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Ny GANESHA :
THE ELEPHANT-HEADED GOD

Ganesha is the god of obstacles — the creator of obstacles and the remover of
obstacles. In this capacity Ganesha is worshipped by Hindus of every sect. He is the
god with the most followers in the Brahmin religion. He fills many roles, in addition to
being the god of obstacles. He's also worshipped as a protector and, variously, as the
god of wisdom, arts and sciences , literature and poetry, and agriculture.

Ganesha has a human form with the head of an elephant. It is believed that
this form evolved from a god of the indigenous people of India, who worshipped
elephants. Sculptures of an elephant-headed god, in the 2" century Amaravati art
style, have been found. These early sculptures might not represent Ganesha, god of
obstacles — it is possible that they represent the indigenous god and served as the
prototype for later Ganesha images. The earliest sculptures of Ganesha might have
been made during the Mathura period or the beginning of the Gupta period, at the end
of the 3" century. They were later found in all regions of India from around the 5%
century. Ganesha worship later spread to other countries: Tibet, Nepal, China, Indone-
sia, Burma, Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam and Japan. Characteristics of Ganesha

images found in these countries ha 08¢ Ji {1arities, although differences can be
seen in the various art forms th %B‘({nal characteristics, from the
earliest basic forms into more c Sorms, alon

riti
e /’/,?:;?,‘“ the religious beliefs.

Hindu religious texts wf»f"-‘?- e ’\’1‘\;\.\ ith thousands of forms in
various incarnations throug \s.lvt Brahmint \\\f sha Has a human body with the
head of an elephant, with a srf'g‘f 30 g’; s/a\\short, squat body, colored
red, with a big belly and four a ‘j‘w His most important forms
include the infant Ganesha,“jfive 3 '5)”4 Iogether with Devi (Hindu
goddess), Ganesha as the pri s@een arms, in the standing

attitude with four arms, in dangi ?
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GAJANNA

Ganesha has the unique characteristics of a human body and the head of
an elephant. He is known by the names “Gajanna”, “Gajanan”, “Gajamuk” or
“Krimuk”, which mean “with the face of an elephant”, or “Gajagaranaka”, which means
“one who looks like an elephant”, or “elephant-like”. He is sometimes shown with
more than one head, having anywhere from two to five heads or more. He has very big
ears and is called “Surapakan”, or “one with ears like a krajad (a large bamboo tray)”,
or “Lampakan” — “one with elongated earlobes”. He is shown with two or three eyes,
with the third eye on his forehead, and sometimes with a crescent moon on his

forehead or worn as a crown.

It is believed that the worship of Ganesha has some connection with the cult of
animal worship practiced by the indigenous people of India. Because the elephant is
the largest and most powerful of animals, it would have received much respect. The
elephant form was later adapted as an important characteristic of the god Ganesha —a
high-ranking Hindu god.

EKATANTA

The god Ganesha has only one tusk, and is called “Ekatanta”, or “one who has
one tusk” — the right tusk — the left tusk is broken. Different stories of how Ganesha lost
his tusk appear in various Hindu religious texts. Some texts say that the elephant head
which was attached to his body only had one tusk; others say that Ganesha was born of
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Parvati Devi with an elephant head, and lost the tusk in a fight with Siva, who cut the
tusk with his axe. Still others say that his tusk was broken by the elephant-faced
asura (demon) called Gajamukhasun — Ganesha later recovered it and used it as a weapon
to defeat Gajamukhasun. One story describes how his tusk was cut by the axe of
Parasuram: one day Parasuram tried to approach Siva, but Ganesha barred his way
because Siva was sleeping. Parasuram insisted and they fought, and Parasuram threw
his axe at Ganesha. Ganesha recognized the weapon as a gift to Parasuram from his
father Siva, and out of respect to Siva would not fight. He caught the axe with his tusk,
thereby cutting it. Ganesha then kept the broken tusk in his hand and later used itas a
weapon.

LAMPOTHON

Ganesha has a human body, short and fat with a big belly, and is called
“Lampothon” — “one with a big, sagging belly” — or “Mahothon” — “one with a big
belly”. A big belly is seen as a characteristic of a wise person — Ganesha is worshipped
as the god of wisdom and of various arts and sciences. The reason Ganesha has a big
belly, according to the legends, is because he loves to eat, especially the sweet dessert
called motaka. Motaka is made of flour, rolled into small balls, mixed with sugar and
coconut. The Patmapurana text explains that motaka represents great wisdom — the
wisdom of Ganesha. Sculptures of Gaﬁii%god of wisdom, usually show him
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holding a cup of motaka in his hméd&“ VO’) 5

SWASTIKA
\,

The swastika is an 455 epresents Ganesha. The four
corners of the swastika represent i6) ibgrayzy o id esha, s mbolizing his protection
of the four directions.
Ganesha is usually SE et ve anywhere from two to
sixteen arms. His arms hold s 1 #’-;.-}::y‘ga}o:‘.’rﬂ-"'f e©ecasion, such as sweets, fruit,
a sesame seed, a plant shoot, a b % A
Y A.

