£} Routledge

-1 Taylor &Francis Group

Art in Translation

Artin

Translation

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rfat20

The Chimeric Trace: The Makara and Other
Connections to Come

Tan Zi Hao

To cite this article: Tan Zi Hao (2022) The Chimeric Trace: The Makara and Other Connections
to Come, Art in Translation, 14:3, 338-370, DOI: 10.1080/17561310.2022.2114674

To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1080/17561310.2022.2114674

ﬁ Published online: 20 Sep 2022.

N\
[:J/ Submit your article to this journal &

||I| Article views: 916

A
& View related articles &'

P

() view Crossmark data &

CrossMark

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalinformation?journalCode=rfat20


https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rfat20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rfat20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/17561310.2022.2114674
https://doi.org/10.1080/17561310.2022.2114674
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rfat20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rfat20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/17561310.2022.2114674
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/17561310.2022.2114674
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/17561310.2022.2114674&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-09-20
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/17561310.2022.2114674&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-09-20

Art in Translation, 2022
Volume 14, Issue 3, pp. 338-370, http://doi.org/10.1080/17561310.2022.2114674
© 2022 Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group

Routledge

Taylor & Francis Group

390311n0Y

W) Check for updates

ne Chimeric

race: The Makara

and Other
Connections

e e 10 COME

Abstract

The makara is a chimeric creature composed of parts from an elephant,
a crocodile, a fish, and others. As an iconography derived from early
Indian traditions, the makara has traversed the Indian Ocean, making
its mark principally on Hindu-Buddhist monuments and ceremonial
paraphernalia in South and Southeast Asia. Looking at select objects
spanning centuries, a longue durée approach to the makara is conceived
to attend to the migration of an iconography that has been translated
into different registers. Unraveling the latent affinities among the mani-
fold forms of the makara, this essay foregrounds the transregional trace
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of a chimera customarily sidelined in historical analyses. A loose chron-
ology directs the course of the essay, proceeding from ancient relics to
early modern weaponry, and culminating with the half-lion and half-fish
Merlion, the national icon of Singapore. By navigating the vicissitudes
of the chimeric trace of the makara, this essay demonstrates how trans-
cultural encounters occur in ways that eschew pre-established assump-
tions of culture.

KEYWORDS: chimera, makara, Merlion, iconography, trace, longue
durée, cultural history, South Asia, Southeast Asia

A Longue Durée Approach to the Makara

With an upturned elephant trunk, a ferocious jaw agape, and a crocodil-
ian body that terminates with stylized foliation, the makara is a mythical
chimeric creature stemming from early Hindu-Buddhist traditions. Its
diversiform appearance has been variously approximated as a “sea mon-
ster,” a “crocodile” or “dolphin,” a “sea-elephant” or “water-elephant,”
even compared to a “rhinoceros” or “tapir.”! Equipped with powerful
appendages of animals from land and water, the makara is able to roam
multiple realms, making it a fitting conveyor or “vahana” that carries
Hindu divinities. That the epic Mahabharata relates the enormity of the
makara as “submarine reefs,” and likens warriors evading danger to
“fish from the jaws of a makara,” indicates the creature’s colossal and
preternatural existence.” In the Paficatantra collection of animal fables,
a well-known tale involving a monkey and a makara suggests that the
latter behaves like a crocodile. The tale is also found in the Pali
Buddhist jataka, but the character is called “sunsumara” or “kumbhila.”
The former in particular, when read in its Sanskrit equivalent
“$isumara,” denotes “baby-killer,” a rendition redolent of the notorious
crocodile-infested rivers in India.’

As a religious iconography, the visual and material legacy of the
makara looms large over Hindu-Buddhist edifices throughout Asia,
including but not limited to South and Southeast Asia, both of which
are the primary focus of this essay.* But the allotment of makaras to dis-
tinct religions and regions is far from the complete picture. By examin-
ing the multiple manifestations of makaras over the longue durée, across
a span of centuries and a wide geographic range, this essay attempts to
demonstrate how an iconography is never affixed to a singular civiliza-
tional narrative. “The idea of civilization,” David Ludden reminds,
“induces a reading back of ‘present-national sentiments’ into a timeless
past; it thereby prevents history from working against cultural hegem-
onies.”” Indeed, the makara is impregnated with symbolic meanings that
are constantly evolving and are dependent on the zones of contact.
Circulation of the iconography is guaranteed by the mobilities of
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merchants, travelers, and religious entrepreneurs, crossing the Indian
Ocean and into the Straits of Melaka, the Java Sea, and the South
China Sea, exchanging not only material goods but also ideas.
Transcultural encounters as such propel the makara into an active realm
of translation and localization, where artisans and other cultural agents
endow the iconography with ever-new meanings, creating what Ronit
Ricci—following Alton Becker—identifies as “new prior texts.”®

