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Abstract 

This thesis explores the uṣṇīṣa and ketumālā as marks of the Buddha’s spiritual 

Enlightenment. The aim of this study is to make clear the symbolic meanings of the uṣṇīṣa 

and ketumālā, which have been rendered opaque in art history as a result of their 

metaphysical qualities. These emblems have been applied as a lens to explore the 

Buddha image as a whole, looking at how Buddhist imagery works to depict the 

transcendental nature of the Buddha. This study first looks at the literary “origins” of the 

uṣṇīṣa that were iconographically reproduced to provide a foundation for the central 

exploration of the ketumālā in the Northern Thai Buddha image. The main study sees a 

shift in focus, as the ketumālā supersedes the uṣṇīṣa, and looks to why these cultural 

transformations took place. These findings are then located in the work of the Thai 

contemporary artist Montien Boonma, allowing for a contemporary perspective of the 

uṣṇīṣa and ketumālā that reflects their enduring significance in Thai culture. This ultimately 

offers an insight into how craftsmen and artists alike endeavour to make present the 

absent Buddha.
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Note on Transliteration 

This thesis contains Pāli, Sanskrit and Thai. I am not a linguistics specialist, therefore, am 

working from English translations based on other scholars’ research. I have chosen to use 

Pāli with diacritical marks throughout to establish a consistent and clear use of language in 

accordance with Thai Theravāda tradition.
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Introduction 

 

The downcast eyes of a severed Buddha head look into a hollow darkness. The symbol of 

ultimate Compassion has his back to the light, which reflects off the distinctly Thai 

sculpture and highlights the curious crown of his head. The Buddha’s clockwise curls are 

replaced with industrial screws at various angles, as opposed to the auspicious spirals that 

avoid ever “coming to an end” (Coomaraswamy 1935:89). From the protuberance on the 

skull rises an energetic flame, cast in time and space, a flicker of hope?
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Śākyamuni Buddha  is instantaneously recognisable by the bump upon his head: the 1

uṣṇīṣa.  The uṣṇīṣa is a symbol of pure Enlightenment, as if the Buddha’s wisdom seed 2

has transcended the skull and sprouted into a thousand-petaled lotus (sahasrāra). This 

attribute and attestation of Buddhist Enlightenment has encountered much controversy in 

academia and remains an enigmatic icon of Buddhist imagery. This appears to stem from 

the uṣṇīṣa’s paradoxical form, as the phenomenological sign is nonetheless rendered as a 

physical mark of the Buddha. This dichotomy is not only endowed by the uṣṇīṣa but 

underlies the very representation of the Buddha image in the sheer impossibility of 

depicting the divine. With this a study in itself, the uṣṇīṣa will therefore act as a compass 

with which to navigate a complex and larger discourse concerning the Buddha image, as a 

reflection of Buddhist values and virtue.

The task of tracing the origins of the Buddha’s uṣṇīṣa is indeed an enormous - arguably, 

impossible - one that has nonetheless attracted much scholarly attention. In asking ‘What 

is the Uṣṇīṣa?’, I will revisit existing academic research and join the debate at the moment 

when scholars depart from a physical conception of the uṣṇīṣa to encourage a more 

“cosmognomical”  view. This initial question in Chapter 1 opens up a dialogue surrounding 3

the characteristically open-ended questions relating to the Buddha image and premises 

the unfolding of inquiry rather than resolute “answers”. My methodology here will be to 

observe patterns of associations and universal symbolism in pre-Buddhist text and early 

 This paper will refer to the historical Buddha, Śākyamuni, in correlation with Theravāda tradition. However, 1

some theory will extend towards conceptions of a Buddhist lineage, due to the Uṣṇīṣa as the very insignia of 
becoming a Buddha.

 Uṣṇīṣa (Skrt., Pali; Uṇhīsa) is now a commonly accepted term in Thailand, as opposed to the Pāli 2

equivalent. In situ with Thai art historians, I will apply the Sanskrit usage of the term to establish continuity 
within the paper, unless specifically looking at Pāli text.

 I here adopt Stella Kramrisch’s term to establish the non-physiognomical characteristics of the Buddha’s 3

body, see ‘Emblems of the Universal Being’ (1983).
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Buddhist imagery, which lends itself to the confluence of Northern Thai Buddhism, 

influenced by Brāhmanism, Hinduism and an indigenous animism. This exploration will 

provide the foundation for the central study of the Thai Buddha image, tracing conceptions 

of the Buddha’s uṣṇīṣa and ketumālā as a means to understand their cultural significance.

I have located this study in Northern Thailand, as a form of contextual grounding amidst 

the abounding symbolism of the uṣṇīṣa. Northern Thai depictions of the Buddha are 

unique in looking to the uṣṇīṣa’s counterpart ketumālā - the radiance seen atop the uṣṇīṣa 

in Fig. 1 - to make manifest the Buddha’s transcendental nature. This exploration will begin 

by exploring the site of the uṣṇīṣa to assert the sacred symbolism of the head in Thailand 

through the pre-Buddhist Thai belief in “khwan”. This will be followed by looking at the 

Buddhist manuscript the Uṣṇīṣavijayasūtra and Northern Thai ritual practices, stepping 

away from the phenomenological realm of the uṣṇīṣa to instigate perceptible relationships 

within veneration and ritual practices. The study of the ketumālā in the Northern Thai 

Buddha image will be divided into three types; “Lotus or Jewel,” “Stūpa,” and “Flame”. As 

Woodward states, ‘No one has ever worked out the formal relationships among the 

different sorts of crowning elements,’ (1973:187) and I shall make no attempt to do so 

either. My focus instead will be to provide an attention to iconographic form with the 

intention of exposing unified threads of engagement in continuum of the uṣṇīṣa and 

examine the ketumālā’s cultural significance as a divine mark of the Buddha.

Chapter 3 will turn to how the uṣṇīṣa and ketumālā are manifest in Thai contemporary art, 

which will be explored through the work of the eminent Montien Boonma (1953-2000). 

‘Buddha’ (1982, Fig. 1) illustrates an undying lineage of Buddhist imagery, from the first 

Buddha images discussed in ‘What is the Uṣṇīṣa?’ to the present day. I will apply my 
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understanding of the uṣṇīṣa and ketumālā to Boonma’s contemporary art practice that 

shows an engagement with philosophical threads of Buddhism. I here hope to take an 

understanding of Buddhist values and virtue, inherent in the Buddha image, from the 

philosophical realm of Buddhist thought to the conceptual world of contemporary art, 

defining the uṣṇīṣa and ketumālā as generative symbols that not only represent the 

Buddha’s Enlightenment but incite the Path to Enlightenment in his absence.
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What is the Uṣṇīṣa? 

The uṣṇīṣa is one of the thirty-two marks of a Great Man (mahāpuruṣalakkhaṇa) destined 

to become a universal monarch (Cakkavattī) or supreme Buddha. These dual destinies 

contribute to the entanglement of kingship and Buddhahood, which will be explored 

through discussing the uṣṇīṣa’s associations with sovereignty. The thirty-two marks are 

accompanied by eighty secondary marks (anubyañjana), understood to be an extension of 

the primary characteristics. The mahāpuruṣalakkhaṇa are referenced in several Sanskrit 

and Pāli texts, the difference between them being the order they are written.  I will be 4

looking at the Lakkhaṇasutta (“Discourse on the Marks”) in the Dīghanikāya, wherein the 

uṣṇīṣa is the last and thirty-second mark. In this sutta, Śākyamuni Buddha explains the 

marks to his disciples, noting that ‘they were due entirely to merit acquired in former 

births’ (Wimalaratana:28), a narrative aspect unique to the Lakkhaṇasutta that resonates 

with the importance of merit-making in Thai Buddhism.