— .
a water pot, jewelry, a bunch of flow

\//

o Sheav Qotus, arosary, a book, a stylus,
trea‘?_ckl%

The four most important symbols carried by Ganesha are:
1) Pasa (lasso) — an instrument used to destroy desire or craving

2) Angusa (elephant hook) — represents control, or a means to steer one in the
right direction

3) Tanta (broken tusk)— a divine weapon for destroying obstacles

4) Varamudra (attitude of blessing) — represents a wish for success

SAKTI-GANISA

Sakti represents female power. According to old Brahmin concepts, Ganesha
was a virgin, without wives. The Sakti culi, or cult of the mother goddess, later became
widespread; followers of Ganesha might have been influenced by this, and created a
wife, or Sakti, for Ganesha. This wife differed during the various religious periods, and
had many names, such as Lakshmi, Viganesvari, Rithi, Buddhi, Sitthi, etc. The most
well known wives were Buddhi (wisdom) and Sitthi (success). Ganesha has two sons:
Kasem (born of Buddhi) and Lap (born of Sitthi).

The iconography of Ganesha with his wife is called Sakti-Ganisa, and
represents abundance. His wife, or devi, always sits on his knee and has two arms —
one holding a lotus, the other around Ganesha. Iconography of this type consists of
many attitudes.
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AKHURATHA

When Ganesha is shown riding his vehicle, the rat, or with his flag depicting
the image of a rat, he is known as Akhuratha - “one who rides a rat”. A divine legend
says that Ganesha’s rat was originally the elephant-faced demon Gajamukhasun, who
fought with Ganesha, was defeated and then disguised himself as a rat and ran
away. Ganesha, however, caught him and used him as his vehicle. There are many
explanations why the rat is the vehicle of Ganesha — some say that since the rat is able to
gnaw through obstacles, it is an appropriate vehicle for Ganesha, god of obstacles.
Another story says that the rat is quick-minded, and appropriate for Ganesha as the
god of wisdom. Another legend says that the rat is an enemy of rice, which somehow
became associated with Ganesha's role as the god of agriculture.

Anthropologists believe that the reason why Ganesha rides a rat probably
derives from the story of ancient, tgi ‘ﬁephant worshippers who defeated other
tribes who worshipped rats 7ris that Ganesha originated from the
indigenous god of a tribe orshipped-the - the rat is a symbol of darkness,
so Ganesha's riding the rat sy {/’ff:'"":%\

“vigtary of the sun over darkness.

LI WA
e //l; e %‘:}\‘ . oiy@hides for Ganesha — the lion,
the peacock and the ra les avat bt is occasionally depicted on a
peacock [in thw form of Vik: ‘«@ | Ganesha is shown as the protector

god).
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The oldest Ganesha image found in Souteast Asia, 5" century

gda{s?‘ [r[ ?ﬁﬁfggn Temple in Bangkok
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The oldest Ganesha image found in the south of Thailand

Matchimawat National Museum, Songkhla province
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GANESHA SCULPTURE IN THAILAND

Selected from National Museums

Early Sculptures — Realistic Stone Carvings

The early sculptures of Ganesha, or Ganapati, found in Thailand were mostly
carved of stone and had elephant features; they had very little, or no, decoration.
The oldest Ganesha image in South Asia is in the Brahmin temple in Bangkok, and
dates to the 5™ century. A group of Ganesha images similar to Khmer images
of the pre-Angkorian style - large, sitting images excavated from the ancient town of
Si Mahosot in Prachin Buri province [cat no.1]- are now on display in the National
Museum Bangkok. Another Ganesha image, now in the Machimawat National
Museum in Songkhla province, was found at Phang Noon sub-district, Satingpla
district, Songkhla province, and dates to sometime after the 7% century. Still another
old Ganesha image, excavated from the ancient monument of Prasat Phnom Rung and
reflecting the Khmer influence of the Phrai Kameng style, dates to about the 7"-8"
century and is on display at the Phimai National Museum.

