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Abstract

Beginning to construct a chronology of Pyu sculpture is exceedingly difficult.
An extraordinary stone stele, discovered at S Ksetra in the 1970s presents a
new dimension to our understanding of the origins of the Pyu sculptural style.
[t invites comparison with Indian prototypes of the early centuries AD from
Andhra Pradesh, especially the low relief panels favoured for stupa decoration
at Nagarjunakonda and related sites of the Iksavakus and Visnukundins rulers
(c. third to sixth centuries AD). It also exhibits what one suspects is a strong
indigenous aesthetic but for which comparative material is exceedingly scarce.
Given the nature of the Pyu cultural context in which this sculpture was found,
I would provisionally suggest a fifth century date.

The stele, over 1.5 metres in height, depicts a warrior-king, accompanied by
twostandard bearers, holdinga garudadhvajaand whatappears tobe a cakradhvaja
respectively. Portable standards wereused as emblems of rank and in the Indian
epics no warrior of note appears without one. Associated with rulers and heroes
in early India, dhvajas were always displayed by noble warriors as a source of
magical power toassure victory. The garudadhvaja inIndiais linked with Vishnu
and kings, and taken together with the cakradhvaja, a warrior symbol, suggests
a Vaisnavite allegiance amongst the ruling elite of Sr1Ksetra (as also supported
by sculptural evidence from Sri Ksetra). This rests uneasily with the over-
whelmingly Buddhist nature of the site in its later history.

[The people of] the [P’iao =

A WARRIOR-RULER STELE FROM SRI KSETRA, PYU, BURMA

Pyu]

activity of the Pyu, who occupied cen-
tral and upper Burma in the first millen-
nium AD. Little is known about their origin,
though they employed a written script which
has links to southern India.! The bulk of the
archaeological data for this period was ob-
tained through excavations of Pyu urban
settlements in upper and central Burma
(Aung Thaw 1972). It is surely significant
that the Pyu were recognized by the Chi-
nese, in the Hou Han Shu (2nd century AD),
as a civilized people (Wheatley 1983: 167),
perhaps reflecting the Pyu'’s early adoption
of Buddhism.

A later Chinese source, Man Shu by Fan
Ch'o, AD 863 (Luce 1961: 90), endorsed this
view:
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kingdom use a silver coinage. They
use green bricks to make the walls
surrounding their city. It is one day
to walk around it. The common
people all live within the city-wall.
There are twelve gates. In front of
the gate of the palace where the king
of [this] kingdom dwells, there is a
great image seated in the open air,
over a hundred feet high, and white
as snow ... The people’s nature is
friendly and good ... They reverence
the Law of the Buddha. Within the
city there is absolutely no taking of
life. Also there are many astrologers
who tell fortunes by the stars.

This graphic description, most probably

of the northern Pyu city of Halin, was writ-
ten by a Chinese official who served in
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Yunnanand Annamduring the closing years
of the Tang dynasty. He describes the ur-
banized nature of the Pyu settlements, argu-
ably the mostadvanced in mainland South-
east Asia in this period. The Pyu, however,
gradually succumbed to pressure from the
rising power of the Burmans and were ab-
sorbed into the Paganstate. The last traces of
them appear at Pagan in the quadrilingual
inscription erected by King Rajakumar in
AD 1113. Soon after this, the Pyu disap-
peared from the records. Yet their legacy
survived as a folkloric memory in the
chronicles of the Burmans and the name of
‘Sr1 Ksetra’, linked to their premier capital,
assumed a mythic role in later Burmese
history making.

The central zone of Burma shows ar-
chaeological evidence of continuous occu-
pation at sites associated with the Pyu from
as early as the first century AD (Aung Thaw
1972: 9). It is evident from the major Pyu
sites investigated to date, namely Halin,
Beikthano and 511 Ksetra, that the Pyu were
among the first people in mainland South-
east Asia to embark upon a high level of
urbanization. Their settlements are
characterised by walled and moated enclo-
sures, within which (according to the Man
Shu) the bulk of the population lived. These
urban settlements were rectangular, and
large by pre-modern standards: the city of
SriKsetra (Prome) is defined by a fired-brick
perimeter wall eight and a half miles long;
Halin by a six mile wall and the Beikthano
urban centre covers an area of three and a
halfsquare miles(Luce 1985;Stargardt 1990).

