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The famous Khmer temple, Banteay Srei, was built by 

Yajñavarāha, a Brāhmaṇa priest, who served during the reigns of 

Khmer kings Rajendravarman and Jayavarman V. According to 

stele inscription of Banteay Srei, work on its construction began 

in 967 CE and Yajñavarāha’s brother, Viṣṇukumāra, is also 

mentioned as a co-patron. Banteay Srei was the only major 

temple at Angkor not built for the king. This temple lies near the 

hill of Phnom Dei located twenty-five km to the northeast of the 

main group of temples, where Yaśodharapura, the Khmer capital 

of that time, was located. It consists of three shrines, laid out in a 

row from north to south: the north shrine (dedicated to Viṣṇu), 

and the central and south shrines (both dedicated to Śiva). The 

original name of this temple was Śrī Tribhuvanamaheśvara 

(Great Lord of the Threefold World), an appellation of Lord 

Śiva. The temple’s modern name, Banteay Srei‒ citadel of 

women or citadel of beauty‒ is most probably related to the 

intricate the bas-relief carvings that can be found on the walls as 

well as the tiny dimensions of the structures themselves 

(Freeman and Jacques, 1999: 206). The other explanation is that 

the temple has got its name from the fact that it has many devatās 

(female deities of fertility) carved into the walls of the structures 

(Jessup, 2004: 101).  A typical devatā, embellishing each of the 

corners of the various shrines, is shown as standing with a lamp 

hung over her head and swans adorning the base. These devatās, 

with naked torsos and playing with flowers, are known for being 

the most voluptuous of the Angkor devatās.  

Due to the miniature size of the structures, uniqueness of 

the tiny details, and exceptional refinement of the sculptures, 
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Banteay Srei temple has become extremely popular with tourists 

and is popularly admired as a “Precious Gem,” or the “Jewel of 

Khmer Art.” “Through refinement it takes the best of all that had 

preceded… and submits it to new creation in a dynamic form of 

high art… the work relates more closely to the art of the 

goldsmith… or to carving in wood than to sculpture in stone. The 

very nature of the material used– a hard red sandstone that can be 

worked like wood– has inspired the artist not to carve in volume, 

but rather, in the reduced scale of the composition and the 

proximity of the buildings” (Glaize, 2002: 183).   

According to an inscription of the early twelfth century at 

some point, the temple came under the control of the king and its 

original dedication was changed but was again rededicated to 

Śiva (Higham, 2001: 114). The temple was functional at least 

until the fourteenth century (Apsara Authority, Banteay Srei). 

The temple was rediscovered in 1914 and immediately became 

the target of art thieves, André Malraux who stole four devatās in 

1923, being one such high profile looter (see Freeman and 

Jacques, 1999: 207). The temple was restored in the 1930s, using 

the technique of anastylosis involving analysis and rebuilding of 

the temple using as much of the original material as possible. As 

the temple continued to be attacked by vandals repeatedly, 

toward the end of the twentieth century some of the original 

statues were shifted and replaced with concrete replicas. But 

vandals did not even spare the replicas. So much so, a statue of 

Śiva and his śakti Umā that was shifted to the National Museum 

(Phnom Penh) for safekeeping was vandalized on the premises of 

the museum itself (Jessup, 2004: 104).  

At this temple, for the first time pediments, lintels, and 

colonettes appear with stories from the Mahābhārata, the 

Rāmāyaṇa, and the Purāṇas relating to themes associated with 

Śaivism and Vaiṣṇavism: 

 

1. The Kirātārjunīya (Vaṇa Parva, Mahābhārata): When the 

Pāṇḍavas were getting ready for war with the Kauravas, Arjuna, 



3 

 

propitiates Lord Śiva in the forest. Happy with Arjuna’s 

penances, Śiva takes a decision to reward him. When Muka, the 

demon, in the form of a wild boar, charges toward Arjuna, Śiva 

makes his appearance as a Kirāta. Arjuna and the Kirāta 

simultaneously shoot arrows at the boar and put it to death. 