Later Ganesha images exhibit more decoration, as exemplified by the
sculpture excavated from Prasat Muang Tam in Buri Ram province and now on display
in the Phimai National Museum. [cat no.2] An image from Varinchamrab district,
Ubon Ratchathani province, on display at the Ubon Ratchathani National Museum
[cat no.3], reflects the Khmer Koh %&W bw%ation and dates to around the 10"
century. [cat no.4] from Maha ve& g Nati eym. This sculpture is contem-
poraneous to the Srivijaya image o .gﬁ?ﬁ‘\ that was excavated from Wat
Kaew in Chaiya district, Surat Thafips Se, e display at the Chaiya National
Museum. Another Ganeshq [/m / & o@ern Indian art style of the
11112 century, was foun&"-x the i Ha“‘rTlmng Tuk in Phang-Nga

province.
More Decorations and ‘ﬁ} ' % &

From the 12" centu ry o{? s, IMages o Qﬁevsl"la were cast in both bronze or
stone. The images can be classifie er ar ich was influenced by the Khmer
Angkor Wat and Bayon styles. An example of this style is the stone Ganesha image
excavated at Prasat Ta Muan Thom, Surin province, and now exhibited at the Surin
National Museum. A group of bronze Ganesha images on display at the National
Museum Bangkok [cat no. 6, 7] and another image found in the northeast of Thailand
and exhibited at the Khon Kaen National Museum belong to this same period.

The Ganesha images made in Thailand after the 13" century were a mixture of
Thai-Indian and Thai-Khmer art styles, and exhibited more decoration. The sculptures
include those made of stone or cast in metal, such as the group of bronze images of the
Lanna style (15178 century) on display at the National Museum Bangkok [cat no.8]
and the stone Ganesha in the Ayutthaya art style (16-18" century) exhibited at the
Chandrakasem National Museum in Ayutthaya [cat no. 9, 10], Chiangmai National
Museum (cat no. 11) and National Museum Bangkok (cat no. 12). This latter image is
contemporaneous to the Ganesha image found at the Hindu temple in Nakhon Si
Thammarat province, exhibited at the Nakhon Si Thammarat National Museum [cat
no.13]. Ganesha images of the Bangkok style (19" century onward) have a unique
style, but reflect previous art influences. [cat no. 14, 15]. Today the sculpture is still
evolving from the original concept, as evidenced by Ganesha images worn as amulets
[cat no. 16].
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(cat. no. 1) ‘y 2
Ganesha
Khmer Art, 6 -

Stone, 170 cm. high W
National Museum Bangkok
Excavated at the ancient city of
Si Mahosod district,
Prachinburi province

Broken and scattered
pieces of stone were found in 1972,
and were brought to the National
Museum Bangkok in 1974 for resto-
ration. Upon restoration they were
found to constitute a sitting, two-
armed Ganesha image, with both
hands missing. The realistic el-
ephant head and the lack of orna-
mentation on the image make it
very similar to the groups of
Ganesha images found in Cambo-
dia and classified as pre-Angkor
Khmer art (7! century).
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ksha

imer Art, 10t century
Sandstone, 48 cm. high, 23 cm.
wide
Phimai National Museum,
register £53/2536
Excavated from Prasat Muang Tam,
Buri Ram province

This two-armed Ganesha
is shown seated in the half-lotus
position; the right hand is missing,
and the left hand rests on the knee
and holds some type of round
object (modaka?). The crown has a
high band on the front, and the
figure wears a necklace, bracelet,
armlet, ornaments on the trunk, and
a short skirt with a belt.

The characteristics of the
skirt and crown, as well as the
carving of the figure and base from
one stone, are characteristic of the
Khmer Koh Ker style, dating this
image to the 10t century.
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(cat. no. 3)

Ganesha

Khmer Art, 10" cem%
Sandstone, 62 cm. high?’' 3
wide /z,

Ubon Ratchathani Nationa]ONA

Museum, register #1/2528
Found in the rice field of Khun
So Boonmanan,

Ubon Ratchathani province,

in 1972

This two-armed Ganesha
image, sitting in the half-lotus posi-
tion, has a very large head. His
right hand holds what looks like
modaka, and the left holds an object
that cannot be clearly seen. The
front of the diadem is plain; the
image wears an armlet, necklace
and breast ornament, and the skirt
is short. Although the detail of the
design was not completed, the char-
acteristics of the ornaments are simi-
lar to the Khmer Koh Ker art style
(921 - 945).
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Art, 10" century

high, 41 cm.
ide

Maha Veeravong National

Museum, Korat, register #314/2479

This two-armed Ganesha,
seated in the half-lotus position,
wears a pointed crown, and sits on
a square pedestal in a niche-like
background with a rolling foliage
design.

In this exhibition, this is
the only piece depicting this un-
usual background, similar to that of
the Buddha image Phra Buddha
Chinnarat. The design on the back-
ground is similar to the Khmer Koh
Ker art style (921 - 945).
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(cat. no. 5) N/
Ganesha !\
Srivijaya Art, 10" cenl
Red sandstone, |
wide %
Chaiya National
register £99/22
Excavated from the pa f
Wat Kaeow in Chaiya in M
from the central room of the
eastern side of the pagoda

This Ganesha image is
shown seated in the maharajalila
position. The background of the
image was without decoration, and
the head has been broken off. On
this four-armed image, the upper
right hand is missing, the lower
right rests on the knee, the upper
left holds a rosary, and the lower
left is missing. The image is
shown wearing a striped skirt
and ornaments which include a
bracelet, necklace and armlet.