The extent of Pyu culture has only be-
come clear as postwar archaeology has built
up a store of information from these sites
which have shared characteristics and point
toacommon culture. Inscriptional evidence
confirms the common ethnicity of these
peoples. The Pyu, whom we define by the
use of the largely undeciphered Pyu script,
established their urban centres at sites as far
north as Halin (near Shwebo, north of
Mandalay},and in Central Burma (Beikthano
and Sri Ksetra). In addition, there is evi-
dence of a Pyu presence, possibly cohabit-
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ing with the Mon, as far south as the gulf
region around Pegu.

ThePyu urbansettlements contain within
their walls (and sometimes beyond) brick
structures. Most of these can be identified as
religious, notably stupas (Beikthano and Sr1
Ksetra) and assembly halls and cellular
monastic residences (Beikthano). It is in as-
sociation with these structures that thesculp-
tures and other objects chronicling the reli-
gious and ceremonial life of the Pyu have
been found. These objects, and the handful
of surviving (and heavily restored) monu-
ments, constitute the single most important
body of knowledge about the life of the Pyu
and record the considerable achievements
of an otherwise lost early culture of South-
east Asia.

Pyu sculpture

The most substantial artistic legacy of
the Pyu is religious sculpture. The bulk of
this is Buddhist, but isolated examples of
Hindu imagery also survive, some of which
appear to date from the Pyu period. By far
the largest group of sculptures is from Sri
Ksetra, lending weight to this city being the
focus of sustained patronage and royal en-
dowment (Taw Sein Ko 1914: 113-23;
Duroiselle 1915: 141-4, 1928: 118-21, 1930:
171-83,1931: 127-32, 1933: 105-9). Pyu Bud-
dhism was fused onto an indigenous set of
beliefs, including animistic nature cults. An
unusual example of the localization of Bud-
dhism is evident in the continued use of
stone urns for the internment of royal ashes,
as witnessed by large stone urns located
within the city walls.2 Variants of this cus-
tom were widely practised throughout
Southeast Asia. Another possible expres-
sion of a ‘megalithic’ legacy is to be seen in
the Pyu’s insistence on retaining the mono-
lithic stone stele when sculpting religious
imagery. This is a particularly striking as-
pect of the Buddhist stele sculptures, which
are monumental slabs, worked on one side
in low relief. The megalithic aspect is
strengthened by the uniquely Pyu device of
forming groups of such stones, usually as
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A Warrior-Ruler stele from 5ri Ksetra...
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Figure 1. Line drawing of stele relief depicting a warrior-king. Discovered at SriKsetra in the 1970s.

Pyu. Sandstone, ht. c. 1.5 m.
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two confronting triads, in an as yet unex-
plained configuration. Could these belong
toasimilartradition seenatSudhammapura
(Thaton) in lower Burma and throughout
the Mon kingdom of Dvaravati, where semas
were installed to signify the boundaries of
ritually important spaces?3 In the Mon con-
text, the baisemas (lit: leaf boundary mark-
ers) wereinstalled to demarcate areas within
which Buddhist monks could assemble and
perform prescribed ceremonies. Such dis-
tinctive practises in the Mon and Pyu con-
text very probably share a common pre-
Buddhist ancestry rooted in the installation
of ritual stones.

Beginning to construct a chronology of
Pyu sculpture is exceedingly difficult. In
this context, I want to focus on a stone stele,
discovered within the city wallsat SriKsetra
in the 1970s (Figure 1). The carved surface of
the sandstone stele is over 1.5 metres in
height, 96 cm in width and an average of 10
cmindepth. Thestele has arounded topand
is decorated in low relief on the front, re-
verse and sides.

This stele is important for our under-
standing of the origins of the Pyu sculptural
style and for the sets of beliefs that it points
toregarding kingship, secularauthority and
religious legitimization. Its significance is
enhanced by the secular nature of the sub-
ject-matter, an armed warrior-figure with
standard bearers, which I have titled 'war-
rior-ruler’.