As a concept, the mahāpuruṣalakkhaṇa originate from non-Buddhist traditions. Ananda  K. 

Coomaraswamy asserts that ‘the thirty-two lakkhaṇas were borrowed in their entirety from 

Brāhmanical sources,’ (1928:831) evidenced by the distinctive role of Brāhmanical 

soothsayers in Buddhist text. The soothsayer is key in an understanding of the uṣṇīṣa’s 

metaphysicality, in that ‘marks (lakṣaṇa) are seen by those who know them.’ (Kramrisch 

1983:134) i.e., they are only visible to those with a supernatural gift. L.A. Waddell makes 

clear the reference that ‘the very first sign on the Brāhmanical list of the marks of the god 

Purusa [an early form of Viṣṇu-Nārāyaṇa] is a covering to the top of the head which is the 

 The Pāli texts begin with the feet and end with the uṣṇīṣa, whilst the reverse signals the Sanskritic schism, 4

delineating the cosmic body as a central axis and linear structure.
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exact homologue of the “Uṣṇīṣa”.’ (1914:141). What is particularly noteworthy here is that 

the uṣṇīṣa already existed - however abstractly - but did it carry similar notions of meaning 

as it does in Buddhism? And, moreover, how did this translate to a Southeast Asian 

context?

Uṣṇīṣa as Turban 

Etymologically, uṣṇīṣa translates to "protection from the sun, sunshade”, or “protection 

against heat” (Coomaraswamy 1928; Waddell 1914), derived from the Sanskrit uṣṇa (Pāli, 

uṇha) “heat or sunshine” and ‘īṣa “to oppose”’ (ibid.,132). In Vedic and Brāhmanical usage 

this took the form of the “turban”, a ‘distinctive mark of royal birth or royal or divine 

dignity’ (Coomaraswamy 1928:818) aligned with that of the mahāpuruṣa. This marks the 

first of myriad meanings for us to decipher in understanding the interpretations of the 

uṣṇīṣa that henceforth took place.

In the Lakkhaṇasutta, the thirty-second mark is written as “unhīsasīsa” (Skrt. Uṇhīṣo-

sīso), “sīsa” meaning the head, which is predominantly - and problematically - translated 

as “his head is shaped like a royal turban”. This has consequently directed much scholarly 

confusion, likely derived from the periphrastic nature of the lakkhaṇas of which we must 

remain aware. The 5th century scholar Buddhaghosa interpreted the uṣṇīṣa ‘as a 

structural protuberance of the skull’ (Waddell 1914:134) and ‘a mass of flesh covering the 

forehead… resembling a royal turban’ (Powers 2009:15). The physical rendering of the 

uṣṇīṣa was also promulgated by the Chinese pilgrims Faxian and Xuanzang who claimed 

to have seen the bone relic of the Buddha’s uṣṇīṣa in Haḍḍa (ibid.). Academics have since 
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contested such claims in the knowledge that there exists no literary evidence for the 

uṣṇīṣa to be interpreted as such, or indeed to translate unhīsasīsa as "having a 

protuberance on the head” (Coomaraswamy 1928:830). As Kramrisch rightly asserts, ‘It is 

consistently apparent that the Uṣṇīṣa is neither a turban nor, due to a misunderstanding 

on the part of the craftsman, a bony protuberance, nor a fleshy growth, although to 

describe it the two last anthropomorphic secunda comparationis have been 

used.’ (1983:134).

To progress from a view of the uṣṇīṣa as “turban”, I would argue the need to invite a 

counter interpretation of unhīsasīsa. Coomaraswamy makes a commendation that the 

uṣṇīṣa is ‘not a literal disfigurement but that he is "destined to wear a turban”’ (1928:831); 

either the turban of a Cakkavattī or, perhaps, the coiled tresses of a Brāhmanical ascetic. 

In either case, the mahāpuruṣa must evidently be crowned by a mark of his royal or divine 

being. For the Buddha, this was demonstrated by him cutting his hair in renunciation of his 

royalty, only for it to be paradoxically crowned thereafter by the uṣṇīṣa.

Uṣṇīṣa as Hair 

The following observations are situated in the vast debate of postcolonial discourse, which 

is far beyond the scope of this paper to fully address. However, an intrinsic thread lies in 

our very subject: the head. Coomaraswamy has elucidated the qualitative difference 

between the Hellenistic craftsman and the Indian patron, in that the former’s attention to 

naturalism denies the Indian conception of art as an intellectual creation, resulting in the 
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dualistic uncoupling of the body from the mindful head.  The intellectual value of the 5

Buddha image can also be applied to his “head of the head”, the very locus of perfect 

Wisdom: the uṣṇīṣa is a product of the mind, thus beyond the bodily hand of the 

craftsman, yet finds itself having “to be seen to be heard”.

The Nidānakathā tells of the Buddha renunciating his royalty by cutting his hair with his 

sword, leaving it “two inches in length and curling to the right” (Jayawickrama 1990:86).  6

This literary tradition is shown in the later Mathurā by a profusion of spiral curls (Fig. 2), 

establishing a Buddha image that became the model for Southeast Asia. These curls, 

‘turned to the right, following the course of the sun’ (Kramrisch 1983:135), also cover a 

cranial protuberance and what is thenceforth conditioned to be the uṣṇīṣa. The jātaka 

 See Coomaraswamy ‘The Origin of the Buddha Image’ (1927). 5

 This reconciles with the lakkhaṇa “His hair is straight, blue-black and curling to the right at its 6

tip” (Wimalaratana:75).
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continues with the Bodhisattva throwing the lock of hair together with the turban into the 

sky, proclaiming “If I am to become a Buddha, let it remain in the sky; if not, let it fall to the 

ground.” (Jayawickrama 1990:86). It is then caught by Indra and preserved in the 

Cūḷāmaṇi-cetiya (“Shrine of the Crest Gem”) in Tāvatiṃsa Heaven, demonstrating a 

complete renunciation of royalty in two senses, both in the action of cutting the hair and 

the discarding of the sovereign turban to the heavenly gods.

If a period of Hellenistic craftsmanship is accepted, the production of these Buddha 

images drew upon the Greek model of the Light-god Apollo (Grunwedel 1901:156-66), 

assimilating conceptions of ancient Sun-worship innate to India. This was made apparent 

by the nimbus or flaming aureola, which Coomaraswamy notes ‘must have originated in 

some classic area of sun-worship, and may be older than the known Greek 

examples.’ (1927:305). These attributions demonstrate the miraculous powers of the 

Buddha that garner the powers of nature, specifically the sun and the elemental forces of 

light and fire. These powers were not unique to the Buddha and were occasionally 

demonstrated by kings, alluding to the role of Cakkavattī, “the wheel-turner”, with the 

spokes of the wheel of the dhamma having derived from the rays of the sun. As well as 

illuminating the interrelationship of Cakkavattī and Buddha, the sun here lends itself to a 

reading of the flame finial, explored in depth later, where these powers are made manifest 

and identify a need for visuality beyond the inherent, but invisible, powers of the uṣṇīṣa.
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Uṣṇīṣa as Umbrella 

A further interpretation of unhīsasīsa looks to the interchangeable emblem of the umbrella 

or parasol (chatta), which Coomaraswamy here elucidates, echoing Waddell’s earlier 

‘homologue’ of the uṣṇīṣa: ‘The term [unhīsasīsa] may also have been applied to the royal 

umbrella; in the Mahābhārata we find chattrākoti-śīrṣa, instead of uṣṇīṣa-

śīrṣa’ (1928:830). This emblematic substitution can be seen in aniconic reliefs such as the 

Buddha’s Great Departure, wherein Siddhartha’s absent presence is signalled by an 

umbrella held above a horse. In accordance with the multivalence of aniconism, the 

umbrella asserts Siddhartha’s royal presence but, with his departure marking his 

renunciation of royalty, it could alternately foreshadow his destiny “to wear a turban” in the 

sense of a supreme Buddha. Whilst the turban and umbrella are interchangeable this does 

not, however, qualify the equivalence of the umbrella and uṣṇīṣa, as the former does not 

possess the “supernatural” qualities of the uṣṇīṣa. The umbrella is instead viewed as a 

canopy, enveloping the uṣṇīṣa proper. It is a projection of the uṣṇīṣa’s lustral energies, 

working, like the turban, as a “sunshade”, not to protect those gifted with the uṣṇīṣa but 

those upon whom he shines (Coomaraswamy 1995:46).