It is believed that the
ancient monument of Wat Kaeow is
similar to Cham temples of the 9"
- 10" centu Iy, SO we can reasonably
date this image to about this time
or a bit earlier. The sitting posture,
ornaments and use of red or pink
sandstone can also be compared to
a Ganesha image at the Brahmin
temple in Bangkok, which shows a
strong influence from southern
Indian art.
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@wr Art, ca. 12" - 13% century

ronze, 17.5 em. high, 12 cm. wide
National Museum Bangkok,
register # LB129, 1279

This two-armed Ganesha
is sitting in the half-lotus position;
his right hand holds a stylus and
the left holds a manuscript. He
wears a crown with high band in
front and many ornaments, as well
as a short striped skirt. The front
edge of the skirt is in a triangular
shape, and on the back is a fishtail
fold.

This image probably came
from Si Saket province. The style
of skirt and characteristics of the
ornaments and attributes held in
his hands are similar to Khmer
sculpture of the Angkor Wat style
(12" - 13" century). This image
depicts Ganesha in his role as God
or Patron of Letters.
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(cat. no. 7)
Ganesha

Khmer Art, 13" - 14" ce
Bronze, 30 cm. high

National Museum Bangkok,/ O N -

register #30T (1724)
Purchased by the Fine Arts
Department

On this 8-armed standing
Ganesha image, the right arms
cannot be clearly seen, but the left
arms hold what might be a lasso, a
broken tusk, and a cup of modaka
(sweets). The image features a short
skirt or wrap, with a fishtail-shaped
skirt-flap and a belt made of cord
or a snake. Around the base are
eight seated Ganesha images that
face outward - perhaps symboliz-
ing Ganehsa’s duty as the God of
Obstacles, covering all directions.
The features of the cloth skirt are
similar to the Khmer Bayon art of
the 13 century.
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T
LiZ Art, 15" - 17" century
nze, 38 cm. high
ational Museum Bangkok,

register #29PT
Purchased by the Fine Arts
Department

On this 4-armed stand-
ing Ganesha image, the upper right
hand holds an axe, the lower right
a tusk, the upper left a lasso, and
the lower left a cup of modaka.
The crown resembles those of the
Khmer Bayon art style, but the
features of the skirt are different.
The base (octagonal, in the form
of a lotus) is the type always seen
on Buddha images of the Lanna
art style. The designs on the skirt
and the crown are also similar to
Lanna style, so this image can
probably be attributed to the
15% - 17t century.
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(cat no. 9)
Ganesha

Ayutthaya Art, 16 - 179? AR
yutthaya Ar y; é V-
#4

Stone, 109 cm. high, 65 c
Chandrakasem National M
register #233V]/2519/1
Found in the area surrounding the
island of Ayutthaya

This two-armed image
depicts Ganesha sitting in a loose
half-lotus position, with both knees
raised and a snake-like cord around
the knees. The right hand holds
something which may be a tusk or
a stylus, and the left holds modaka;
the image also features a yajnopavita
(or sacred cord of the Brahmin caste)
and a short skirt similar to the
Khmer art style.

The cord around the knees
refers to the yogapatta, a belt made
of cord used by yogis when practic-
ing yoga to hold the knees in place
and make the practice easier. Use
on a Ganesha image represents the
removal of obstacles while practic-
ing yoga. If the figure holds a
stylus, it would refer to Ganesha’s
more function as Patron of Letters.
The style of dress differs from
prototypes from Khmer art, and
would indicate that the image was
made no earlier than the 16" to 171"
century.
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- 17" century

ne, 111 cm. high, 70 cm. wide
handrakasem National Museum,
register #233V]/2519/2

Found in the area surrounding the
island of Ayutthaya

In this image, Ganesha sits
in the maharajalila position, with four
arms, all broken.

The characteristics of this
image, including the hair at the back
of the head in a bun and the sitting
position, show influence from
Indian art. Ganesha is depicted
wearing a short skirt, similar to
Khmer sculpture. This mixture of
Indian, Khmer and Thai art styles,
date this image to the 16" century
or a bit later. This large Ganesha
image could have been the main
image of a religious shrine, which
indicates that even in Ayutthaya
times there were still followers of
Ganesha.
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(cat. no. 11) ‘7
A

Ganesha
Ayutthaya Art, 17" - :
Bronze, 9.5 cm. high 4;,;-
Chiang Mai National Musetint;
register #87/3516,114/2493

This Ganesha image is
shown sitting in the half-lotus posi-
tion and has two arms - the right v = el
hand holds a rosary and the }Eg ARy ANBIUZABIINNJUUDANTINTEUDN HUARIETA
broken tusk. The image featuresa 7nszgns lifaradalylin uasdide dnwmucuesgn
cord around the belly, and a long .= . "
skirt covering the knee. The front ﬂﬂ'ﬂﬂ"Nﬁ']uﬂi‘u'r’mﬁzﬂ'luﬁaﬂﬁt.lﬁﬂ’l
of the skirt is held in place by a
belt-like cord, which ends in a
noose. The crown has a cylindrical
top.

