Dvaravati
The word Dvaravati itself represents many ideas and possibilities - it is a time period in Thailand from 6th to 12th centuries CE; an Art Style; a Culture; a Kingdom from 6th to 9th century CE. We are aware that the Kingdom of Dvaravati was under lordship from evidence of silver medals, found under the ruins of a stupa bearing inscriptions in Sanskrit, reading ‘The Meritorious Deeds of the Ruler of Dvaravati'. This is proof that by this time Buddhism had gained many worshipers in the Dvaravati political area, of which Nakhon Pathom became the most abundant spot of these emblems along with U Thong and Singburi.

The Mon clique seemed to form the bulk of Dvaravati and was predominantly the Theravada (Hinayana) form of Buddhism and evidence of this was Buddhist images, Religious Stupas, inscriptions and votive tablets. Early sculptures of the Dvaravati state demonstrate many early Indian qualities, which shows how people had contact with Indian ideas but adapted an Indian form to their local needs and preferences, and this is significant when observing the Dharmacakra.

Many pillars were found in India, but few were topped with ‘cakras' and none have been found so far with socles, however Khmer (Cambodian) doorways (lintels) were found with socles and some patterns on the cakras. Yet at U Thong, many decorated socles and pillars were found, and when arranged with the cakra on top, it forms the ‘dharmacakrastambha'. The cakras were often found near stupas and images of Buddha, and there are reliefs showing the cakra, stupa and image together but this combination has not been found on art objects in India. Some cakras are inscribed with Buddhist texts in Pali language, but the writing on Indian pillars are of a completely different format and content. There is possible evidence of sun worship in other South-East Asian kingdoms as there are flame-like patterns on the cakra and the appearance of the Sun God Surya, and in India, cakra is associated with the sun. Finally there are some sema stones from Cambodia that have images of the cakra on it. Brown states that ‘Indianization is a process not just a product of two constants'. EDIT

The depictions and the iconography of Buddha images of the 7th-8thC seems to have taken much from Indian examples of a century earlier and often of contemporary local ideas, yet without giving up their own distinctiveness. As such, the earlier Dvaravati images follow some Gupta traditions. It appears that Dvaravati took on the most prominent stylistic and iconographic features i.e. the usnisa, long earlobes, thick heavy curls and the rings around the neck were kept similar and even sometimes enlarged to show their importance. Regardless of the connections there were also some major differences that gave the Dvaravati style more of an edge.

The national art style in Thailand, through the 8th to 9th century, drew much from the traditional Javanese idiom and had also taken much influence from the rising Vietnamese Buddhism. Conversely, Central Dvaravati remained unaffected or at least surrendered less to these manipulations. This was primarily because the founder of the empire of Angkor, Campuchean King Jayavarman II created very good cultural relations with north-east Thailand; therefore some typical representations were used in their art work, more specifically symmetry and close attention to horizontality. Campuchean styles started influencing Thai sculpture till about the next century until the reign of King Rajendravarman, where new stylistic and thematic changes took place in Thai iconography.

There is much symbolism in Buddha images created in Thailand, and it is necessary to understand their representation through texts conserved there. Early Buddhist texts, through the 7th century AD, identify Dharma (the teachings) with the body-parts of the Buddha; therefore particular body-parts and motions endow the Buddha image with supreme sanctity. These individual styles, during the Dvaravati period of art, show Buddha representations through stone, terracotta, stucco, and limestone - all were common materials used in India. Figures of the Buddha in bronze tend to appear much later than stone statues and present interesting examples in Thai Buddhist iconography.

Most of the Buddha representations in Dvaravati were made on a grand scale, and were designed to be placed significantly in architectural surroundings with the largest of the statues known to have been made at Nakhon Pathom. Dvaravati styles of the Buddha are known to be in the frontal position and appear to be quite stiff, unlike the Gupta styles were some depictions had a gentle sway that softened the formality. Gosling suggests that ‘the faces of Dvaravati images were less stylised, gentler and more approachable than the Gupta prototypes… the faces were more human than the…geometric shapes of the Indian examples' However it is possible that they may have been more approachable due to the extreme symmetry of the face, which is commonly known to make a person, or in this case a sculpture, appear most aesthetically pleasing. The face of the Dvaravati Buddha is also more expressive especially due to the down cast eyes which give more of a feeling of serenity, even gently smiling faces are sporadically found, signified by small depressions at the sides of the mouth.