The umbrella also introduces a more cosmological view of the uṣṇīṣa, explored by 

Coomaraswamy in ‘Uṣṇīṣa and Chatra: Turban and Umbrella’ (1995). Here he provides an 

efficacious reading of the chattrākāraśīrṣā in assimilation with the sky, suggesting that the 

umbrella’s “ribs” represent the suns rays and the stick becomes the spine of the Universal 

Man and World Axis (ibid.,42). Coomaraswamy observes that the stick creates an opening 

analogous to brahmarandhra at the apex of the head, where it meets the sky and the 

liberated soul leaves the body, corresponding with the site of the uṣṇīṣa aligned with the 
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foremost cakka, sahasrāra. The site becomes a threshold, demarcating the “visible” 

cosmic body of the Buddha from the “invisible” realm of the uṣṇīṣa, itself a symbol of 

“nirguna,” made ‘real only by the position it occupies and the reference it 

bears.’ (Kramrisch 1983:132). Kramrisch furthers this conjecture in looking at kundalini 

practices, writing that ‘air and breath, light and fire’ (ibid.,134) channel the cakkas and 

perforate the solar orb to transcend the cosmic body. This is demonstrated in Tantric yoga 

by encouraging heat to rise through the cakkas throughout the body: 

‘When the yoga is complete, the only trace of warmth to be found in the whole 
body is at the crown of the head… The Uṣṇīṣa is its emblem and its name 
connotes it, placed as it is on the point on high where the last heat is gleaned to 
radiate forth as the pure light of which ray or flame are symbols.’ 

Kramrisch 1983:134

The consummation of this ritual practice culminates in the ‘ray or flame’ that is given form 

in the finials of the Thai Buddha image, which will be explored in the main part of this 

study. This analysis finds itself an extension of the multifarious elements presented here. It 

is these relationships that I wish to tease out and assert my own independent reasoning 

for the Thai Buddha having acquired another lakkhaṇa, as a means to enhance the 

visibility of the transcendental nature of the Buddha.
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The Ketumālā in the Northern Thai Buddha Image 

In the Northern Thai Buddha image, the uṣṇīṣa is no longer the top of the top as it’s 

exceeded by a finial device, known as the ketumālā or raśmī, which retains an authority at 

the summit of the Buddha’s head. This locality is also shared by the pre-Buddhist Thai 

belief in “khwan”, a spirit somewhat akin to a “soul”: ‘Thais believe the topknot is the 

residence of the khwan’ (Rajadhon cited in Heinze 1982:47). Northern Thai tradition 

specifies that there are thirty-two khwans, parallel to the mahāpuruṣalakkhaṇas (Rajadhon 

1968:234). According to Phaya Anuman Rajadhon, this is likely ‘a later development due 

to the influence of Buddhism’ (ibid.), which lends to the coalescence of animism and 

Buddhism in Northern Thailand and evidences the universal sacred symbolism of the 

head. This shows remarkable parallels with the site of the uṣṇīṣa and the Buddha cutting 

his hair in renunciation of his royalty, as explored in ‘Uṣṇīṣa as Hair’. The ritual 

ceremonies (tham khwan) of a one-month-old baby and a child coming-of-age further 

elucidate how khwan resonates within a discussion of the Thai Buddha’s uṣṇīṣa and 

ketumālā. The first ceremony involves shaving the child’s first growth of hair - known as 

“fire hair”  - leaving a single tuft to cover the soft crown of the head and gateway to the 7

khwan. The second ceremony is the top-knot cutting ceremony, which was a highly 

celebrated and historic royal event marked by the use of multi-tiered royal umbrellas (Tan 

2012:166), seen in ‘Uṣṇīṣa as Umbrella’. These associations demonstrate an expansion of 

the meaning of the uṣṇīṣa, suggesting a prominence to these respective values within a 

Thai Buddhist context that will be exemplified in the central exploration of the ketumālā.

 Heinze suggests this is due to the Thai tradition that, after birth, a Mother will purify herself by lying close to 7

a fire from seven to twenty-eight days (1982:138).
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Whilst the uṣṇīṣa is the last in the Pāli list of mahāpuruṣalakkhaṇas, the ketumālā is the 

last of the anubyañjana (eighty secondary marks) written in the Thai-language version of 

the Paṭhamasambodhi. In this text, the ketumālā is the eightieth mark, classified as “a trail 

of brightly-ascending rays (raśmī) upon the uppermost part of His Head” (Woodward 

1973:188). Like the uṣṇīṣa, there is a similar perplexity surrounding the term ketumālā, 

which Woodward clarifies as: 

‘…an indic term which means ‘a garland (or crown) of flames (ketu, a word that 
can also refer to a banner or to a comet, in which case it is numbered among 
the planets).  A convenient substitute would be ‘radiance’, and this term can be 8

used to indicate the actual projection as well.’

Woodward 1973:188  

As a general premise, there is ‘something of the lustre that can be said to surround the 

word ketu.’ (Woodward 1981:166), which will be our guiding light in this exploration. 

“Lustre” encapsulates the ketumālā as a localised centre of energy, predominantly 

represented by a flame device, with a descendant radiance. This could be interpreted as a 

manifestation of the uṣṇīṣa and chatta: just as the umbrella is a projection of the uṣṇīṣa’s 

lustral energies, the raśmī may be seen as a projection of the ketumālā’s radiance. To 

unfold these associations I will turn to the doctrine to seek evidence of the uṣṇīṣa’s 

miraculous powers and how this may have translated within Northern Thai representations 

of the Buddha image.

 Ketu is one of the nine planets that Thai astrologers assigned to the days of the week, represented by the 8

Buddha in the māravijayamudrā (Stratton 2004:69).
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Uṣṇīṣavijayasūtra 

The Lalitavistara records the uṣṇīṣa’s ability to emit rays of light when the Buddha is deep 

in meditation, communicating light as symbolic of Knowledge. However, although favoured 

by Māhāyana tradition,  this ceases to translate in a Northern Thai context. I will examine 9

this with reference to the Uṣṇīṣavijayasūtra (Pāli, Uṇhīsavijayasutta), “The Victory of the 

Buddha-Crown”, known to “extend ones current life”.  In this sūtra, the Buddha attempts 10

to prevent the devaputta Supatiṭṭhita’s multiple reincarnations in Hell by reciting the 

Uṣṇīṣavijaya and his uṣṇīṣa irradiates the world in ten directions. The Uṣṇīṣavijaya in the 

Northern Thai tradition, however, excludes the uṣṇīṣa’s demonstration of light, the reason 

for which may be made visible by analysis of its title.