This type of crown, the
cord on the belly with no yajnopavita
(Brahmin cord), and the style of the
skirt, as well as the pedestal similar
to those of Buddha images of the
Ayutthaya art period, date this im-
age to this period.
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e Q?Tthava Art, 18" - 19" century
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et

‘onze, 11 cm. high, 6.5 cm. wide
National Museum Bangkok,
register £ Y110

This Ganesha image,
pictured in a half-lotus position, has
four arms; the upper right hand,
lower right hand and lower left
hand hold what might be a tusk or
a stylus (or something else), and
the upper left holds what looks like
a lasso. The image has a crown
with a pointed top, which can be
compared to the crowned Buddha
images of the late Ayutthaya
period.
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(cat. no. 13) ¢
Ganesha ‘7
Ayutthaya Art, 16" - 7 6_; }
Bronze, 46.5 cm. high (o)

Nakhon Si Thammarat NationwA

Museum, register #9/2515
Originally belonged to a
Brahmin temple, Muang district,
Nakhon Si Thammarat province

This image is depicted
standing on a pedestal with an
inscription, and has four arms - the
upper right hand holds an elephant
hook, the lower right holds a
broken tusk, the upper left a lasso,
and the lower left modaka.

The inscription on the
front of the pedestal, in the Tamil
alphabet, reads “The Glorious
Country of Machpahit”; on the back,
in the Thai alphabet, are the words
“Maha Viginegsura”. This was the
Thai alphabet used during the
Ayutthaya period (16'h - 17
century), so even though the
inscription names the Machpahit
Dynasty of eastern Java (14th - 15t
century), the Khmer-influenced art
style and the Thai script date this
image to the beginning of the
Ayutthaya period.
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ngkok Art, 20t century
Brass, 35 cm. high, 20 cm. wide
Ubon Ratchathani National
Museum, register #2

This two-armed Ganesha
image is shown sitting in a half-
lotus position; the left hand holds a
manuscript, and the right holds a
tusk or stylus. The image has a
third eye on the forehead, and wears
a crown in the style of kings, as
well as a Brahmin snake-like cord
and a short skirt.

This image may have been
made in imitation of the Khmer
Bayon style of the 13" century.
The attributes held in the hands
represent Ganesha writing the text
of the Mahabharata, depicting
Ganesha as the God of Knowledge,
Patron of Letters, or God of Arts
and Poetry.
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(cat. no. 15)
Ganesha

Bangkok Art, 19'¢2 \\CRE
Wood, 67.5 cm. hi

National Museum%k
register # RS44

Originally from Cambo 1WA L
and later purchased

by the Fine Arts Department

Although this piece
originally came from Cambodia,
there is no evidence to suggest that
it was made there.

The low relief carving
depicts a 4-armed Ganesha riding a
turtle. His upper right hand holds
something like a hook, the lower
right a tusk, the upper left a lasso,
and the lower left a cup of modaka.
The image might have been part of
a wood carving depicting various
Brahmin religious figures in a
temple.

Note that Ganesha is
riding a turtle - not the rat, his
usual vehicle. This may have been
a Thai concept, from a Thai book
now housed at the National Library
depicting Ganesha riding on a turtle
with a description of Ganesha on
his way to churn the ocean of milk,
or from a painting on the door panel
of the Assembly Hall at Wat Suthat,
which also shows Ganesha on a
turtle.
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UAZALANT @ NT WezindaaLLT e AR kel Art, 20" century
Hrenufiedns draansiianids ﬁmm%u T -QS;cm. high, 2 cm. wide
| 1 Museum Bangkok
1AaEInN NIIALIARLRININNY HRAUMAN oot S0
> gL A !: Lregister £728/2508
AnEUsAALITNIATENI9T09T89 YTaRIAIAEN WS s Ghes

ﬁmﬁﬁmwf:mmmﬁwmﬂﬁw FanszaiuAluaneiz  Ganesha seated on a high pedestal

with the sacred marks on the front

[ w0 and under. The image has four

[INIARILRIBNAIE arms - the upper right hand holds a
tusk, the lower right a cord (?), the
upper left a disk, and the lower left
a trident.
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This piece may have been
used as an amulet, or in a function
related to the concept of Ganesha
as the Great Teacher of Elephants.
This type of Ganesha image can
also be found at the Wat Machima-
vat National Museum in Songkhla
province.
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(cat. no. 17) \
Dagger with a carved %r ;
depicting Ganesha vV

Bangkok Art, 19'h - 20! cel& ,
Metal and ivory, 42.5 cm. long

National Museum of the Whit
Elephant, register # TH15/1 (7825)

