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Fig. I Standing Narayana (?)
in sandstone, from Muang Si Thep
(Sri Deb, Si Tep, etc.),
province. 6th century.
Height 44 3/4 inches. Now in the collection of

the Norton Simon Museum of Art, California.
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Fig.2  Bust of Narayana (?) of sandstone,

from Muang Si Thep,
Phetchabun province. 6-Tth century A.D.
Height 22 inches.
Originally in the private collection of
Mr and Mrs Ben Heller, New York,
but since acquired for
the Norton Simon Museum of Art.
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Fig.3 Surya, the Sun God, the image
sculpture found at Muang Si Thep and now
kept in the National Museum, Bangkok.
Height 36.8 inches.
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Fig. 4 Narayana (Vishnu)
and attendant done in gold repousse,
from Muang Si Thep, Phetchabun province.
Tth century. Height 12 iriches.
Now a part of the Norton Simon
Foundation’s Museum of Art, X
at Pasadena,California.
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Fig.5 Standing Buddha of grey sandstone
from Muang Si Thep,
Phetchabun province.

Mon-Dvaravati art c. 9th century.
Height 86 inches.
Now a part of the museum collection of
the Norton Simon Foundation, Pasadena,
California State, U.S.A.
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G.Coed@s: Nouvelles Inscriptions de Si T'ep, in Inscriptions du Cambodge, Vol. VIl (1964).
Sherman E. Lee: Ancient Cambodian Sculpture (1969).

The Connoisseur, Norton Simon Museum of Art (1976).

Art Objects Stolen from
Muang Si Thep

M.C.Subhadradis Diskul

Muang Si Thep (Sri Deva, Si T'ep,
Cri Deb, etc.), also called Muang
Aphai Sali by some, is about 8 kilo-
metres east of the Pa Sak River and
about 9 kilometres by a dry season
road off the Lam Narai - Phetchabun
Highway (see also M.B.J. Vol.5 No.4
pp.85-104). It was first brought (o
light by H.R.H. Prince Damrong
Rajanubhab in 1905. Since that time
a number of stone sculptures and
stone inscriptions from the site have
been transferred for safekeeping
to the National Museum, Bangkok....
In 1967 students from the Facul-
ty of Archaeology, Silpakorn (Fine
Arts) University, carried out excava-
tions at Tambon Phu Toei not far
from Muang Si Thep. Some of these
students and [ made visits to Muang
Si Thep and on one obtained a broken
head of Vishnu (Narayana) wearing
a cylindrical “‘mitre’’. This—fited
perfectly with a broken stone image
that had been removed from Muang

43

Si Thep many years earlier and is
kept at the National Museum, Bang-
kok. The Fine Arts Department was
given the head and has now joined
the two pieces together.

This ““mitred’”” Vishnu from
Muang Si Thep caused some surprise
as it suggested a “‘mixed" type. The
cylindrical mitre belongs to similar
Vishnu sculptures from southern,
peninsular Thailand as well as the
eastern Thai province of Prachin
Buri; but its short loin cloth belongs
with the statuary of Si Thep and is
quite unlike the long pleated dhoti
garment of the other Vishnu sculptures
from southern and eastern Thailand.

Other finds from the same
season included a Dvaravati stone
Buddha with the Pali *‘Ye dhamma...”
credo incribed on the base. There is
too a broken fragment of a rather
large dharmacakra (Wheel of the Law)
carrying Dvaravati ornament which
is now in the District Office at Si

Thep District. Not far west of Mua
Si Thep are some low hills call
Khao Thamorat where a cave h
been found with Buddha and Bod|
sattva images carved on the w
inside. These images are in a Dvarav
style which may have been affect
by the Sri Vijaya-n Mahayana Bu
dhism of peninsular Thailand.
From the above discussion °
may conclude here that Muang
Thep was an important town
ancient times (Coedes). It may ha
begun as a town settled by India
that was on the road from Dvarav:
to Funan and Cambodia (Quarit

- Wales). Later the town came und

the sway of the Khmer Empire. Wh
the power of the Khmer declin
Muang Si Thep was abandoned. Ti
probably took place in or around t
mid 13th century subsequent to t
reign of King Jayavarman VII (1181
c.1218).

At least three valuable :



objects have recently been stolen from
Muang Si Thep in the past decade.

All three now form part of the South-

ern Asia collection of the Norton
Simon Museum of Art at Pasadena
in California, U.S.A. They will be
discussed one by one.

1. The most important of the
three is the sandstone Hindu deity
image about 1.14 metres high. In this
neautiful sculpture the face carries a
smile. On the crown of the head there
s a tall octagonal “*mitre’” which has
a stepped upper extension like on a
number of Vishnu statues from
\Muang Si Thep which are now with
the National Museurn, Bangkok. This
mitre differs however in that it has
a raised margin around the base or
rim on top of which there are, front
and sides, three foliate bodies, the
one in front being the largest. The
zar-rings are round and very large
~ith a six-petalled flower inside the
arcle. Behind but attached to the
~ust and mitre is a broken halo. The
ocks of hair falling down from
~zhind the ear are relief designs on
‘ne surface of the lower part of the
-alo. !