The Northern Thai version is not known by the Pāli or Sanskrit title, but is instead called 

the Uṇhassavijayasutta.  Uṇhassa here shares the same genitive as uṇhīsa, noted 11

earlier; “Uṇha” (Skrt. Uṣṇa) meaning “heat”. Thus the title changes from “The Victory of the 

Buddha-Crown” to “The Victory over the Heat”. This transcription is rendered even more 

visible - and decidedly intentional - by the text also focussing on the “Five Previous Signs” 

of the decay of a God, the fifth being that “he feels a burning heat in his flesh and bones”. 

These two textual transmissions convey the symbolic substitution of light for heat, 

 One of the eighty Anubyañjana also states that the Buddha dispels a natural radiance, which Māhāyana 9

tradition associates with the Body of Bliss (Sambhogakāya) (Rowland 1949:15).

 The following is based on research presented at ‘The Parisian Second International Pali Studies Week’ on 10

22nd June 2016 in Paris, particularly Claudio Cicuzza’s paper ‘Paramatthamaṅgala and Pali Uṇhissavijaya’ 
and Grégory Kourilsky’s paper ‘The Uṇhissavijaya in the Lao and Northern Thai traditions’, which are to be 
published in due course.

 This has been evidenced in Grégory Kourilsky’s research, in which he has located thirty-three Lao 11

manuscripts of this title and states the tradition is the same in Northern Thailand.
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reinforcing the significance of the latter in Thai Buddhist tradition and perhaps even 

signalling how the Thai Buddha’s uṣṇīṣa came to be crowned by a flame.

Ritual Practices 

Ritual practice has a prominent place within Thai Buddhism, drawing on ancient animist 

beliefs of the Mon indigenous peoples in Thailand, encouraging a characteristically 

multivalent Thai Buddhism, or “Thai Buddhisms". As this research is immersed in 

cosmology, it is apt to turn to ritualism to engage with Thailand’s complex cultural fabric, 

inspired by Stanley Tambiah’s belief that ‘In the rituals we see cosmology in 

action’ (1970:35). The ritual practices associated with the Uṇhassavijaya are believed to 

“extend one’s existence”,  analogous to the narrative of the sutta. Kourilsky suggests this 12

demonstrates a “Victory over the Heat” in terms of impeding reincarnation in the flames of 

Hell, concomitant with the second ritual usage that “extends the lives of one’s ancestors”.  13

The third is the monastic recital of the Uṇhassavijaya to produce “lustral water” for 

ceremonies, bringing us full circle back to the ketumālā’s lustre.

The significance of “heat” is also apparent in Northern Thai consecration rituals, wherein 

the Buddha image is rendered a live re-presentation of the Buddha’s life, teachings and 

power. The transformation from ‘a material object into a living reality’ produces a 

generative heat sealed in the sculpture by closing the eyes and other orifices with 

beeswax to ensure that ‘none of the fiery power (teja) being charged into the image will 

 This is also true of the Māhāyana deity Uṣṇīṣavijayā, the goddess of Longevity.12

 The Uṇhassavijaya is recited on the second day of funeral rites in Northern Thailand.13

�18



escape,’ later “cooled” by fanning the image (Swearer 1995:273). The beeswax is removed 

in the “eye-opening” ceremony, inaugurating its attainment of Enlightenment. This declares 

the Buddha image “alive” and “present,” as a surrogate for ‘the person of the Buddha 

seemingly unavailable because of the Buddha’s parinibbāna.’ (ibid.,269).

The consecrated Buddha image ‘can be interpreted as a material representation not only 

of the absent Buddha but also of the Buddha whose reality is ultimately immaterial’ (ibid.,

270). This notion is discernible via the two bodies of the Buddha - the physical body 

(rūpakāya) and the dhamma body (dhammakāya) - rendered non-exclusive by the 

Buddha’s proclamation, “he who sees me, he sees the dhamma” (Saṃyuttanikāya cited in 

Kinnard 1999:62). This communicates the equation of vision and knowledge so 

fundamental to Buddhism, illustrated by the eye-opening ceremony. The correspondence 

of “seeing” and “knowing” equally speaks to the dialectical condition of the uṣṇīṣa’s 

(im)materiality, as a mark of the Buddha’s Enlightenment. Indeed one could say, “he who 

sees the uṣṇīṣa, knows the dhamma”, as in the eyes of Brāhmanic soothsayers. This is 

also adduced when the Buddha alleges that, in his absence, one should “be a lamp unto 

himself”. Could the ketumālā be a reimagining of the teaching that although the Buddha 

‘showed the path to Liberation, Nirvāṇa… we must tread this Path ourselves.’ (Rahula 

1959:2)? To return to the lustrous “ketu” element, we may here look to 

“dhūmaketu” (having smoke as a banner), or indeed “dhammaketu” (having dhamma as a 

banner),  to see the ketumālā as a “sign” of taking refuge in the trail of teachings left by 14

the Buddha’s wake.

 Woodward makes note of these interpretations in ‘Some Buddhist Symbols and Their 14

Ancestry’ (1981:166).
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It is clear to me that Northern Thai tradition values “heat” as a purveyor of Buddhahood in 

the same way as light. I interpret this as stepping away from the ephemeral quality of light 

to reclaim a more visceral sense of the Buddha and even encouraging a more sensory 

relationship within veneration, exceeding the desire “to see and be seen by the Buddha”. 

Just as “seeing” is equated with philosophy, “touching” too provides a point of communion, 

represented by the Buddha touching Earth in the bhūmisparshamudrā. In meditation, the 

Buddha called upon a “fiery artifice” ‘to aid in bringing on the intellectual concentration 

from which his fiery energy derived’ (Griswold 1953:27), recalling the teja of the 

consecrated Buddha image. I propose that the ketumālā is a manifestation of this energy 

and an “artifice” now available to those in veneration and meditative practice. Whilst the 

uṣṇīṣa is a silent sign of the Buddha’s attainment of Enlightenment, it seems the ketumālā 

speaks of the Path to Enlightenment, waving the dhammaketu to ignite the way for others, 

and perhaps evidencing why it takes precedence over the uṣṇīṣa in the Northern Thai 

Buddha image.

To further explore these relationships, I will look at how this is manifest in form and image. 

I have selected the three types of finial  - “Lotus or Jewel,” “Stūpa,” and “Flame” - for their 15

varying form, symbolism and cultural associations. It is apparent in my research that the 

most commonplace type is the Flame, therefore, this will be further categorised to produce 

a more explicit study, whilst the other two types I hope will garner a more pervasive view of 

existing research.

 It is here important to note that the finial is (predominantly) a removable device, and may not belong to the 15

sculpture that was originally intended.
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Lotus or Jewel 

In the Classic Lan Na period (13th-18th c.) atop the conical uṣṇīṣa sits a knob, understood 

to depict either a “Lotus-bud” or “Jewel” (Fig. 3). This was an entirely new departure for the 

Northern Thai craftsmen, which Griswold names the “Lion Type”  in reference to the 16

Buddha’s role as Universal Emperor.

 

The lotus type is that of a lotus-bud with its petals tightly closed, creating a bulbous form 

that reaches to a point where the tips of the petals meet. One might imagine a more fitting 

image would be the thousand-petals of sahasrāra displayed open, like the Buddha’s 

 Also known as the Phra Singh type.16
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Fig. 3 Seated Buddha 
with Lotus or Jewel 
Ketumālā (1486)



fingertips that bend backwards to emulate lotus petals. However, it is the lotus-bulb, 

signalling the moment before the Buddha attained Enlightenment, that was stylistically 

initiated, further evidencing the ketumālā as associated with the Path. In Buddhist thought, 

the world was born of a lotus that ‘naturally blooms in response to the rising of the 

Sun’ (Coomaraswamy 1935:20), with its light and heat coercing the lotus to unfold its 

petals. The straight backed spine of the Buddha in Fig. 3 can be seen as the stem of the 

world-lotus (i.e., the World Axis) reaching up through the “Lower Waters” of the material 

world, piercing the brahmanadra to bloom on the “Upper Waters” of the formless realm. 