In underscoring the transcultural universe within which the makara
moves, it is useful to recall Sheldon Pollock’s cautionary remark: “there
exist no cultural agents who are not always-already transcultured.”” In
a similar vein, there exists neither text nor imagery that is not always-
already prior, and yet continually rehashed and reshaped. The Makara,
from the outset, is never a stable object of scrutiny. Compounding the
iconography is the chimeric and imaginative nature of the makara itself,
which renders its very form “unstable and in perpetual becoming,” as
the art historian Odette Viennot well recognizes.® If there is any semb-
lance of unity among the manifold forms of the makara, it exists only
as a trace that is ambiguous, incongruous, pliable. As an ever-new prior
text, every manifestation of the makara is a reinvention: something is
added, something else effaced. “Effacement,” proclaims Jacques
Derrida, “belongs to the very structure of the trace.”® Privileging
Derrida’s notion of the trace in this study of iconography does not
imply a flattening of historical circumstances and cultural specificities.
Insofar as this essay regards the chimeric trace of the makara as an
established iconographic form, it also seeks to delve into the ways in
which the makara has succumbed to morphological transformation and
effacement throughout the long-term processes of visual translation.

To grapple with the kind of crossings and connections to come, the
longue durée perspective is adopted in this essay to attend to pre-mod-
ern and early modern historical connections among such vast regions as
the Indian subcontinent and Southeast Asia. From early Buddhist sanc-
tuaries in India, to seventeenth-and-eighteenth-century Persianate
empires, to the Kathmandu Valley and the Malay Archipelago among
others, this essay follows a capricious itinerary that may at first catch
readers off guard. Yet, the makara iconography holds strong symbolic
resonance across these various locations, wherein it occupies a concrete
material presence, appearing as architectural fragments, water spouts,
ceremonial paraphernalia, powder flasks, and weaponry. It is from this
wide range of artifacts that the chimeric trace can be effectively gauged.
If the iconography of the makara is inherently unstable, how has it per-
sisted and transformed in these select objects? What traces remain of the
makara? Following a loose chronology, this essay begins by charting the
manifold forms of the makara, in addition to identifying the undercur-
rents of a trace that put the makara in a state of liminality. As a bound-
ary-crossing creature, the makara is also a bridging device, linking
multiple universes. The next section details how this ability is essentially
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tied to the makara’s ambivalence as a symbol bordering life and death.
Commonly positioned at the edges not unlike gargoyles, makaras often
spew out vegetation and other life forms, symbolic of the fecundity of
the lotus rhizome in Indian iconography. But the makara is as product-
ive as it is destructive, because the unfolding of life from its opening
jaws implies a simultaneous act of devouring. Moving along rhizomatic
routes, the final section posits a more radical understanding of the trace
by including the Merlion—the putative national icon of modern
Singapore—in the analysis. The Merlion, at first glimpse, may appear
incompatible and completely alien to the process of transculturation that
has engulfed the makara. Typically examined as a symbol of antiquity,
the makara appears by default to be of little relevance to contemporary
culture. But there are conjectures that point to an intriguing nexus of
influence suggestive of particular affinities between the makara and the
Merlion. This immediately puts into question the narrow constitution of
the Merlion as a national icon that essentializes local culture at the
expense of history. By deploying a broad perspective across time and
space and extending the scope of comparison to include the Merlion, the
chimeric trace of the makara reveals itself as a dynamic site for rethink-
ing the reified notions of culture.

Manifold Ways of Being Amphibious

One of the earliest manifestations of the makara can be seen in the third-
century BCE Lomas Rishi Cave of Bihar.'” A pair of makaras sits at the
lower edges of its archivolt, in front of which a row of elephants assem-
bles facing the arch. Equipped with a short but thick snout, curling
slightly upward, and a tail with a dorsal crest of spines, the makara’s like-
ness to a crocodile is striking and echoes the crocodile imagery of the
Indus period.! Later prototypes of the makara are found ornamenting
the rotundas, lintels, or pillars of Buddhist sites at Sanchi, Sarnath,
Bharhut, Amaravati, and Bodh Gaya, built between 300 BCE and 600
CE. In these reliefs, the makara varies from an elephant (Figure 1) to an
oddly ungulate crocodile (Figure 2), ending in caudal fins or scaly rear
body (Figure 3). Scrutinizing the stylistic evolution of the makara as it
was transposed from Bihar to Bharhut, archaeologist J. Ph. Vogel attrib-
utes it to the structural constraint prescribed by the architecture. The rear
body of the creature was truncated to conform to the design of rounded
corners, and hence, it is “by the force of circumstances,” Vogel continues,
that a crocodilian makara “finds itself half-metamorphosed into a fish.”'?