Thelarge figure, who occupies the centre
of the stele, clasps a massive club in his right
hand, the weight of which rests on his shoul-
der. Together with his attendants, he is
dressed in a short dhoti-style waist-cloth
with pendant sash. Other sashes criss-cross
the chest and he wears jewellery, notably a
heavy torque and bracelets. He also wears a
headcloth tied intoan elaborate turban which
probably conceals long uncut hair, the end
of which is seen fluttering from the chignon.
Extended earlobes contain large disc or ear-
plug ornaments. Direct parallels to this fig-
ure and, as I will argue, near contemporary
ones, are to be seen in the silver repoussé
plaques of club-bearing guardian figures

from the Khin Ba reliquary hoard. They
exhibit the same robust physique and pos-
ture, flamboyant hairstyles and chest and
ear ornaments (Figure 2).

The reverse of the stele depicts a seatand
throne back with makara-terminal cross-bar
as seen on Buddha image thrones of early
Pyu sculpture, such as the Khin Ba silver
reliquary (Figure 5). The empty throne is
flanked by two female attendants who ap-
pear to be holding, or perhaps supporting,
the seat. A floral medallion pattern fills the
upper section of the backslab.

The warrior-ruler is flanked by two fig-
ures who are represented on a smaller scale,
appropriate to their rank. They exhibit the
same costume features as the central figure
and may be interpreted as men of authority,
perhaps noblemen or sons of the ruler. More
significantly, they have a specific role as
bearers of the standards (dhvajas) of office.
They hold a garudadhvaja and a cakradhvaja
respectively, standards surmounted with
symbols evocative of kingship and religious
affiliation. These devices are highly signifi-
cant in this context, serving to enhance the
status and authority of the ruler through the
adaptation of an Indian value system.

The portable standards are signifiers of
authority and sectarian allegiance. They were
used in India as emblems of rank and in the
epics and puranic literature no warrior of
note appeared without one. Dhvajas carried
the emblem of the ruling dynasty, usually
linked to the household’s presiding deity
and variously represented as one of the
deity’s attributes or as his vehicle (vdhana).
They are regularly associated with kings
and heroes in early Indian literature and
weredisplayed asa source of magical power
and protection. The display of a dhvaja was
seen as mandatory to ensure victory.

The garudadhvajainIndiais closely linked
with Vishnu - Garuda being Vishnu's sa-
cred vehicle. Textual sources speak of Vishnu
with a garuda-banner, ‘the god whose ban-
ner bears the bird, discus in hand’.4 How-
ever, no sculptural depictions of Vishnu
with garudadhvaja are known in this early
period. Garudadhvaja are associated with
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probably a later interpretation. Rather, the
epic literature stresses the cakra as one of the
most ancient and fearsome of weapons.
Clearly it was intended to evokea protective
aspect when linked to a deity and, by impli-
cation, to a ruler. Vishnu’s role in the epic
and puranic literature is that of divine war-
rior, armed with this ancient orbicular
weapon. Whendisplayed by awarrior-ruler,
the cakra can be interpreted as symbolising
both the protective power of the deity being
evoked (so ensuring victory over his en-
emies) and the protective power which the
warrior-ruler vahana could in turn extend to
his subjects. That the discus was not exclu-
sively the weapon of the gods is made clear
in medieval treatises on statecraft which
stress the importance of training a prince in
‘the five kinds of weapons, beginning with
the discuss’.6

The cakra has a third meaning, that of the
wheel, which even more clearly links it to
the world of men. The early Indian concept
of cakravartin, universal ruler or world sov-
ereign, takes its meaning from the concept
of a supreme king as one who turns the
wheel, the eight spokes of which indicate
the directions of the universe, signifying
universal supremacy as evoked in the relief
fromJaggayyapeta (Figure6). The cakravartin
concept also conveys the meaning of one
who swings the disc weapon, evoking the
cakra as a warrior-ruler’s symbol.