The lotus symbolises impermanence (anicca), represented by it having ‘no trace of its 

origin’ (ibid.,21), and is here declared migrant as it raised up by the “no-thing”, the uṣṇīṣa, 

surpassing the threshold of the material world. Like fire, the lotus is born of water and will 

again return to its source when it reaches final cessation.

The lotus is particularly sacred to Thailand and seen as a meritorious emblem, as told in 

the Northern Thai Phra Malai Sutta. One part of Phra Malai’s journey describes the monk 

being presented with lotuses by a poor woodcutter, showing the virtue of sacrificial giving. 

Phra Malai takes the lotuses to Indra’s heaven and offers them to the Cūḷāmaṇi-cetiya, 

where the Buddha’s top-knot and turban are enshrined.  Could the “Jewel” type be the 17

maṇi from the jewel-crested turban, restored to its rightful place upon the Buddha’s head 

or, rather, his “head like a turban”? As noted earlier, in the Nidānakathā, the Cūḷāmaṇi is 

set upon a “veṭhana”, which Coomaraswamy correctly translates as “turban” (1995:41), 

whilst others have misinterpreted it as “diadem.”  In this confusion, the turban once again 18

encounters the royal connotations of the crown. Crowned and bejewelled Buddhas 

became a distinctive characterisation of the Thai Buddha image toward the later Mon and 

 Phra Malai Sutta written in Peter Skilling’s essay ‘The Aesthetics of Devotion’ (2012:29).17

 See Jayawickrama 1990:86.18
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Lan Na periods, further conflating the mahāpuruṣa’s destinies, perhaps in response to the 

syncretism of monarchy and religion as it is stands in Thai culture.

The jewel type looks like a faceted gem carved into a point, or can take a more rounded 

knob-like form. A jewel can also occasionally be seen in the Buddha’s hands, as he sits in 

dhyānamudra, known as the “Wish-Granting Jewel” (cintāmaṇi).  Another prominent jewel 19

to Thailand is the Triple Gem, comprising of the interchangeable Buddha, Dhamma, and 

Sangha. In Thailand, one is taught to take refuge in the Triple Gem on the Path to 

Enlightenment and will show their ritual devotion by bowing thrice to a temple or Buddha 

image and carrying donations of candles, incense and lotuses. The jewel finial could, 

therefore, equally be an amalgamation of the Triple Gem, again reiterating the message to 

take refuge in the Path.

Stūpa 

A more uncommon type of ketumālā is the “Stūpa” type (Pāli, ceitya; Thai, chedī) (Fig. 4). 

This type refers to the Lan Na or Shan-Burmese periods, which Stratton suggests may 

have derived from a Burmese origin (2004:48). The stūpa finial rises from the bowl-shaped 

uṣṇīṣa in an elongated teardrop that tapers into a gradual point, as it reaches up 

transcendently into the sky. 

 Legend has it that the Thai Emerald Buddha is carved from the cintāmaṇi.19
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The stūpa is well-known to represent the Buddha or Buddhist doctrine, yet also evokes a 

sense of suññatā through monumentalising the Buddha’s parinibbāna. In the 

Mahāparinibbānasutta, the Buddha states that ‘the body of a tathāgata should be treated 

in the same manner as that of a cakravartin king’ (Strong 2007:32), recalling the same 

duality in his death as experienced at birth. The Buddha’s funerary arrangements proceed 

with cremation, engulfing the shrouded body  of the Buddha in the “Sacrificial Fire” in 20

order for him to return to the waters of Nibbāna. This Buddhist ritual is defined by 

procuring reliquary remains, which were to be preserved in a stūpa at a crossroads. 

Kramrisch states that ‘[The uṣṇīṣa] recalls the stūpa in form and meaning’ (Kramrisch 

1983:132), therefore, could one look from the tumulus form of the dome to the ascending 

spire and crest element in pursuit of the ketumālā?

 The Buddha’s body was to be shrouded five-hundred times to become ‘a sort of human torch or oil 20

lamp’ (Strong 2007: 34), recalling the parinibbāna as the extinction of a fire or flame.
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Fig. 4 Seated Buddha 
with Stūpa Ketumālā 
(1520)



The theory present so far follows the tradition of Coomaraswamy, showing a cosmological 

mapping of Indic influences. This early scholarship is preserved in Adrian Snodgrass’ 

approach to The Symbolism of the Stupa (1992), as a three-dimensional cosmic diagram 

operating in six directions; North, East, South, West, Earth, and Sky. The four cardinal 

directions here clearly allude to the “crossroads” demarcating the location of the stūpa that 

will enshrine the Buddha-relics. Snodgrass writes that the meeting point of these axes 

determines a universal centre, represented by the sun, with the dome extending over its 

astrological orbit. He states this corresponds to Coomaraswamy’s umbrella, through which 

the stūpa’s spire rises, piercing the canopy at the brahmarandhra, the “Sun Door” to 

suññatā (Snodgrass 1992:24-27, see Fig. 5).

In ‘The Thai “Čhêdî” and the Problem of Stūpa Interpretation’, Woodward stresses the lack 

of doctrinal evidence to support the above cosmological reading of the stūpa, providing an 

alternate interpretation, existing of two composite poles based on “firesticks” in Vedic 

literature (Fig. 6):
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Fig. 5 (Left) The loci of Enlightenment in the Stupa by Adrian Snodgrass.
Fig. 6 (Right) The stūpa and the Buddhist cosmological scheme: an ideal plan by Hiram W. Woodward.



‘Both poles contain simultaneously a world-system, from nadir to summit, and 
states of mind or traces. The lower pole, however, is more terrestrial, a 
microcosm; the upper more celestial, the macrocosm… The point at which the 
two poles join is the point where the two trees create the spark that is Agni.’

Woodward 1981:169

Woodward’s interpretation reinforces the Axis Mundi and emphasises the perpendicular as 

a point of communion. The upper pole, assigned as ‘the macrocosm’, gives way to 

symbolic associations of the ketumālā and raśmī, located in the harmikā’s celestial sphere 

and the ascending spire. In ‘Some Buddhist Symbols and their Ancestry’, Woodward 

suggests a “ketu” element arises in this same location: ‘[A “sign” can be pin-pointed] over 

the dome, as the emerging light of the sun in the harmya/harmikā. It is this last ketu that 

perhaps has most in common with the luster [sic] over the Buddha’s head.’ (1981:171). I 

too propose that this locus is a gateway to the fiery energy (uṇha) that travels up the 

centrifugal axis, which we see manifest in the Buddha’s ketumālā.

The spire represents ‘the transcendent, purely mental body’ (Woodward 1993:88), parallel 

to the formless realm of the uṣṇīṣa. This cosmic ascent is scored by the disks 

superimposed on the lower spire (sôranai) each diminishing in diameter, that ‘have no 

doubt been developed from the idea of tiered parasols’ (Heinze 1982:182). The multi-tiered 

umbrella conveys the mahāpuruṣa’s presence as well as the metaphysical function of the 

chatta, assimilating the canopy of the dome beneath. Over time this superstructure has 

outgrown itself, occasionally by a second spire and crest element, perhaps mirroring the 

inability of deities and devotees alike to ‘look down upon the Buddha’ (Faure 1998:789). 