Scales or fins, elephantine or crocodilian semblances, the makara’s
symbolic affiliation with water is beyond doubt, for they are indices of
its ability to navigate aquatic realms. In the Buddhist jataka tales dating
from the fifth century BCE, the perils of the sea are evoked by the loom-
ing presence of makaras."> Hindu divinities, tied to the element of water
and symbolic of fertility and abundance, were later portrayed riding
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Figure 1

Architectural fragment with
elephantine makara, first century
BCE, sandstone, Sarnath, Uttar
Pradesh, photo by John C.
Huntington. Courtesy of the John C.
and Susan L. Huntington Archive of
Buddhist and Asian Art.

Figure 2

Medallion with makara, 100-80 BCE,
sandstone, Bharhut, Madhya
Pradesh, photo by John C.
Huntington. Courtesy of the John C.
and Susan L. Huntington Archive of
Buddhist and Asian Art.

Tan Zi Hao

atop makaras as their vehicle or “vabana.”'* As a vahana, the makara

is accorded significant status. Neither a complete animal nor a deity, it
is otherworldly but slightly less than divine, occupying a “liminal space”
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Figure 3

Rail coping fragment with makara,
second century, limestone,
Amaravati, Andhra Pradesh. © The
Trustees of the British Museum. All
rights reserved.

in the hierarchy of being.' Usually zoomorphic, the vahana operates

]

exactly like a “porter,” a “divine go-between,” as a result of which the
makara is by nature embroiled in the duality of life and death, since it
serves as a vehicle that enables boundary-crossing movements, linking
earthly and spiritual realms.'®

Versatile as it is, the makara is frequently presupposed as an iconog-
raphy belonging to early Indian traditions. But this geographical and cul-
tural fidelity begins to falter as one turns to ancient Greece. A lineage of
the makara is connected to the zodiac of Capricorn, whose chimeric
appearance flourished during Hellenistic times but whose origin can be
traced, further back in time, to neo-Sumerian Mesopotamia around the
late third millennium BCE, where the imagery of goat-fish was already
commonplace.!” In astrology, the makara is the Hindu equivalent of the
zodiac Capricorn.'® Both creatures have the upper torso of a land ani-
mal whose hind legs are substituted by a forked caudal fin; both share
an inherent affinity of being amphibious, since they are constituted,
unequivocally, by parts culled from terrestrial and aquatic animals.
During the reign of Augustus from 27 BCE to 14 CE, the
Mesopotamian goat-fish image gained renewed traction and was revived
as Capricorn—the emperor’s birth sign.'” The use of Capricorn was
ideologically charged with oblique reference to Augustus’s dominance
over land and sea.?’ If the makara is the divine conveyor subjecting
Hindu deities to various crossings, Capricorn is the purveyor of
Augustus’s power, exemplifying the amphibious reach of his empire.
Like the makara, the Capricorn is likewise imbued with symbolism of
prosperity and abundance, which is alluded to by its horn, a mnemonic
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Figure 4

Roman imperial coin with head of
Augustus (obverse) and Capricorn
(reverse), 17-16 BCE, silver, Colonia
Patricia. Classical Numismatic Group,
LLC. (www.cngcoins.com).
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for the cornucopia, the Horn of Plenty. At a period where prosperity
was restored through Augustus’s military prowess, Capricorn heralded
the positive rhetoric of a “Golden Age of fertility and abundance.”*!
The Augustan coinage, struck from 27 BCE onward, bearing the cornu-
copia and Capricorn steering the globe with a rudder, is indicative of
this ambition (Figure 4). “Where the cornucopia so often is linked with
Capricorn and other symbols of universal domination,” Darcy Krasne
writes, “the horn is unflinchingly associated with cosmic power.”?
From the makara to Capricorn and back, the constitutive aquatic
and terrestrial animals may vary in combination, but still they reverber-
ate within the same imaginative trace of an amphibious chimera. They
mobilize divinities and sovereigns in their conquest of geographic and
cosmic territories. Boundary-crossing makaras are not only propitious
for projecting the extent of power. Being able to stride two worlds,
makaras are potent guardians of the threshold. Strategically positioned
at gateways called torana or around the perimeter of temple architecture
in South and Southeast Asia, they demarcate the boundary of inside and
outside, of the sacred and profane.?®> A staple in Hindu-Buddhist archi-
tecture, the forama is an intricately ornamented arch populated by
legendary creatures including the makara. At the apex of this arciform
edifice is the imposing kirttimukba or kala—meaning the “face of glory”
or “time” respectively—a ferocious head-only creature that invokes
annihilation. From the head, scrolls and whorls cascade sideways to
conjure a frame that terminates in a pair of makaras. One Javanese
torana of consummate grandeur belongs to the Buddhist monument
Borobudur, built in the eighth century by the Sailendra dynasty (Figure
5). Crowning the arch is a grimacing kala, presented with bulging eyes
and fangs in sharp relief. Festoons of foliage and flowers flow from its
mouth and fringe the circumference of the torana frame. The base of
the arch curls away from the center and joins the head of makaras,
secured directly at ground level in consonance with their chthonic asso-
ciations. Buddhist initiates who once crossed the kala-makara torana
might have perceived it as a symbolic entry into the path of
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Figure 5