This dagger, with its
scabbard, has an ivory hilt
depicting a seated, 2-armed
Ganesha, This type of dagger, or
“miit moh”, is believed to have been
used in a ceremony by a shaman a
“Teacher of Elephants”. It was
probably used either for an elephant
ceremony or in the belief that the
Ganesha image would grant
success.
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a, Rra Devakarma

& , 19' - 20 century
, 26 cm. high

National Museum of the White
Elephant, register #¥25

This standing Ganesha
image on a square base has 4 arms:
the upper right hand holds an
elephant hook, the lower right a
tusk, the upper left a lasso, and the
lower left a cup of modaka. There is
only one tusk, the left one. Ganesha
images depicting the hook and lasso
clearly refer to images used either
for actual elephant ceremonies or
as depictions of the Great Teacher
of Elephants, Phra Devakarma.
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GANESHA IN KHMER PRE-ANGKOR
AND ANGKOR INSCRIPTIONS

Khmer inscriptions of the pre-Angkor period refer to Ganesha as Ganapati
and Maha Ganapati. Maha Ganapati has the special connotation of Sakti-Ganesha — a
form of Ganesha representing the female power (Sakti). Some images of this type
depict Ganesha with a wife, but there is no archaeological evidence of such sculpture in
Cambodia.

Inscriptions of the Angkor period refer to many names of this god: Ganesha,
Ganesvara, Ganapati, and Viganapati (Viganesha), Vinayaga, Rajvinayaga.

The inscription at Wat Phu describes the iconography of Ganesha with eight
arms, but other inscriptions don’t have much description.

What we can conclude from the evidence of inscriptions is that in the Khmer
Empire, during pre-Angkor and ﬂﬂ@y al worship ceremonies were held
' 9

to Ganesha as a god of the sam a ds, and 2) he was worshipped
ale /,_, '—(z;N
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only in his role as Remover of'@ss
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Ganesha Illustrations in Thai Books

Thai books depicting drawings of Ganesha are kept in the National Library —
although no evidence exists to indicate the date when they were created, it can be
assumed, based on the characteristics of the alphabet and other aspects of the draw-
ings, that they were made during the Bangkok period. Itis possible that the drawings
followed descriptions of the gods as orally narrated by Brahmins, or from the Ramayana,
the Thai book on “The Art of the Elephant”, or from the book “Stories of the Gods”. The
drawings may have been used as prototypes of gods or divinities in mural paintings.

The drawings were created using a technique of Thai artists whereby figures
are depicted as a mixture of idealism and reality. The faces express no emotion, and
muscles and joints are not shown realistically, in order to make the drawing flow
smoothly and softly. This drawing technique was based on the belief that the gods

have intangible forms, with none of the passio ings or emotions, positive or
g P ﬁﬁ g p
negative, of human beings. W Va’
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Ganesha in Thai Dance and Music

The ancestors of the present-day Thais were introduced to and accepted
ancient Indian civilization. They assimilated certain aspects of this civilization into
local traditions, to create a new cultural identity that is still developing. Works of Thai
dance and music were partly influenced by Indian art, and the early Thais adopted the
important gods of India, including Ganesha, as “Great Teachers” of Thai dance.
According to the text “The Art of Dancing”, by Phra Prot Muni, the ritual of worship-
ping Ganesha and asking for his blessing must be performed before the beginning of
any performance. Even today, before any performance of Thai dance or music, all of
the performers must pay respect to Ganesha in the form of a khon mask - the mask is in
the form of an elephant head, colored red, with a broken left tusk, wearing a round
crown.

In addition to his role a jccess, Ganesha was also regarded as
i h of Siva, the God of Dancing.
anies of his father Siva, and so is able
q}lers In India, sculptures of
;‘&1]9 purposes along with the

Ganesha always participates int
to remember all the moves
Nataya Ganesha (dancin S
images of Siva Nataraj (dar'u 5 SV

¢sof Ganesha - either in scenes
ce of elephants, and Ganesha

— f literature such as the khon
performance of the episode kifog [ w Rama”, the Ramayana, and the
episode known as “Pipek” (where P ]'E ledging h.IS devotion to Rama, and
Ganesha appears incarnated as the monkey “Nilkhan”).

The Thai perform@
directly depicting him, such asyt
losing his tusk, or in combi
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Beliefs Surrounding Ganesha

Belief in Ganesha originated in India, but may not have originated with the
Aryans; it is possible that it arose from the indigenous people of India who practiced
totemism (animal worship) from protohistoric time. The elephant, a very large and
powerful animal, was worshipped as a tribal god, along with many other animals.