The chedī is crowned by the “seed of the dew” (met nam khâng) (Woodward 1993:88), 

which takes the form of a jewel, lotus-bud, vessel, or flame, parallel to the ketumālā types 
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here explored.  The stūpa that here crowns the Buddha image is a consolidation of these 21

values, amalgamated in form and meaning, ascending the perpendicular Path to 

Enlightenment: the met nam khâng summits the top that cannot be topped, the head that 

cannot be crowned, merely by and of itself.22

Woodward acknowledges that his two-dimensional diagram doesn’t leave room for a 

laterally expansive model, which could perhaps be incited by the ritual action of the 

firesticks rubbing together at their centres. However, whether the chedī is located by the 

intercepting axis of the Four Guardians or the Axis Mundi driven into the Earth, the 

Northern Thai tradition marks an emphasis of ‘place-based meanings’ (Swearer 2004:35). 

This is represented by the chedī’s location in the Thai monastery (wat) on the same axis 

as the Buddha image hall, signalling the symbiotic relationship of relic and image in 

making present the absent Buddha. This tradition calls upon the reliquary 

interchangeability of ‘Holy person, holy object, holy site’ (Seckel 2004:46) suggestive of a 

need for a tangible means of veneration that lies in communion with the higher, formless 

realm.

 ‘The pinnacle of a stūpa is called a ketu in an eighteenth-century Thai inscription’ (Woodward 1981:173).21

 Snodgrass writes that ‘the term stūpa signifies the hairtuft at the topmost point of the human body; by way 22

of analogy it comes to indicate the topmost point of the building… the building is named for its crowning and 
focal element.’ (1992:263)
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Flame 

The “Flame” finial was first seen as early as the eighth century in Sri Lanka (Fickle 

1989:61), but never took hold as it did in Thailand.  This attribute saw numerous 23

iconographical progressions, three of which I shall note for comparison, beginning with the 

Thai Ping II type (late 15th-early 16th c.) belonging to the Lan Na period. In Fig. 7, 

Śākyamuni Buddha sits in māravijayamudrā and from the top of his head emanates a 

single flame, as we know, representing his fiery energy and spiritual Enlightenment. The 

earth-touching mudrā is also known in Thailand as the māravijayamudrā, representing the 

popular story of the Buddha’s “Victory over Māra”. Just as touching-earth roots the 

Buddha, the flame finial - his “fiery artifice” - illustrates his meditative resolve, whilst its 

 It was also later seen in Nagapattinam, India, in the eleventh to thirteenth centuries.23
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Fig. 7 Thai Ping II Type with Flame Ketumālā (1482/3); Frontal and profile.



counter element, water, washed away Māra’s armies. The Thai Ping II type features a 

barely discernible uṣṇīṣa, visible by one row of curls.  The disproportionate scale of the 24

uṣṇīṣa here accentuates the stature of the ketumālā, to my mind, exposing the importance 

of the Path to Enlightenment over its attainment.

In the Classic Lan Na, there appears a unalom in the centre of the flame (Fig. 8), 

surrounded by a flickering outline and the ‘prominent, rough spiked edges’ (Stratton 

2004:47) unique to the North. The unalom is a modification of the sacred syllable “Aum” 

and originates from the uṇṇā (Skrt. ūrṇā), the thirty-first lakkhaṇa described as a clockwise 

 King Rama IV later introduced a Buddha image that did not feature a uṣṇīṣa in an attempt to humanise 24

the Buddha but this was not popular (Tan 2012:197).
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Fig. 8 Seated Buddha 
with Unalom Flame 
Ketumālā (1500)



tuft of hair between the brows of the Buddha. Like the uṣṇīṣa, the uṇṇā represents the 

Buddha’s pure Wisdom and similarly issues rays of light. The uṇṇā can be depicted on the 

Buddha’s brow either as a circle, concentric circles, or in the unalom style of an upside-

down question mark, but are ‘relatively rare in the North after the Mon Hariphunchai period’ 

(Stratton 2004:248) likely due to having worn off over time. The skyward relocation of the 

unalom infuses the miraculous powers of the uṇṇā with the uṣṇīṣa and renders them 

unanimous.  “Aum” also symbolises Nibbāna, and is here symbiotically located in the 25

formless realm of the uṣṇīṣa.

 The uṇṇā and uṣṇīṣa are also known to emanate the Buddha’s voice. The Lalitavistara records this 25

coming specifically from the uṣṇīṣa’s flame (i.e., ketumālā).
�30

Fig. 9 Sukhothai 
Buddha with 
Flame Ketumālā



The image-makers of the Sukhothai (mid 13th-late 16th c.) wished to represent a historical 

Buddha ‘that belonged to the abstract world of Nirvana.’ (Tan 2012:156). The result is a 

graceful depiction of the Buddha imbued with motion, elegance, and energy (Fig. 9). This 

is most evident in the walking Buddha, as it literally stepped away from the static seated, 

standing, or lying down postures.  Nevertheless, the standing and seated Sukhothai 26

Buddhas still retain a dynamic energy that Griswold asserts is ‘just as flame-

like.’ (1953:31). Woodward locates this “nervous energy” in the ‘the curves of the robe, the 

facial features, and the fingers… the energy is the product of these curves.’ (1997:153). 

This animation encourages a subtle departure from the “Lotus/Jewel” and “Stūpa” types, 

which both emulate stillness, grounded by the meditative quest for Awakening, whilst the 

scintillating flame instigates a life essence unlike the others.

Although it was generally accepted to work from existing images of the Buddha, the 

Sukhothai image-makers looked exclusively to the mahāpuruṣalakkhaṇas to produce a 

true likeness of the Buddha: ‘He [the artist] knew the Marks were essential; he felt them 

deeply; he saw them in his memory picture. And he reproduced them in his 

statuary’ (Griswold 1953:23). This brings us full circle back to the initial question of ‘What is 

the Uṣṇīṣa?’ and, more importantly, how was it to be represented in Northern Thailand? 

Former reproductions were more or less in accordance with such texts, seen in the 

consistent portrayal of clockwise curls inclusive of a protuberance depicting the Buddha’s 

“head like a turban” or indeed “one destined to wear a turban”. Despite the paradoxical 

formlessness of the thirty-second lakkhaṇa, ‘if this is to be conveyed by the image, a 

symbol, a no-thing may do it: the Uṣṇīṣa.’ (Kramrisch 1983:138). It is the ketumālā that is, 

therefore, given new form, life, and prominence in the Sukhothai. Griswold reminds us that 

 In all iriyâbot (four postures) the ketumālā summits the Buddha image, even the head of the reclining 26

Buddha representing him resting or his Parinibbāna, which shows the flame on a tilt.
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ketumālā is merely a “Mark” constituted of ‘bumps and lines’ (1953:22) but it is the life-

force of these contours that take precedence in the flame finial. The divine conception of 

the Buddha image is thus crowned with a true mark of the Sukhothai ideal, drawing on the 

“fiery artifice” associated with the meditating Buddha ‘as he assumed the seat of Agni, the 

Sacrificial Fire.’ (Rosenfield 1967:200). There was an emphasis on meditation and 

asceticism at the time that found evocative form in art; the supernatural qualities of the 

Buddha were thus made tangible, real, and accessible for the devotee, bringing life to the 

Buddha image and enhancing him (i.e., the dhamma) in others.

‘Another way of looking at it would be to take the flamelike radiance that stands 
at the top of the Buddha’s head as emblematic of the character of the image as 
a whole… It might be said that the outlines of the Buddha’s body are an 
expansion of the evanescent quality of magical light rays, as found in 
concentrated form in the ketumālā.’ 