Kala-makara torana, eighth century,
andesite, Borobudur, Central Java,
photo by Ohannes Kurkdiian (c.
1895-1915). Rijksmuseum/Gift of
J.C.P. Bierens de Haan.

enlightenment, not only because of its sacrosanct location at the upper
galleries of Borobudur, but also due to the signification of the kala and
makara as amrta, the elixir of immortality.?*

In Java, the makara pair is usually positioned addorsed, in contradis-
tinction to the Indian forana with confronting makaras.*® Inward-facing
and confronting makaras are less common in the Southeast Asian region
because the torana imagery was not transmitted squarely from Indian
architecture, but probably reached Javanese shores via images of Hindu
deities or manuscript paintings that illustrate cusped halos and mounts
flanked by outward-facing makaras.’?® Makaras throughout Southeast
Asia are also portrayed limbless or without hind legs, unlike the four-
legged pachydermic makaras in India. The Southeast Asian variant is
consistently truncated and is more attuned to the Sinhalese makaras
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carved on the wingstones of Buddhist shrines in Anuradhapura. Direct
connection between Javanese and Sinhalese kingdoms was recorded in
an inscription dated 792 CE by the aforementioned Sailendra dynasty,
the builder of Borobudur.?” Around the ninth and tenth centuries,
Sinhalese shrines often displayed balustrades with makaras regurgitating
scrolls that terminate in volutes.”® The scrolls, symbolic of the stream of
divine waters, canopy what appears to be an idyllic scene of Kailasa, the
heavenly abode of gods.”” Once again, this signification of transcend-
ence can be ascribed to the amphibious nature of the makara as a
vahana, as a keeper of threshold, enabling the crossing of boundaries.

Besides embellishing temple complexes, the iconography of the
makara thrives on smaller-scale ceremonial paraphernalia and bodily
accouterments. Makara earrings, armlets, and even a few gold plaques
depicting makaras at the helm of Varuna—dated from the fourth to
sixth centuries—were found in the ancient cities of Oc-¢o and Pyu of
today’s Vietnam and Myanmar. That the artifacts bear strong Indian
influence, particularly of western Deccan and southern India, is suggest-
ive of early maritime exchange between South and Southeast Asia.*°
Apart from concerns for beautification and status-marking, putting on
accessories likely induces prosperity and offers protection. Among the
supreme divinities in Hinduism, makara earrings, otherwise known as
makara-kundala, adorn the earlobes of Vishnu and Siva, who are the
respective preserver and destroyer of the universe. Tied to this affiliation
is the fundamental conception of life cycle, within which boundary-
crossing makaras play an ambivalent role bridging life and death.

Thus far, the makara has been predominantly a Hindu-Buddhist affair,
but as a time-honored motif, its significance stretches beyond the ambit
of any single religion as one understands it today. A Shi‘a processional
battle standard, dated between the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
presents a disk with a pierced inscription of “Allah, Muhammad, ‘Ali,”
which is also engraved separately on the surrounding frame. Flanking the
inscription is a pair of serpentine makaras with crested heads and inter-
locking tails (Figure 6). Also called ‘alam, the standard was widespread in
the Shi‘i states of the Deccan and Safavid Iran.>' Such standards are still
being paraded during Muharram processions in Iran and in Hyderabad,
India, serving as a symbolic proxy for Imam Husain, invoking his martyr-
dom at the Battle of Karbala. The presence of makara statuettes on the
standard is unsurprising, considering the function of ‘alam as “a kind of
transtemporal threshold or passageway,” which engenders the commem-
oration of a martyred hero of a distant past.>?

The variegated and omnipresent iconography of the makara attests
to the longue durée of a chimeric trace, within which no single makara
mirrors another. Each manifestation secures a style befitting specific
locales, and yet, altogether they suggest symbolic parallels, which are
evidence of transcultural encounters that are the primary focus of this
essay. Iconographically and ontologically, the makara emerges as a node
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Figure 6

Processional standard (‘alam), late
seventeenth—early eighteenth
century, brass, probably in
Hyderabad, Deccan. The
Metropolitan Museum of Art/Friends
of Islamic Art Gifts.

of connections: as an iconography, the makara traverses plateaus and
eras, embarking upon transregional and transoceanic routes, undermin-
ing rigid categories of culture and religion; and yet, as a chimera in and
of itself, connections inhere within its figuration. An amphibious crea-
ture of connecting terrestrial and aquatic animals, the makara steers
divinities as a vahana, inasmuch as it delineates the threshold on a
torana or an ‘alam, essentially providing a means through which to tran-
scend boundaries and to move about multiple realms.