Finally, the discus may be understood as
the wheel which ensures the continued pros-
perity of the kingdom, specifically in rela-
tion to the power of the cakravartin to ensure
plentiful rains. In this aspect, the cakra is
linked to Indra (the Hindu god of rain) in the
early Hindu iconography of the region; wit-
ness two stambha capitals from Arakan in
western Burma which depict Indra withina
cakra and, in one, also holding a cakradhvaja
(Aung Thaw 1972: 27).7

The combined presence of the cakradhvaja
and the garudadhvaja in this stele can be
interpreted as being primarily intended to
evoke themartial references associated with
these emblems. As noted, the dhvaja is
characterised as an essential attribute for
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warrior-kingsin the Indian epicand puranic
sources. Ellen Raven’s analysis of Gupta
gold coins reveals that the garudadhvaja is
predominantly associated with ‘those de-
signs that emphasize the martial aspects of
Gupta kingship’ (Raven 1994: 195). How-
ever, it must be stressed that in these Indian
depictions, the garudadhvaja and the
cakradhvaja never appear together.

These emblems, of magical significance,
were clearly borrowed from the Indian cos-
mology. Invested with these powerful In-
dian ideas of religious and royal authority,
they served to protect and strengthen, even
perhaps legitimize, the position of the un-
known ruler represented in the stele. Both
thesesymbols are intimately associated with
Vishnu, which taken together suggests a
Vaishnava allegiance among the ruling elite
of 511 Ksetra. This view is supported by
other sculptural evidence from the city site.
Anumber of sandstone sculptures of Vishnu
survive with cakra of similar form to that
represented in the stele under discussion
(Luce 1985: pl. 49a). Further support of this
possible Vaishnava allegiance among the
first rulers of St1 Ksetra is provided by the
earliest Pyu silver coins which are deco-
rated with the conch (Luce 1985: 62), an-
other attribute of Vishnu. The warrior stele
lends itself to another interpretation, that of
an early form of ‘hero-stone’, a memorial to
a great warrior-leader lost in battle. How-
ever, the presence of the dhvajas and the
representation of the throne on the reverse
strongly suggests a royal association and
supports the interpretation that this stele
celebrates not a deceased warrior buta ruler
at the height of his powers.

The warrior-ruler stele invites compari-
sonwithother club-bearing figuresfound at
Sr1 Ksetra, usually described as dvarapilas
(door-guardians). Two examples are pre-
served in the Hmawza Museum, Prome.
One fragment of a monumental figure, of
which only the head and shoulders (com-
plete with club) survives, may well have
shown a similar representation of a ruler,
though probably without attendants.

The second example, a largely complete
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Notes

1 Writtenina scriptclosely related to therecords

of the Kannada-speaking Kadambas of fourth

century Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh (Sircar

1965: 202).

One large group, arranged in neat rows, re-

mainsinsitu; othersarehoused inthe Hmawza

Museum.

3 Thai sema = boundary marker, from the Pali

sima. For examples from Thaton which illus-

trate Buddhist Jataka tales see Luce 1985: pls.

93-4.

Vamana Purana (3, 14), cited in Raven 1994: 21.

Garudadhvaja appear on five of the twenty-one

gold coins issued by the Gupta rulers (Raven

1984: 191).

Kalingattu Parani, cited in Begley 1973: 33.

For the cakradhvaja’s association with the bring-

ing of the rains, see Gutman 1986: 281-2.

The face is damaged so that we cannot deter-

mine the form of the figure’s nose or beak, a

defining feature of all Garudas, including an-

thropoids.

9 The Dharmakosa-sarigraha, fol. 29A (Bhatta-
charyya 1974: 51-2). I am indebted to Ellen
Raven for alerting me to this source.

10 As seen for example in a fifteenth century
Nepalese embroidered textile depicting the
Rimayana in the Victoria and Albert Museum
(IM24-1936), illustrated in Crill 1989: 30.

11 Compare Aung Thaw 1972: 13 and Ray 1983:
fig. 39, Prasad 1978: pl. 3. For the history of the
Deccan in this period, see Sircar 1939.
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