Both get into an argument as to who shot first. This results in a 

protracted battle between the two. Overconfident Arjuna is 

astounded that he is not able to defeat his adversary. In the end, 

Arjuna realizes that the Kirāta is actually Lord Śiva himself, and 

submits to him in all humility. Śiva is pleased with his devotee 

and awards him with the powerful weapon, the Paśupatastra, 

which later proved very useful in the Mahābhārata War. The 

Kirāta is a generic term in Sanskrit literature for people who 

lived in the mountains, particularly in the Himalayas and 

Northeastern India and are considered to have been of 

Mongoloid origin (Mukharji 1998: 132). It has been mentioned 

in the Mahābhārata that Bhīma had met the Kirātas to the east of 

Videha, where his son Ghaṭotkacha was born and on this basis it 

has been suggested that the Kirātas were dwellers of the eastern 

Himalayas (Chatterji 1974: 30). The texts mention them along 

with Cīnas as people of “gold-like” skin in sharp contrast to the 

Niṣādas or the Dāsas who were of dark complexion (Ibid.26).  

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sanskrit
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Himalaya
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/North-East_India
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mongoloid
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mahabharata
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bhima
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Videha
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ghatotkacha
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nishada
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dasa
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2. Madana-bhasma (Matsya Purāṇa, Śiva Purāṇa): This 

episode which is depicted on the west-facing pediment on 

southern library, is mentioned in the Matsya Purāṇa (verses 227-

255) and is repeated with variants in the Śiva Purāṇa, relates to 

Kāma’s incineration by Śiva. Śiva is shown as seated on the 

summit of Mount Kailāśa and is looking to his left at Kāma 

(Madana), the god of desire, who in turn is aiming an arrow at 

him. Goddess Pārvatī is seated to Śiva’s right and Śiva is 

handing her a bead necklace. Beings of different categories are 

shown in a hierarchical order on the slopes of Mt Kailāśa. In the 

top tier and immediately below Śiva are seated a group of 

bearded wise men and ascetics. Below them are the mythological 

beings with animal-heads and human-bodies. 

Common people occupying the lowest tier are shown as mingling 

with a bull and a deer. It has been told in the legend that asura 

Tāraka was harassing Indra and the other gods. However, Tāraka 
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could only be defeated by Śiva’s offspring. Brahmā suggests that 

Pārvatī should woo Śiva and consequently, Indra assigned the 

task of breaking Śiva’s meditation to Kāmadeva. Kāmadeva 

creates an untimely spring (akālavasanta) and enters Śiva’s 

abode with his two wives Rati and Prīti. Though Madana 

succeeds in awakening Śiva with a flower arrow, Śiva is furious 

and incinerates Madana instantaneously turning him into ashes. 

Later Pārvatī prevails over Śiva to resuscitate Madana. Though 

Śiva brought Madana back to life but only in a disembodied 

form. As a result, Kāmadeva is also called ‘Anaṅga’= an 

(without)+aṅga (body)= bodiless or ‘Atanu’= a (without)+tan 

(body). Later, Śiva’s son Kārtikeya succeeded in defeating 

Tāraka. 

 

3. Burning of the Khāṇḍava Forest and Indra’s Rain 
(Mahābhārata and Harivaṃsa): This east-facing pediment on the 

northern library relates an incident from the Mahābhārata and 

Harivaṃsa. Agni, the god of fire, has started fire to the 

Khāṇḍava forest to kill the nāga king 
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Takṣaka who lived in this forest. Indra who is riding Airāvata, 

his three-headed elephant and is surrounded by imploring 

devotees, produces rain to extinguish the fire to save his friend 

Takṣaka. Kṛṣṇa and Arjuna, standing in their chariots on the 

bottom right and left, are helping Agni by firing a dense barrage 

of arrows to block the rain produced by Indra. The arrows move 

so close together that they almost turn into a roof, buttressed by a 

line of swans, in the midst of the falling water and the forest 

below. At the centre of the scene, nāgas are trying to get away by 

climbing the roof of arrows whereas the forest animals, including 

elephants, lions, monkeys, and deer who attempt to escape are 

driven back by Kṛṣṇa and Arjuna. With a few exceptions, all 

these animals perish in the fire.  