Rhizomatic Life: Extrusion in Succession

More than being a node of connections, the makara is an extension of
sorts whose open muzzle is a source of fecundity. Foliated scrolls and
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figurines, from lotuses to demigods or warriors, invariably extrude from
the mouth of the makara. In Southeast Asia, besides anthropomorphic
figurines, there are lions, birds, nagas, and so on. As has been suggested
above, fertility is symptomatic of the makara’s life-giving and life-sustain-
ing potency. The art historian Ananda K. Coomaraswamy is particularly
illuminating when he compares a makara with the nodes of a submerged
lotus rhizome in early Indian iconography. The imagery of the “rhizome,
with nodes at regular intervals,” he writes, “throws off flowers and leav-
es,” providing a visual basis for the “vegetative meander... springing
from a makara’s jaws.”>> Resemblance between the two, however, is not
merely morphological. Following Coomaraswamy, the archaeologist
F.D.K. Bosch aptly reminds us that both “share an important biological
function, viz. the power to bring forth vegetation.”** It is in this almost
organic aptitude for bestowing life that the makara is rhizomatic, in a lit-
eral as well as in a Deleuzo-Guattarian sense, since it extrudes life forms
that thrive and metamorphose beyond itself.*

At the Patan Durbar Square in the Kathmandu Valley, a makara
water spout or hitimanga in Newari, dated 570 CE by an inscription of
the Lichchhavi dynasty, accentuates the creature’s fecundity with succes-
sive extrusions of life (Figure 7).>® Cantilevered out over the pool of
water below it, the makara presents an imposing appearance, with glar-
ing eyes and thick lush brows. From its jaws, a mustached water buffalo
is extruded, which in turn, extrudes a fish that issues forth water. Its ele-
phantine trunk curls upward and seamlessly morphs into a garuda,
which is crowned with three intertwining naga serpents. Typical of other
water spouts in the area, another aquatic animal, in this case a fish, is
firmly affixed on the back of the makara. Here, a single water spout is
constituted by a total of five animal kinds. By the late Malla period
around the seventeenth century, a different variant of the hitimanga pro-
liferated. A notable example can be found in Bhaktapur (Figure 8).
Rendered in gilt repoussé brass dated to 1688, the makara is fleshier
and less angular. It ejects only a ram, but the entire cantilever is
crowded by a vivid panoply of largely aquatic animals, such as a duck,
frog, tortoise, snake, crocodile, and others.>” Complicitous with this
radical transformation is the notion of fertility implicit in the makara,
operating like a rhizome from which life multiplies.

The explosive parturition of life that came to envelop the Bhaktapur
hitimanga betokens a probable homage to the imagery of composite
beasts prevalent in Mughal art.>® Mughal composites are constituted by
contorted animal or human figures, fitting snugly against one another to
form the silhouette of an elephant, camel, or horse.>’ More can be
gleaned from an exquisite Mughal ivory powder flask of the seventeenth
century (Figure 9). The flask depicts scenes of animals devouring one
another, but taken together, the entire flask is itself a fish-shaped com-
posite.* Among the turbulent crowd are two crocodilian makaras,
respectively carved on either end of the flask. On one end, a bird takes



Figure 7

Makara water spout, 570, stone,
Patan Durbar Square, Lalitpur, photo
by Thomas Schrom. Digital Archive of
Nepalese Arts and Monuments.

Figure 8

Makara water spout, 1688, brass,
Bhaktapur Durbar Square,
Bhaktapur. Wikimedia Commons.
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flight from a makara’s mouth; on the other, an antelope leaps to escape
from a feline predator, yet, it also appears to have escaped from a
makara, much larger in scale and with an upturned snout, positioned
exactly below the antelope’s bending forelegs. Less dramatic but no less
enigmatic depictions of the makara are found in north-west Indian pow-
der flasks around the eighteenth century. In an example reminiscent of
the hitimanga in Nepal, a ram leaps out from a makara, whose trunk
transforms into another animal (Figure 10). At the Museum of Islamic
Art, Doha, there is a gilded wooden powder flask featuring a makara
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Figure 9

Powder primer flask with animal
figures, late seventeenth century,
ivory with gilt metal spanner, Mughal
Empire. Los Angeles County of Art/
Giift of Corinne and Don Whitaker.

extruding a fish while its spotted body artfully blends into the spotted
train of a peacock. The peacock’s body in turn curls supplely forward
to complete the circumference of the nautilus-shaped flask.*!