The bust was probably stolen
“ira1, some time before the other
~i2ces, because it alone appears in

Ancient Cambodian Sculpture’’ by
~nerman E.Lee, the Director of The
leveland Museum of Art, U.S.A.,
~nich was first published in the
sutumn of 1969 for use as a catalogue
“or the Asia Society’s exhibition that
.25 held at the Asia House Gallery
- New York.
In this book Dr Lee writes,
This previously unpublished bust
“o.1) is surely one of the most
-dividual and beautiful remains from
-:rlv Southeast Asia.”” He (and |
:zree) dates this image to the sixth-
~venth century A.D. and says that it
rrom Si Thep (Sri Deb) in Thailand.
A nen the catalogue was written this
- <t was in the collection of Mr and
.1« Ben Heller, of New York. Dr Lee
--ote, “The huge earrings and broken

Joquszaamsiaguws : iWamsAnsmiuy

halo indicate that the figure is meant
to represent the sun god, Surya,”
because-he compared it with another
image, of Surya, which was discovered
at Si Thep and is the one now kept
in the National Museum, Bangkok.

This then is why the supposition
is that the bust was stolen first. After-
wards the body was stolen and smug-
gled out of the country and the Norton
Simon (Inc.) Foundation must then
have purchased both pieces with an
undisclosed sum of money. Today the
bust and the torso have been joined
and are on exhibit at the Norton
Simon Museum of Art at Pasadena.

The body shows that the image
is standing in a soft ¢tribhangga (double
flex) contrapuntal position and wears
the short garment normally associated
with Vishnu images from Si Thep.
Additionally, it lacks the kind of cloak
which covers the shoulders and chest
and descends below the waist that is
found on the Surya from Si Thep
which is now with the National
Museum, Bangkok. Nor does it stand
in the strictly frontal position of this
latter image. The nature of the breaks
near the shoulder may disguise the
fact that this was once a four-armed
deity. If there were indeed four arms
it would be a Vishnu image and would
not be holding the two lotus blooms
of the sun god.

2. A heavy gold foil repousse
about 30 ecm. high depicts Vishnu
with attndant. Vishnu stands in a
pronounced contrapuntal position
and wears a high cylindrical mitre
bearing a band of beads or pearls
part of the way up and surmounted
by what looks like a lotus bloom.
The head and neck is surrounded by
an oval halo set behind. The ears
carry pendant ear-rings and the body
a necklace, armbands near the shoul-
ders, and bracelets on the wrists.
Long locks of hair curl down the
shoulders.

We know for sure that this is
Vishnu because there are four arms;
the upper right hand holds a cakra

For Educational Purpose Only

(war discus), the lower right a lotus
bud (?) and the upper left a conch
shell while the lower left hand rests
on a gada (war club or mace).

This Vishnu image wears a
short loin cloth probably drawn up
between the legs and fastened behind.
A jewelled chain is also worn loosely
from the hips with one loose end
hanging down between the thighs. In
addition one can make out a diagonal
cloth sash or belt knotted on the left
thigh with one edge falling down
against the left thigh. This is different
from all the stone sculptures of Vishnu
with mitre found in Thailand generally
on which the cloth sash is knotted
on the right side andas serves as a
support for the hand which holds the
lotus bloom attribute. Vishnu is
standing on a low rectangular pedestal
with a lotus on its left and a reduced
size attendant representing an abori-
ginal type holding another lotus on
the right. Cloud motifs are included
on either side of the halo. The gold
plaque probably dates from the late
seventh century because it appears
to be a strongly Indianized Southeast
Asian product.

3. A grey sand-stone, standing
Buddha image of the Dvaravati period
2.18 metres tall,like the other two is
also said to have come from Muang
Si Thep. The face is in the true (Mon-)
Dvaravati style. The tight curls of hair
are clearly demarked. Rising from the
crown of the head is a bulbous ketu
mala (skull protuberance). There is no
halo. The eyes and eyebrows have
been recessed to carry metal (?) inlay.
What is quite unusual is a hole that
has been sunk into the forehead
between the eyebrows to house a
metal inlaid wrna (Thai: unalom,
popularly called a *‘third eye'’). The
image stands firmly upright. The
Jivara (outer robe) clings to the body
like a second skin but the outer folds
which hang down away from the body
are badly broken, and the shins and
feet are missing.

It is not easy to date this image
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but if we take into account that
sculptural inlay, both in stone and
broneze, was most popular during the
Baphuon art period of Cambodia -
¢.1010-c.1080, say the 11th century -
this standing, stone Buddha image
could well have been made at this
time. Nevertheless this sculpture is so
remarkable in conception and presence
that it should be dated prior to the
eleventh century, for an eleventh
century dating would place this fine
image late at the end of the Dvaravati
period, something that is very unlike-
ly.

Joquszaamsiauuws : iWansAnsmuy

In conclusion, it is a great pity
that these three art objects were stolen
and smuggled out of the country and
are not now included in our National
Museum collections. Nevertheless it is
of some consolation to know that all
three are now on public view at the
Norton Simon Museum of Art in the
United States because we can expect
them to remain in this collection and
not be divided up and scattered among
other, more private, collections....

[ am sure that the first of the
three pieces was from Muang Si Thep
in Phetchabun province because ofits

For Educational Purpose Only

affinities with the Surya image that
had been found there some years ago
as has been explained above. The
second object, the plaque, may have
come from Si Thep as has been report-
ed. But as for the third image, [ am
not at all sure of its actual origin.
However, that is as may be, all three
were stolen from Thailand and this
should be a reminder to the Thai
Government authorities responsible
for our antiquities....
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