Woodward 1997:153

Woodward’s proposal that the ketumālā could embody the nature of the Buddha image ‘as 

a whole’ is parallel to my use of the uṣṇīṣa and ketumālā as lenses within this study. This 

magnification speaks to the Buddha image inclusive of all mahāpuruṣalakkhaṇas that is so 

embroiled in a language of polysemy. The, more or less, consistent portrayal of the uṣṇīṣa 

gives rise to an exceptional synthesis of conceptual associations and engagements that 

are, somehow, overlooked by the induction of the ketumālā. The ketumālā’s manifold 

forms - as a result of the “ketu’s” multivalency - show an extension of the uṣṇīṣa’s 

meaning but also poses more distinctive cultural transformations, notably the imperceptible 

power of light being embodied in fire and heat. This metamorphosis invokes a Buddha 

image that renders his transcendental nature wholly visible. His radiant powers are thus 
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made manifest in the ketumālā that crowns his being: the remaining fuel of the flame is lit 

to illuminate the Path to others.

Throughout this study, I have been struck by the notion that the Buddha images presented 

are bound to their makers by the acquisition of kammic merit. The image-making process 

is itself concerned with spiritual attainment that may, ultimately, grant the maker an uṣṇīṣa, 

and should not be confused with the art-making process. I am aware that the leap from the 

first Buddha images to the present day - and the vast art historical lineage between - 

requires a much larger contextual grounding than this paper can ever offer. However, I 

wish to take this opportunity to expose the residual threads of engagement here offered, 

as evidence of their enduring value. The images and objects of veneration explored so far 

are contextualised by the temple. However, with the collapse of art and life, bridged by 

religious or philosophical belief, the gallery too can become a temple. If not for the viewer, 

for the artist. I would, therefore, encourage the following to be viewed in the same light as 

a devotee would enter the wat, with a sense of fervent adoration for the artworks as they 

would the Buddha.
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Montien Boonma 

Buddha (1982, Fig. 1) was painted shortly after Montien Boonma had graduated from 

Silpakorn University, Bangkok, when his work was deeply engaged with Thai societal 

values under the rubric of “Nation, Religion and King”. As in the interchangeability of 

Thailand’s mantra, Boonma was never apart from his Buddhist belief system, although at 

times it was challenged. The Buddha appears a constant companion on his Path in art and 

life - if indeed they can be separated. Boonma turned to his art practice as a healing 

process throughout his wife’s struggle with breast cancer, ‘dissolving himself into the work 

and so too the boundaries of life and art.’ (Foskett-Barnes 2016:14). These boundaries, or 

lack thereof, signal a central aspect within Boonma’s practice, perhaps best identified as 

an attention to space: “Whatever we believe in, we create a space there. That space is like 

a kind of realm. Or as Joseph Beuys puts it, thought is a form of sculpture.” (Boonma cited 

in Poshyananda 2004:20). Space not only signals the interiority of a vessel or the 

exteriority of a sculptural installation but the space in-between. This indeed speaks to the 

paradoxical condition of the uṣṇīṣa, bestride the realms of materiality and immateriality, 

ultimately locating itself in the spacelessness of the Void.

Bowls, Vessels and Bells 

In 1992, Montien Boonma produced Drawing of the Mind Training and the Bowls of the 

Mind (Fig. 10). These drawings of alms bowls were part of a daily meditation between 3am 

and 6am, a twilight zone itself, wherein Boonma would be - like the drawings - absorbed in 
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light and shadow. He approached this ritual as a source of mindfulness, to calm and still 

his being:

“When I think about the space in the bowl, I prefer to be inside this space which 
is separated from the outside world. I would like to place my mind inside the 
bowl.” 

Boonma (1993) cited in Poshyananda 2004:78-9

Boonma is here clearly seeking refuge in the Void of the alms bowl, the safety of the 

womb-like interior, but the dimensionality of the works on paper do not present such a 

rational representation of depth. There appears to be a resistance between the tonality of 

some images, as they cast shadows or are brought to light, and the naive black and white 

outlines of the alms bowls, either receding into the wall or coming through the surface of 
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Fig. 10 Drawing of the Mind Training and the Bowls of the Mind (1992) 
Crayon on paper, terracotta and wood bases, size variable.



the paper. One cannot ignore the temporal materiality of the sheets that curl away from the 

wall, as if a single breath may free them from each other. The earthy palette speaks to the 

terracotta and wood sculptures beneath, evocative of the agrarian Thai culture so 

important to Boonma. The Bowls of the Mind appear a product of Boonma’s “Training”, 

made concrete by the solidity of clay and wood,  that unmistakably recalls the knob-like 27

Lotus-bud and Jewel ketumālās. To my mind, the work seems to seek another realm - not 

limited to near or far, light or dark, interior or exterior - one that I propose could only be 

found, or freed, in Nibbāna.

The alms bowl, legend has it, was used by the Buddha to demonstrate the construction of 

a stūpa; he lay down his folded robe, upturned his alms bowl and positioned his 

mendicant’s staff above, thus creating a model for the base, dome, and spire of the 

monument.  As shown in the exploration of the stūpa ketumālā, the dome encloses the 28

Buddha’s relics, which can take the form of sārirīkā (corporeal remains), uddeśika (images 

or representations), or pāribhogika (objects of use and sites of contact), such as the 

Buddha’s alms bowl. Boonma also appears to make this connection in his work Charcoal 

Pagoda and Pots (1994), a monument made by stacking vessels that ascend towards the 

Heavenly realm, replicating the diminishing disks of the sôranai and calling to mind 

cremated remains in the charcoal ashes. Poshyananda alleges that Boonma’s ‘meditative 

drawings became a form of mind training for confronting death’ (2003:22), unequivocally 

intertwined with Buddhist reincarnation, perhaps suggestive that art-making, for Boonma, 

is a meritorious act synonymous with the donation or construction of a stūpa or Buddha 

 Thai alms bowls are made of clay or forged iron, fired twice in a rite of passage in a monk’s ordination. In a 27

sense evoking the Sacrificial Fire as a transformative process, as it is in cremation.

 This demonstration is recorded by Hsuan Tsang, noted by Woodward in his 1993 paper. Woodward 28

debates this demonstrates the “first” stūpa because the quadrangular base described does not conform to 
the round bases of the first known stūpas, see p72.
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image. Through the interchangeability of the above reliquary classification, Boonma’s alms 

bowls may be seen to traverse such delineations and, like the shadows and light seeking 

another dimension, enact a process of making present Buddhist virtue.

 

In the Thai chedī, the dome takes the form of the bell (ghaṇṭā), a vessel like the alms bowl 

that resonates space and sound. The ghaṇṭā is a ritual emblem of Tantric Buddhism, which 

was significantly influential in Thailand in the eleventh through to the thirteenth centuries 

(Woodward 1993:81), representing meditation, compassion, and impermanence. The 

female ghaṇṭā secretes the reliquary male vajra symbolising wisdom within the stūpa. In 

Lotus Sound (1992, Fig. 11), a convex wall of black terracotta bells enclose a sacred 

space within the gallery and golden lotus petals scatter overhead. The impermeable black 

vessels leave negative spaces between, much like the trellis walls of a stūpa. These yoni-
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Fig. 11 Lotus Sound (1992) Terracotta, lotus covered with gold, 300x500x300cm.



shaped  spaces are penetrated by the viewer’s gaze and resonate with the womb-like 29

interior of the bell, as in the stūpa. The negative space here demonstrates the interplay of 

presence and absence, heightened by the white-cube wall chiming against the jet Void. 