In the later Vedic times, when the Aryans migrated to India and established
the Brahmin religion, they incorporated local beliefs and gods from the indigenous
population. Later still, the elephant god was made into the icon Ganesha, with the
body of a human and the head of an elephant. The idea of gods with animal heads
probably came from Egypt, where, from ancient times, many gods were depicted with
animal heads - for example, Anubis, god of the dead, with the head of a jackal, and
Horus, god of health, with the head of a hawk.

a are somewhat confusing
: | preferences in worship
through the ages. One theme, howeVe, / SBTIIAON £ \ of the stories - Ganesha was
originally worshipped as the God O FaclEs/ onVig ! ra\\ “Master of Obstacles”.
He could throw obstructions inthe paj ERumiany,@nimals\deities and devils, but
was also able to remove the obstiu %%

This belief was prevalentgdu 0 .\\"\ 5
the end of the 10" century to the
Ganesha as Vighnesvara, “Master
Sitthithata can grant success to any

respect through the worship ceremony. % A L \_R

This change in beliefs regarding Ganesha eventually grew into the belief that
Ganesha is a god of everything - the arts, wisdom, poetry, villages, households, agricul-
ture - as well as a protector against devils. Ganesha became the God of the Universe,
because of the original belief in Ganesha as the Grantor of Success.

@Buddhist Era, but from
changed from that of

, “Grantor of Success”.
long as they pay proper

Ganesha worship was practiced all over India, and spread into Hindu society
of every caste. He is regarded as the most popular of the Hindu gods, and most Hindus
perform worship ceremonies to request freedom from obstacles and success in their
activities, no matter what form these activities may take - from religious ceremonies
and business transactions to poetry composition.

Ganesha iconography has been found in all areas of India, and spread to many
countries in Asia, including Nepal, Tibet, China, Japan, Turkey, Indonesia, Burma and
Thailand.


sas
nlt1


The Spread of Brahminism to Southeast Asia

Indian culture spread into the Southeast Asian region from around the 1%-2"¢
centuries onward, beginning with the early traders and continuing with monks and
Brahmins. This process of Indianization, most widespread in the 410%™ centuries,
greatly influenced the social development of ancient cities in the region. The greatest
influence came from the Buddhist and Brahmin traditions, including religious arts -
these traditions were assimilated with local practices to form the foundations of the
local cultures of each region. Great empires were established throughout Southeast
Asia, including Funan, ancient Cambodia, Champa (in today’s Vietnam), Si Kaset in
Burma, the Sailendra Dynasty in Java, Dvaravati in Thailand, Srivijaya (on the Thai
peninsula), and Sumatra.

Brahminism was well-received by the people of these regions, mainly because
the widespread practice of animism fit well with the Brahmin culture in terms of
rituals, stories and legends of the gods, and worship of gods and goddesses, including
Ganesha. Indian traders, when traveling far from home, carried Ganesha images with
them for success in traveling and trading. Ganesha was thus introduced to the local
people, who accepted the god and later made images for themselves in imitation of
those carried by the traders. These images gradually developed their own art styles,
with regional characteristics and ritual ceremonies.

WL
Ganesha Beliefs in Thailﬂﬁs > Vo’)

/‘:-‘7‘9‘:-,
Brahminism, which arrived /?.1’/7\'-\\\\

02 c e
flourished in what is now Thailz
central region of Thailand wa
played important roles, both politi

fegion. In the southern part of
today’s Thailand, Indian.izati%v
3" centuries. v

1 )1“ ELs ctyyith India from the 2™ to
N,
Both Buddhism and Br& NSNSFZ777

infSmwerewell d by the local people of
present-day Thailand. Buddhism be % , while Brahminism played
a major role in rituals and royal court tr. !Ls, aﬁ as lawmaking. The worship of
Brahmin gods was accepted quite readily, because of previous beliefs in animism.

')

ound the 1st to 2nd centuries,

pedple came to power. The
through the Khmer, who

Ganesha beliefs in Thailand can be categorized as follows:

Ganesha as the God of Obstacles - This was the original belief from India that first
arrived in Thailand and became very important, blending in well with beliefs of the
indigenous people, and making Ganesha one of the most respected Hindu gods. This
belief continues to the present day.

Ganesha as the God of Arts - From the original belief in Ganesha as the God of
Obstacles grew a belief in Ganesha as the Grantor of Success in every endeavor - in
addition to creating obstacles, Ganesha is able to remove them and guarantee success.
He was later, therefore, regarded as being wise and all-knowing, and this naturally
extended to the field of arts. In Thailand, from the Ayutthaya period, sculptures were
made of Ganesha as God of Arts, depicting him with two arms and hands holding an
ancient manuscript and a broken tusk or a stylus. Later images usually showed him
with four arms, with hands holding an elephant hook or a trident, a lasso, a broken
tusk, and a cup of modaka, or sweets. From the end of the Ayutthaya period and the
beginning of the Bangkok period, the status of Ganesha as God of Arts is unclear. Dur-
ing the Bangkok period, King Vajiravudh (King Rama VI) established the importance
of Ganesha as God of Arts. From that time, Ganesha became a symbol of various insti-
tutions of the arts, including the Fine Arts Department, the University of Fine Arts, etc.
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Ganesha as the Great Teacher of Elephants - In this role Ganesha is usually known
as Phra Devakarma. This belief was widespread during Ayutthaya times and contin-
ues today. The art and science of elephants became very popular in the royal court, and
even the king was interested in learning about elephants. Ganesha in this role has a
clearly separate status from that of the God of Obstacles. Common people who deal
with elephants often use daggers with Ganesha figures on the hilts - these are usually
used by the “Master Teachers of Elephants”. Another form of Ganesha as Devakarma
can be found in amulets relating to elephant ceremonies - these amulets are still made
today.