 

4. Battle Between Vālin and Sugrīva (Rāmāyaṇa): At two 

places, the western gopura of the second enclosure as well as the 

eastern lintel of the northern shrine, show the episode from t
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he Rāmāyaṇa. Two monkey-chiefs, Vālin and his younger 

brother Sugrīva, fight against each other 

for kingship of Kiśkindha. Rāma, standing on the right, shoots an 

arrow at Vālin from behind piercing his heart and causing his 

death. Consequently, Sugrīva is declared the victor. 

 

5. Rāvaṇa shaking Mount Kailāśa (Rāmāyaṇa): This pediment 

depicts one of the stories from the Rāmāyaṇa in which Rāvaṇa, 

the king of Laṅkā, is shown as shaking Mt Kailāśa. The 



8 

 

background to the incident is that following his conquest of 

Lanka, Rāvaṇa went to see Śiva. But Nandi, the vehicle of Śiva, 

refused to let him in. This annoyed Rāvaṇa greatly and he began 

to tease Nandi who turn got annoyed with Rāvaṇa and cursed 

that his Laṅkā would be destroyed by a monkey. However, to 

demonstrate before Nandi his love for Śiva, Rāvaṇa tried to life 

Kailāśa on a whim. In the pediment Śiva is shown as seated on 

the summit of Mount Kailāśa, his heavenly abode. His consort 

Umā is sitting in his lap and is holding him nervously. Various 

kinds of beings are shown in a hierarchical order on the slopes of 

Mt Kailāśa. In the top tier and around Śiva are seated bearded 

wise men and ascetics. Below them are the mythologic

al beings with animal-heads and human-bodies. Animals occupy 

the lowest tier. In the middle of the scene stands the ten-headed 

Rāvaṇa. He is shaking the mountain in its very foundations as the 

animals flee in terror and as the wise men pray. Śiva, annoyed by 

Rāvaṇa’s arrogance, is using his toe to press down on the 

mountain to trap Rāvaṇa underneath.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nandi_(bull)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shiva
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Srilanka
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6. Kṛṣṇa Slaying Kaṃsa (Bhāgavat Purāṇa and Harivaṃśa): 

This pediment depicts various episodes inspired by the 

Bhāgavata Purāṇa and the Harivaṃśa that culminate in Kṛṣṇa 

slaying his wicked uncle Kaṃsa. Kṛṣṇa and Balarāma are shown 

as making their way to the wrestling arena where they 

respectively defeat and kill the wrestlers Canura and Muṣtika fol

lowed by the decapitation of Kaṃsa by Kṛṣṇa.  

7. Narasiṃha Slaying Hiraṇyakaśipu (Mahābhārata and 

Purāṇas): According to the Mahābhārata and some of the 

Purāṇas, Hiraṇyakaśipu, the king of the asuras, had obtained a 

boon from Śiva that neither a human nor a nonhuman be able to 

kill him. However, when he began to persecute his own son 

Prahlāda for worshipping Viṣṇu, the latter decided to put an end 

http://www.mythfolklore.net/india/encyclopedia/mahabharata.htm
http://www.mythfolklore.net/india/encyclopedia/puranas.htm
http://www.mythfolklore.net/india/encyclopedia/mahabharata.htm
http://www.mythfolklore.net/india/encyclopedia/puranas.htm
http://www.mythfolklore.net/india/encyclopedia/siva.htm
http://www.mythfolklore.net/india/encyclopedia/prahlada.htm
http://www.mythfolklore.net/india/encyclopedia/vishnu.htm
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to his cruelties. In this pediment, Viṣṇu in his reincarnation as 

Narasiṃha (half-man and half-lion) is shown as slaying 

Hiraṇyakaśipu, whom he is holding upside-down below him w

hile clawing at his chest. 