The makara heads that occupy the various Mughal powder flasks
bear considerable resonance with some of the zoomorphic cannons
found in Indian forts. At the Mehrangarh Fort of Rajasthan, an eight-
eenth-century cannon assumes the form of a makara with a crested head
and a bulbous snout, closely resembling the makaras on the ivory pow-
der flask. The Bijapur Fort hosts an earlier extant cannon, the biggest in
India when it was cast in 1549. The gargantuan Malik-i-Maidan
presents a leonine head with elongated canines, seizing a miniatured ele-
phant with its open maw.** From powder flasks to cannons, embattled
creatures impart to the artifacts a talismanic quality, protecting the users
from impending dangers.** Applied to shooting accouterments and
destructive artillery, the iconography of the makara, more than any-
thing, emanates apotropaic power. If not already apparent, there is an
underlying ambivalence in this symbolic articulation of power: the pres-
ervation of life is expressed through the makara’s destructive force. Life
is expelled from as much as it is devoured by the makara.

In Thailand as in India, incremental multiplication of lives originating
from a makara’s mouth can be equally observed. Early monastic archi-
tecture, such as the storeyed Wat Ku Kut, built in Hariphunchai in the
eleventh century and renovated two centuries after, showcases makara
heads framing the niches of standing Buddhas, extruding only festoons.
Since the establishment of Lan Na and Sukhothai kingdoms around the
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, makaras almost always spew out
nagas.** Flanking the stairways of Wat Chedi Luang in Chiang Mai,
designed in Lan Na style, are makaras clumsily lying at the base of the
pyramidal structure, and from each of their mouths spawns a formid-
able five-headed naga. The central naga head is the most colossal and



Figure 10

Priming flask with makara head,
eighteenth century, horn and ivory,
Rajasthan. The Metropolitan Museum
of Art/Bequest of George C. Stone.
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thereafter the others diminish sideways. All five mimic the menacing
posture of a hooded cobra. The multiplication of life forms has persisted
in different ways even until the recent past. At the main stairway of Wat
Buppharam, for instance, one witnesses a makara extruding a second
makara that extrudes a three-headed naga (Figure 11). Upon reaching
the intermediate landing of the stairs, the succession of lives continues
unabated with yet another makara extruding a second, a third, and a
fourth makara, before ceasing with a five-headed naga (Figure 12). In
this incessant extrusion of lives, the makara’s fecundity is dramatized
twofold, threefold, fourfold. But there is an ambivalence in this rhizo-
matic reiteration, for on a subsidiary balustrade wall of the same temple
complex is the famous Buddhist adage: “Time always devours all crea-
tures along with itself,”* and resting atop the balustrade are brightly
painted makaras partaking in a stream of parturition, or perhaps in
manic cannibalization (Figure 13). Bear in mind that “Time” is herein
read as “kala,” the destroyer of all things, customarily positioned at the
center of the kala-makara torana. A Thai Buddhist scholar regards the
devouring makaras as an illustration of the surrendering of one’s ego,
thus paraphrased by Carol Stratton, “the purpose of having different
creatures combined with the makara might be to deny the sin of pride:
the naga is not the only one able to offer protection.”*®

The current of life that runs through the makara is not always unidir-
ectional. Whether the makara is extruding or devouring life very much
depends on the eye of the beholder. The iconography of the makara is
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Figure 11

Naga-makara balustrades, Wat
Buppharam, Chiang Mai. Courtesy of
Samak Kosem.

Figure 12

Naga-makara balustrades, Wat
Buppharam, Chiang Mai. Courtesy of
Samak Kosem.

steeped in ambivalence. As a liminal and amphibious creature, as a div-
ine go-between, the makara wavers between parturition and destruction,
it engenders and dissolves life, emblematic of the symbolic ambivalence
of waters in Hinduism.*” To return to the etymology of the Sanskrit
word “makara,” the creature is quite explicitly a crocodile and as noted
above shares the terrifying designation of “sumsumara” in the Buddhist
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Figure 13

Balustrade with makara extruding
another makara and mon, Wat
Buppharam, Chiang Mai. The caption
says: “Time always devours all
creatures along with itself.” Courtesy
of Malcolm Tattersall.
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jataka, meaning the “baby-killer.”*® Moreover, the makara’s natural affin-
ity with the Hindu god of desire, Kaimadeva, is attributed to the appetite of
a crocodile, and its upturned snout is compared to the enlarged proboscis
of a male gharial, harvested by local communities for its aphrodisiac prop-
erties.*” Having life-giving and life-threatening potency, the figure of the
crocodile already allegorizes the ambivalence of the life cycle, a symbolic
element that is to permeate the iconography of the makara.