Ganesha as Dvarapala, or Doorkeeper - This belief is mostly found in the north of
Thailand, especially in Chiang Mai province, but is only evidenced in a few wats. A
couple of Ganesha images at the entrance to a wat protects against devils. This belief
might have come from Tibet and Burma, where Ganesha images were often placed in
front of Buddhist temples. Belief in Ganesha only came to northern Thailand around
the 15" century, and most people living there now aren’t familiar with the god.

Ganesha Figures as Amulets - Because of local beliefs, which were a mixture of
Brahminism, Buddhism, animism and the supernatural, figures of Ganesha were made
similar to small Buddhist votive tablets. No bigger than 5 cm., these images were the
perfect size for carrying, and always had a symbol representing a spell and cabalistic
writing on either the front, back or under the image. The amulets were carried as pro-
tection from harm, including sickness, and were used in elephant rituals.

Ganesha as a Minor Hindu God - In Ganesha'’s role as the son of Siva and Uma,
he is regarded as a minor god, because he’s depicted in conjunction with the great gods
Siva and Uma. One example is the Ganesha from the Brahmin temple in Nakhon Si
Thammarat province, where he’s shown with Siva and Uma.

Another Ganesha image can be seen at the King’s Royal Guards regimental
headquarters. Today it is believed that this image represents Ganesha as Chief of Siva’
s pages, and as such has the status of a minor Hindu god. However, according to the
history of the establishment, it was origi 4ocation of other military headquar-
ters, as well as a teacher training c [ could have been made for the
teacher college, representing Ga was perhaps left behind when
the college relocated. When the ts of the King’s Royal Guards
was established, they adopted the :
in Ganesha as Chief of Siva's P aggs

/'\



sas
nlt1


Rituals and Beliefs Surrounding Ganesha Today

Royal Rituals Featuring Ganesha - These rituals, comprising one group of the
Brahmin rituals of the court, have been practiced from the time of King Rama I of the
Bangkok period. He invited Brahmin priests from the south of Thailand to become
priests of the royal court, and to organize royal rituals for the king and country. These
rituals are still practiced today, and priests under the Office of the Royal Court reside at
the Brahmin temple near Wat Suthat. Examples of these rituals include: the coronation
ceremony, where a small Ganesha image is carried at the front of the king’s procession
to the mondop for the ritual bath, the Triyampavai-Tripavai ceremony - a royal cer-
emony asking for strength and abundance for the city, and the royal ceremony to recog-
nize a white elephant.

Wai Khru Ceremony - Wai khru ceremonies are performed to pay respect to teach-
ers of dance, music and craftsmanship. Although each discipline has its own great
teacher or god - Phra Prot Muni, or Phra Khru Rishi, and Phra Phirap for the dance,
Phra Prakhontap and Phra Panchasikhon for music, and Phra Visvakarma for crafts-
manship - Ganesha is always invited to participate in these ceremonies, in recognition
of his role as the Remover of Obstacles and Grantor of Success.

Today some institutions offering instruction in construction and the arts still
embrace the worship of Ganesha as the Great Teacher of the various disciplines taught,
and perform wai khru ceremonies to Gaiﬁha every year. This belief may have come

down from the time of King Vajira “ At the same time, however, other
institutions or universities rega akarma

in god.
Success, and ritual ceremon‘kef/a & performediiar atfae 'v'@gzs, whether associated with
education, trade, or anythifig elses 3
home or carry them, and pay respecta ltvidual convenience - some every

day, some one day of the week\\\alth :.; Gs afimages are usually installed at a
lower level than the Buddh ag &C?‘ g sA1S0s nsist of flowers, grass, fruit,
su ilk Wit oA %

garcane, milk, sweets, etc,, £2an Q’

o
/i individual imaginations.

Teix

/ N
(o] <
Conclusion NA L \-\6

Although the worship of Ganesha originally came from India in the 27 4g 38
century, it quickly became a part of the Thai culture, playing a major role in Brahmin
court rituals and daily life. These court rituals played an important part in supporting
and promoting the king in his special status among the Thai people as a symbol of the
nation’s unity and strength, from earliest times until today. These important rituals,
both for the court and the common people, which are still performed today, help to
explain the significance of Ganesha, and the need to maintain this part of the Thai
cultural heritage.
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