 

8. Śiva Naṭarāja: In this lintel, Śiva Naṭarāja is shown as the 

cosmic dancer who performs his divine dance to destroy a weary 

universe so that Brahmā may start the process of creation. At the 

lower edges are a drummer providing the music and Kareikkal 

Ammeyar, Śiva’s disciple.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brahma
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9. Durgā Mahiṣāsuramardinī (Mārkaṇḍeya Purāṇa): 

According to the story given in the Devī Mahātmya of the 

Mārkaṇḍeya Purāṇa, Mahiṣā, the Buffalo Demon, undertook 

severe austerities and acquired such powers that he unleashed a 

reign of terror in the three worlds (earth, heaven and the nether 

world) and he could not be defeated anywhere by any man or 

god. Consequently, the entire Cosmic Order was thrown into 

disarray. To sort this problem out, all the gods together offered 

their own individual powers back to their common source and as 

they did so, Durgā, the warrior goddess, was born. She with eight 

arms, assisted by her lion, grappled with Mahiṣā which a snake 

entangles in his coils. Finally, she slayed him and restored the 

Cosmic Order, thereby earning the title of Mahiṣāsuramardinī, 

the Slayer of Mahiṣā. Her victory is celebrated each year during 

the Navarātri (the Festival of Nine Nights) or Durgā Pūjā.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Markandeya_Purana
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Devi_Mahatmya
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Markandeya_Purana
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10. Abduction of Sītā (Rāmāyaṇa): This carving depicts a story 

from the Āraṇya Kāṇḍa of the Rāmāyaṇa in which Rāma’s wife 

Sītā was abducted by a rakṣasa called Virādha. Virādha who 

lived in Daṇḍaka forest had a boon from Brahmā which made 

him invincible to weapons. In order to kill him, Rāma and 

Lakṣmaṇa first broke his arms, then buried him alive in 
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a grave. 

 

11. Sunda and Asunda Fighting over Tilottamā 

(Mahābhārata): In this pediment, now at the Musée National des 

Arts Asiatiques, Guimet (Paris), is shown the story of the apsarā 

Tilottamā, causing a discord between the two brothers, Sunda 

and Upasunda, leading to their mutual destruction. According to 

the story mentioned in the Ādi Parva (Book 1) of the 

Mahābhārata, sage Nārada warns the Pāṇḍava brothers that their 

common wife Draupadi could be the cause of dispute between 

them. To substantiate his argument, he relates the story of the 

death of Sunda and Upsunda due to Tilottamā. Sunda and 

Upsunda were inseparable siblings who shared everything 

between them including bed, food and the kingdom. As a reward 

for severe austerities, they had received a boon from Brahmā that 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Narada
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pandava
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Draupadi


14 

 

nothing but they 

themselves could hurt each other. After receiving the boon, the 

demons conquered the entire universe and put it in complete 

disarray. Consequently, Brahmā then ordered the divine architect 

Viśvakarma to create Tilottamā, a woman with unrivaled beauty. 

She was directed to seduce the demon brothers to the extent that 

she would become an issue of contention between them. 

Enchanted by her irresistible charms and voluptuous figure and 

drunk with power and liquor, Sunda and Upasunda took hold of 

Tilottamā in right and left hands respectively. As each of the two 

argued that Tilottamā should be his own wife, they took hold of 

clubs and clubbed each other to death.  

 

12. Wrestling between Bhīma and Duryodhana 

(Mahābhārata): This pediment depicts the episode from the 

Mahābhārata in which Paṇḍava Bhīma and the Kaurava 

Duryodhana wrestle each other in the presence of the four-armed 

Kṛṣṇa and his brother, Balarāma who is armed with a 

ploughshare. In the battle, Bhīma strikes a foul blow below the 

waist of Duryodhana and fatally wounds him. At this, Balarāma 

is enraged and criticises Bhīma. But Kṛṣ

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vishvakarma
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ṇa camls him down.  