In the unremitting unfolding of the life cycle, the iconography has
not survived unscathed. As the makara extrudes and extends without
reserve its creative and destructive power, it likewise dissolves into
abstract foliation. Such metamorphosis occurs in greater likelihood at
the extremities of the makara. Its trunk, tail, and paws, as tentacular
statements of potency, are more susceptible to distortion, foliation, and
parturition (Figure 14).°° In Southeast Asia, foliated scrollwork amount-
ing to an aggressive encroachment of tendrils is typically chiseled on
makara heads located at the edges of religious monuments (Figure 15).%!
The tendrils envelop the familiar curvature of the makara, whose “body
has usually disappeared by transformation, and the paws have disap-
peared ... often the makara has left only [a] trace,” as R. Morton Smith
observes.>? This is the trace of a rhizome—the distinctive extrusion, the
spiraling outward movement that results in the flux of becoming—intrin-
sic to the genesis of the makara. The decorative foliation into which
makaras disappear is commonly known in Indonesia as pilin tegar,
which translates as “recalcitrant spiral.”> As a motif, recalcitrant spirals
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Figure 14

Makara with lion in its mouth,
800-925, bronze, Java.
Rijksmuseum/Vereniging van
Vrienden der Aziatische Kunst.
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capture the energetic and rhizomatic elements of life, according artists
and craftsmen fertile grounds for creative indulgence.’* As a connecting
device, the spiraling movement brings about tendrils that engender ever-
more tendrils and connections, mirroring the successive extrusion of life
forms springing from a makara. Each foliation is an issuance of life and
a connection to come.

There exists another factor as to why the makara succumbs to the
lush of vegetation. In the Malay Archipelago, abstract foliation could
index the Islamic injunction against figurative representation, and as a
result, “the makara has evolved into the leaf.”%® But it could also be
read contrariwise as an illustration of the deepening of spirituality cen-
tral to esoteric Islam.>® The klewang sword, familiar to the Muslim
communities in Sumatra and Lombok, often presents a makara head on
its hilt completely covered with delicate filigree (Figure 16). While its
face is abstracted beyond recognition, the head as a whole remains gen-
erally intact, the trunk is still visible amidst heavy rinceaux that form
the pommel. At the center of the grip are two small round protrusions
resembling the eyes, retaining the zoomorphic qualities of the makara.
Zoomorphism may lend a talismanic quality to traditional weapons in
the region, which is believed to render the user invulnerable (kebal).’”
The blade of a klewang may in some cases be engraved with an Islamic
inscription to further amplify this purpose. But aside from being an
instrument of power, the appearance of a makara on the hilts of swords
or daggers signals the intrinsic ability of weaponry: it brings one into
closer proximity to matters of life and death.’®

In its lush of vegetation, the makara has morphed into life forms
beyond itself, leaving only a trace. A vegetated makara is a microcosm
of connections, where every recalcitrant spiral marks, in miniature,



Figure 15

Makara water spout, tenth century,
andesite, Java. The Metropolitan
Museum of Art/Gift of Cynthia
Hazen Polsky.
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several other makaras, several folds to infinity. Spirals beget spirals; spi-
rals efface spirals. It is in this sense that the makara iconography is
inherently “unstable and in perpetual becoming,” to reiterate Viennot’s
remark.’” Bosch further recognizes that it is the makara’s implicit identi-
fication with the lotus rhizome that enables the motif’s transformative
potential. “For in consequence of this identification,” Bosch continues,
“on the one hand the makara-figure was subjected to strong influences
on the part of the parvan [nodes of the lotus rhizome] resulting in the
former assuming, wholly or partly, vegetable forms, whereas on the
other hand the parvan-figure was influenced by the monster-motif pro-
ducing parvan-forms with distinct makara-character.”®® A leitmotif
comes to the fore among the connections ensuing from the chimeric
trace of the makara. What remains perspicuous is the ambivalent trace
of life unfolding in a rhizomatic fashion. By and large, it is this ambiva-
lence that guarantees the makara’s perduring legacy of transculturation.
Through the constant extrusion and dissolution of life, the makara offers
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Figure 16

Klewang sword with abstracted
makara hilt, nineteenth century,
pattern welded iron, buffalo horn,
silver, and wood, Indonesia.
Mandarin Mansion. Courtesy of
Peter Dekker.

a visual foundation upon which translation and localization take place,
from the Kathmandu Valley to the Malay Archipelago and others, often
at odds with the presupposed fixity of culture.

Chimeric Affinities: Between the Makara and the Merlion

The discussion thus far gives an impression that the makara iconog-
raphy is confined to antiquity, but exemplary of the longue durée frame-
work, the chimeric trace has a far wider temporal expanse, extending
even to modern national imagination such as the Merlion.