Under the Theravada worship, Dvaravati Buddha images, constructed of limestone, show typical features like an upright posture, a heavy face with half-closed eyes and arched eyebrows joined and pointed at the bridge of the nose, outstanding conical usnisa with prominent curls of hair, slightly longer earlobes, and a vaguely jutting lower lip. The body is normally is a stiff frontal position wearing a plain, close-fitting samaghati covering the shoulders and giving an impression of asexuality; the ankles carved in relief against a background extending fully between the body and base; both hands executing the same mudra; the feet parallel; and occasionally a lotus base. This list defines the basis of most figures however there are several variations in detail such as the proportions of the body, the shape of the face, the drapery of the robe, etc. Through original contributions and a great deal if contact with Kmer and Thai art, the depiction of the Dvaravati Buddha has been altered frequently over time. In ‘The Archaeology of the Mon of Dvaravati', Dupont states that, ‘The two forearms, however, [continue] to be projected symmetrically in front executing the same mudra…'

The most inventive pose of Dvaravati that contributes to Thai art is the double vitarka mudra; which depicts the symmetrical hand-pose of the mudra in both hands, raised to breast level. It started appearing from about the seventh century and has no earlier influences from either Campuchea or India. The single vitarka mudra itself represents the Buddha preaching, giving instruction and reason, and the Dvaravati style represents it being taught twice, once for each hand. The eccentricity of displaying both hands with the same pose is to be taken as a field of Dvaravati Thai Buddhist symbolism and this can still be seen today as the bronze casters of Thailand still reproduce it, although other minor styles have been short-lived no matter how original they have been. In ‘Buddhist Iconography in Thailand', Bhattacharyya concludes that ‘this [double vitarka] indigenous and highly innovative motif may easily be taken to be suggestive of the Enlightened Buddha's all-perasiveness and divine mobility.' It is also linked to the Dharmacakra mudra as Bhattacharyya also writes, ‘The mudra shown in both hands…is a break-up of the Indian mystic gesture which is a close combination of the two hands, held at breast with the united tips of the index and thumb touching one of the fingers of the left hand, the palm being turned inward.' This can lead us to the conclusion that the double vitarka could also be the teaching of Dharmacakra, only represented differently, in a more original style, which as stated before, can also be represented as a wheel in Dvaravati. The symbolism, as Gosling suggests, could be used interchangeably, and may symbolise two teachings in one, which is referred to as pathom thetsana'.

A second important characteristic are the joined, arched eyebrows, which go on for a long period in Dvaravati sculptures. This appeared infrequently in Indian styles, and occasionally on some reliefs of Amaravati as two engraved arches. However, this could not have had an effect on Dvaravati style as the variations of styles had neither joined or prominent eyebrows, as the rest of the features themselves appeared to be heavy. We can then assume that the sculptors started with influences from Gupta styles and the joined, arched eyebrows were a local development, and this is confirmed as many earlier styles did not have connected eyebrows. Yet during the later periods, some earlier depictions had the detail of joining the eyebrows added to them. It is suggested by Dupont that ‘it was perhaps derived from the memory-image of a specific characteristic of Amaravati statues.'

A final important attribute of the Dvaravati statues is the way which the samghati closely moulds to the body, for specifically to the area in between the thighs, which gives the impression of the Buddha as an asexual person. This quite clearly did not originate from Gupta art as genitals were often enlarged or in the Mathura the samghati was placed loosely. This element is not as important as other characteristics however it was developed in the Dvaravati period as a progressive stylization. This development however was not adopted in Gupta art as having the genitalia withdrawn is known as a Lakasana, or special, immortal feature of the Buddha. However more Lakasanas were adopted in Dvaravati. Webbed fingers appeared more here than in Gupta art, as well as other features that were adapted such as long fingers and toes, cheeks ‘like a lion', an ‘urna' between the eyes and an usnisa which symbolizes wisdom and spirituality that lead to his enlightenment, which was often accentuated in Dvarvati.

A style that appeared from pre-Gupta art and is still used now is the depictions of long earlobes. This has always been a feature to remind us that the Buddha was once a prince of royalty and wore heavy jewellery that elongated his ears, yet even when he gave up his life of luxury, his earlobes remained elongated. Another principle that developed through the Dvaravati period was the principle of symmetry, which was pushed to its limits. The Lotus flower/leaf also appears more often in Dvaravati as it is a symbol of something that is good and pure. It starts of life growing at the bottom of a mud pond and rises to the surface to flower, which reminds us how people in the same way can ascend above and beyond troubles and difficulties.

Many elements that contributed to asymmetry in Indian art were eliminated in Dvaravati. This provides yet another explanation for the double vitarka mudra, the stiff frontal body, the proportioned face; and why more of the later statues have both shoulders covered by the samghati.

Bronze images from the Dvaravati period are very important in being shaped to express a variety of iconographic types. We are still able to describe bronze depictions as Dvaravati by common features including the lesser obvious prominent breasts, full cheeks and decorated usnisa and hair. Typical images of late Dvaravati Buddha, in the 10th century, tend to show a pleat in the under garment and the belt.