 

13. Hayagrīva Killing Madhu and Kaiṭabha (Mahābhārata): 

This pediment describes the story from the Mahābhārata of two 

asuras, Madhu and Kaiṭabha. They had snatched the Vedas from 

Brahmā and deposited them in the nether world. Brahmā was 

very unhappy over this and approached Viṣṇu for help in the 

matter. 
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Viṣṇu, in his manifestation as Hayagrīva (Horse-headed avatāra 

of Viṣṇu) waged a war against them, killed them, and retrieved 

the Vedas. Consequently, Viṣṇu became known as Madhusūdana 

(the killer of Madhu).  

 Formation of the material milieu which inspired the 

creation of temples such as Banteay Srei appears to have taken 

place from the middle of the first millennium onwards as a 

consequence of the widespread assimilation and acculturation in 

the Khmer territory of the religious and political traditions whose 

roots lay in the Indian subcontinent. The driving force behind 

such a development was the coming into prominence in the latter 

half of the first millennium of the priest-peasant alliance and its 

support to the political élites. This Bhakti-influenced temple-

based alliance grew into a dynamic and progressive force 

through the mushrooming of temples of Śaiva and Vaiṣṇava 

deities under the Khmer kings. The cult of the devarāja (god-

king), a ‘descent’ of god Śiva and a form of the Cosmic 

Overlord, became the basis of royal authority. In the consecration 

ceremony (abhiṣeka) the king was transformed into a this-

worldly god Śiva. Being a member of this kind of socio-political 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hayagriva
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Madhusudanah
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mechanism, whether one was a king or an ordinary peasant, 

ensured a special status through proximity to both the heavenly 

gods (Śiva and Viṣṇū) and the devarāja, the earthly god. It 

worked in promoting simultaneously the power of kings and 

priests and also acted as a unifying force by bringing together 

kings, brāhmaṇa priests, and the common masses at religious 

gatherings, ceremonies, and festivals. In it can clearly be seen the 

all-pervasive influence of the Bhakti Movement which during its 

first phase in the Indian subcontinent had already successfully 

taken Brāhmaṇical-Hinduism away from its orthodox philosophy 

by rejecting abstract metaphysics and caste regulations. Thus, it 

is not surprising that the agrarianized popular form of 

Brāhmaṇical-Hinduism which inspired sites such as Banteay Srei 

was devoid of not only caste but also of metaphysics and 

philosophy rooted in the Vedas and the Upaniṣads.  

 But who were the conduits of this cultural transfer? The 

“Indianized” Khmer civilization was, firstly shaped by 

“underlying ideas associated with the older Megalithic cults of 

Earth and Ancestor” (Wales, 1967: 2). As suggested by N.J. 

Krom, Indian traders impressed indigenous people with their 

artefacts and cultural achievements, intermarried with them, and 

transferred their culture to an Indianized élite (see Mabbett, 

1977: 144). This Indianized élite adopted customs of Indian 

origin as a means not only to increase their dominance over local 

groups and to improve their contacts with other cultures but also 

to legitimize their political control (Mabbett, 1977). The credit 

for the cultural grafting should clearly go to the traders though 

some renegade brāhmaṇas, who may have accompanied the 

initial waves of traders, could have contributed indirectly (see 

Larus, 1979: 181-182). Like the brāhmaṇas, many of the 

adventurers and fortune-seekers of aristocratic background who 

were well-qualified to act as priests may have also made some 

contribution. Besides, adventurers and traders too might have 

lent a helping hand to each other. Hence, it may be said that the 

“Indianized” culture of Southeast Asia was “scholastic” in nature 
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which was sustained by the locals through the learning of 

Sanskrit and importation of texts that dealt with matters relating 

to religion, rituals, and art and architecture (see Stutterheim, 

1929: 4ff).  
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