Poshyananda associates this structure with the rib cage, ‘moving in accordance with the 

motion of the lungs in the rhythm of breathing’ (2003:94), recalling the rising heat of the 

kundalini serpent in the vertical axis of the stūpa. Yet the viewer is unable to 

circumambulate the installation. Instead it enshrines the golden lotus sahasrāra that 

showers over the bells below with all the radiance of the ketumālā. Like Woodward’s 

suggestion of the sun setting over harmya/harmikā, the golden lotus emanates a fiery 

energy in the Formless realm, whilst the waters of Nibbāna, the elemental female energies 

of the moon, permeate the stūpa surround.

Ritualisation of Space 

 A yoni is the inverse sign of the lingam, representing the vagina.29
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Fig. 12 Room (1994) Pinewood, black cloth with print, size variable.



Boonma’s work looks to a ritualisation of space, occasionally departing from the gallery to 

encounter the elemental energies of nature. Room (1994, Fig. 12) also deals with 

architectural space but this time invites the viewer in to experientially engage in meditative 

contemplation. Seven wooden structures inhabit the Adelaide Botanical Gardens, settled in 

a clearing amongst the trees. The “rooms” are made of ash wood slats, contrasting the 

black cloth interiors and again promoting a sense of absence and presence. The 

structures feel temporal in their installation; wooden pedestal-like platforms discourage a 

rootedness, unlike the surrounding trees. One cannot help but think of the perishability of 

wood in the Sacrificial Fire, as an ultimate means of transformation.  The central structure 30

resembles the chedī, whilst the others circumvent the outer space, like the 

circumambulatory path of a stūpa. The viewer is invited to sit, stand, or lie down, emulating 

the postures of the Buddha image, as if embodying the relic or becoming the Buddha 

themselves. Only their heads and shoulders are screened from the outside, with the open 

sky above, signifying the sacredness of the head, the locus of mindfulness and 

transformation.  Within each “room” the walls are lined with black cloth, printed with the ? 31

and ! emblems often found in Boonma’s work: “The question mark is the symbol for the 

unknown realizable through meditation. The spiral shape of the question mark represents 

the movement from the outer to the inner (and visa versa) achieved through concentration” 

(Boonma cited in Poshyananda 2003:45). These motifs indubitably speak to the unalom 

and its congenital relationship to “Aum”, the sacred lingering syllable spoken in mantric 

meditation symbolic of Nibbāna. Contrary to the vast Buddhist monuments 

circumambulated by thousands of pilgrims or the monumental scale of Buddhist sculpture 

 Room was eventually destroyed.30

 It is Thai superstitious belief that you should not touch or cover someone’s head.31
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in Thailand, Boonma’s installations are for the individual, thus reminding the viewer that 

they ‘must tread this Path themselves’.

Boonma continues his relationship with sculptural installation in one of his final works, 

Melting Void: Molds for the Mind (1999, Fig. 13). Here he revisits the Buddha image 

proper, as he did back in 1982 in Buddha. Boonma’s affiliation with sculpture is 

communicated in his use of materialism, often turning to brass, as he did in Lotus Sound, 

traditionally used for the manufacture of Buddha images in Thailand. The lost-wax process 

used to cast Buddha images refers to the transformation of alchemistic elements, utilising 

fire to produce molten brass. Boonma was also attentive to the craftsmen and labourers 

who devoted their energies in the kammic construction of Buddhist monuments or images, 

and was keen to elevate their status in Thai society. This personhood is memorialised by 

“fist-activities”, as in Stupa (1990), ‘cementing local culture in Thai art history’ (Foskett-
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Fig. 13 Melting Void: Molds for the Mind (1999) Metal, plaster, gold, 270x150x155cm.



Barnes 2016:12), and the industrial tools left scaffolding Melting Void: Molds for the Mind. 

Here the abandoned hand-tools evoke a human presence; the ghostly hands that forge the 

body of the Buddha image, brought forth from their memory image into material reality.

The viewer, or participant, enters Melting Void: Molds for the Mind with a pious bow of the 

head, penetrating the threshold between exterior and interior. Like Room, the installation 

shelters only the viewer’s head but requires them to stand, to be wholly elevated and 

embody the vertical axis of the Self. The viewer becomes the bridge between Earth and 

Heaven, wherein the suspended Buddha head serves as a protective canopy overhead. 

Boonma speaks of this sacred space as “a place of refuge for mindfulness of viewers who 

wish to be in condition of calmness and contentment” (cited in Cate 2012:73). The still and 

soundless interior contrasts the chaotic clashing of the exterior, perhaps inciting that a true 

sense of Buddhahood can be “seen” from within. By ordaining the interior space as a locus 

of mindfulness, the sculpture too becomes consecrated as it is imbued with life by the 

viewer’s very residency. Their head, his head; their mind, his mind. In Woodward’s terms, 

the viewer is the lower pole under the dome of the stūpa, the microcosm, whilst the 

sculpture takes the place of the upper pole, the macrocosm. The space between is 

sparked by the mindfulness of the viewer, standing directly beneath the Buddha’s uṣṇīṣa, 

the perpendicular Path seeking Enlightenment to pierce the canopy above and gain entry 

to Nibbāna.

As with Buddhist image-making, Boonma’s work can be seen as a kammic donation, much 

like the ritual implementation of the Uṇhassavijayasutta to “extend one’s life”. His practice 

shows the unification of life and art, as he reaches out to art as a form of remedy when he 
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suffered with a brain tumour in the latter stages of his life, following on from the breast 

cancer that resulted in his wife’s passing in 1994.  In this commentary on life and death, 32

Boonma’s installations become shrines to suffering (duḥkha), the first of the Four Noble 

Truths that will lead to Nibbāna. This signals the formative meeting point for so many of the 

explorations outlined in this study, which all inevitably unite in the realm of the the Void. 

This meditation on Boonma’s art practice, however brief, shows a sustained discussion of 

the uṣṇīṣa and ketumālā. Whilst Boonma’s work makes visible philosophical strands of 

Buddhism, it also makes them experiential, accessible and tangible, as he seeks to 

reactivate Thai Buddhist traditions under a contemporary guise. It is this quality that 

resonates most with the ketumālā’s call to arms, to take refuge in the Path to 

Enlightenment that will lead us to Nibbāna.

 Boonma’s installations often incorporated medicinal herbs for healing.32
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Concluding Thoughts 

One can look to the marks of the Buddha’s supreme being as a map to unearth an 

understanding of his transcendental nature. I have argued that this takes precedence in 

the uṣṇīṣa and ketumālā, as insignia of his passing from the historical Buddha of our time 

to an immortal, timeless Buddhist lineage. These emblems are a mere human attempt to 

depict the divine, but allow a glimpse into the formless realm located at the site of the 

uṣṇīṣa, as if “seeing” through the brahmarandhra, the gateway to Nibbāna.

The literary, iconographic and symbolic meanings of the uṣṇīṣa and ketumālā explored in 

this thesis, garner an understanding of the cultural translations and transmissions that took 

place, from the uṣṇīṣa’s Brāhmanical roots towards the ketumālā’s later emanations of 

form in Northern Thailand. This process leaves a visible Path of faded Buddhapāda  that 33

reconcile an attempt to light the Path for others. This exploration opens up a dialogue for 

how our world encounters the realm beyond the image, belonging to imagination and 

intellect. As Montien Boonma says, “Whatever we believe in, we create a space there. 

That space is like a kind of realm”. This study contributes to an understanding of how our 

world traverses this space and makes sense of its spacelessness. It is our way of making 

present the absent Buddha.

 The Buddha’s footprints.33
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