 
 
(3)  
Denise Heywood, Ancient Luang Prabang 

 
Cover: The assembly hall of Wat Xieng Thong, on the back (western) 
end of which is ña shimmering mosaic of the tree of life, with a red 
backgroundò; contains details ñin silver, turquoise, blue, purple and 
greenò; created by local restorers in 1960. ñThe tree of life is a 
cosmological symbol of the axis mundi, the link between the heavens, 
the earth and the underworld. Trees are also resonant with notions of 
cosmic unity, as their roots reach down into the ground and their 
branches stretch upwards to heaven.ò 

 
Text: Focuses on three dozen examples of ñSacred Architecture: Buddhist Templesò; ñThe Royal 
Palaceò; ñSecular Architecture: Lao Vernacular and French Colonial Buildingsò; plus a section on the 
living arts of Laos. Exquisite, exotic illustrations. 

 



(4)-(7) Four very useful books about Khmer art, Khmer c ivilization and Angkor Wat.  I 
will not comment on the  familiar views of Angkor Wat . Of the two dozen books that I 
have acquired, mostly on my seven trips to Cambodia, the following are highly 
recommended to the beginner. I have not included a more recentl y acquired study by 
the Italian Marilia Albanese , the most lavish visual  survey of Khmer Civilization.   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
(4) Text: Helen Ibbotson Jessup offers the best summary treatment of her subject, Art and 
Architecture of Cambodia, one which draws upon the findings of many scholars. 
Cover: Head of Buddha, Vat Romlok, Angkor Borei, Ta Keo, ?6th-7th centuries. 
 
(5) Text: Michael D. Coe, a Yale anthropologist who has also written on the Mayan 
civilization, offers the best introduction to the history of the Khmer civilization. 
 
(6) Text: Eleanor Mannikka has conducted a much more specialized study of 
the numerology of Angkor Wat: Time, Space, and Kingship, considering the monument not as a static 
form but as an experience through time and space. Her essential thesis, at first rejected, has now 
been acknowledged by most scholars. 
 
(7) Text: Vittorio Roveda has written two books extraordinarily useful to the more 
advanced scholar, Khmer Mythology: Secrets of Angkor and Sacred Angkor: The Carved Reliefs of 
Angkor Wat, the latter shown here, with a scene from Ramayana. 
Cover: Sitaôs svayamvara, detail, Angkor Wat, N.W. corner pavilion 

    
The history of Buddhism in Cambodia is a contested subject. Some argue that Brahamanism and 
Buddhism arrived simultaneously to mingle with an earlier culture. Certain is that Mahayana doctrine 
was dominant at Angkor during the period of Jayavarman VII, who probably had himself realistically 
represented at Bayon and elsewhere as a Bodhisattva. After his death, there followed a period of 
drastic iconoclasm, before Buddhism eventually returned to Angkor, where it has persisted till the 
present. Having glanced at Burma, Laos and Cambodia, we now put Thailand and Vietnam aside for 
the moment to glance at China, Korea and Japan. 
 

 
(8) 
Richard K. Payne, Ed., Tantric Buddhism in East Asia 

 
Quotations from the Introduction: ñAlthough not widely used in 
contemporary scholarly discourse, óMantranayaô is important as a term to 
distinguish an early development in Buddhist practice. The word is a 
compound of mantra(s), the evocative verbal formulae, which play a 
central role in this practice, and naya, a principle, system or method in the 
sense of both organizing and motivating it.ò 
 