In the modern city-state of Singapore, a towering statue of a half-lion
and half-fish chimera called the Merlion stands facing the Marina Bay
(Figure 17). The original design of the Merlion symbol is credited to
Alec Fraser-Brunner, the curator of the Van Kleef Aquarium. Intended
to be the logo of the Singapore Tourist Promotion Board (STPB, cur-
rently known as the Singapore Tourism Board) in 1964, the Merlion
was devised to market Singapore abroad. Its resemblance to the legend-
ary sea-lions in European heraldry is evident, so much so that the STPB
had to remark parenthetically that “the Merlion [is] (not a sea-lion)” to
refute its colonial imprint.! In spite of STPB’s change of logo in 1997,
it has become a national mascot indelibly etched in the minds of citizens
and international tourists as the “symbol of Singapore.”®* Beyond the
purpose of tourism, the artificiality of the symbol has spurred public
debates and a spectrum of literary riposte: the Merlion is lambasted by
Singaporean poets as a “grotesque” and “limbless” monstrosity of
“some post-Chernobyl nightmare,” yet, it is “a face poets love to woo,”
and for reasons both positive and contentious, it has retained an

uncanny position in Singapore’s cultural milieu.®?



Figure 17

Merlion statue, 1972, cement
reinforced with steel frame, Merlion
Park, Singapore. Author’s photo.
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The Merlion has crossed path with the makara in a peculiar manner.
In a reader’s letter published in The Straits Times in 1999, the author
Wilfred Hamilton-Shimmen®* claimed that “the myth of the Merlion ...
had been based on and adapted from an existing mythological fable.
This myth, in fact, is based on the makara, a fabulous half-fish, half-ele-
phant creature.”®® Perhaps, as the “half-fish, half-elephant” makara ven-
tures into Singapore, it reinvents itself as the half-fish, half-lion Merlion.
The amalgamation of a fish’s tail and lion’s head is not by random
chance but is deliberately chosen to expound a chimeric idea integral to
the imagining of Singapore as a modern nation-state. The lion head rep-
resents Singapore’s epithet, the “Lion City.” The epithet harks back to
the sixteenth- or seventeenth-century Malay manuscript Sejarab Melayu
or the Malay Annals, which chronicles the founding of Singapore by the
Sumatran prince Sri Tri Buana. Upon seeing a lion (singa) on the
Temasek island, Sri Tri Buana decided to rename the place as
“Singapura.”®® The fish body that completes the Merlion, on the other
hand, points to the former name “Temasek,” meaning a lake or sea in
Javanese. “In view of the change of name from Temasek to Singapura in
ancient times,” a STPB spokesperson reportedly stated in 1964, “the
emblem of a lion with a fish tail emerging from the sea would not be an
inappropriate emblem with which to perpetuate the Malay legend con-
cerning the foundation of Singapore.”®” With the lion and fish com-
pressed into one, the Merlion unreservedly conflates the old and new
appellations of the island, re-appropriating the Malay foundational myth
for a national purpose.®® But this compression invariably comes with a
developmentalist tinge, for the Merlion is also an oblique reference to
the progressive outlook of Singapore that has purportedly metamor-
phosed from a “fishing village” to a “roaring lion city.”®” It is not a
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stretch to assert that the Merlion mirrors Augustus’s Capricorn that sig-
nifies the Roman Empire’s universal domination over space, namely,
over land and sea. Except, it is time rather than space that the Merlion
encapsulates. The amphibious Merlion provides a template upon which
multiple chronotopes or time-space configurations could be melded to
form a singular whole. Miraculously coalescing into its chimeric figur-
ation are the chronotopes of Temasek and Singapura, of a village and a
city, of the bygone and the future. Taken together, they add to the
image of modern Singapore, then a newly independent nation, a thin
veneer of historical legitimacy.

The Merlion is touched by the makara in more concrete terms that
attest to the various crossings and connections laid out so far. This
comes through clearly in Hamilton-Shimmen’s remark on the Merlion.
To return to his letter: “If my memory does not fail me, it was a ‘Mr
Kwok’ (originally from Malacca)”® who conceptualised the myth of the
Merlion ... based on the makara... found in Malacca and believed to
be a relic of Hinduism.””' Diverging from the official account that
regards Alec Fraser-Brunner as the designer of the Merlion, Hamilton-
Shimmen’s hunch is suggestive of an alternative genealogy, centered on
transcultural routes rather than national roots. The conjecture was soon
followed up in another reader’s letter by Gan Yung Chyan, who
deduced that Mr Kwok was “a Malaysian Chinese working in
Singapore.””? Cementing the relation between the two amphibious chi-
meras is Gan’s compelling headline “Merlion and Makara Symbolise
Protection.””® He surmised that “the Merlion is a clever adaptation
from the Malacca makara. Both mythical creatures depict a search for a
social philosophy and symbolise protection.””* Gan’s postulation was
more a matter of judgment than research, but his analogy was not
entirely inapt.

Who exactly is “Mr Kwok”? In 1981, The Straits Times published a
news article bemoaning the lack of recognition for “the man behind the
Merlion.””® Headlined “Merlion Design Based on Piece of Work by Sai
Kheong,” the article paid tribute to a polymath who had recently passed
away and whose contribution to Singapore was immense but little
known. The polymath’s full name is Kwan Sai Kheong. As a bureaucrat,
Kwan held multiple portfolios from Permanent Secretary and Director
of Education in the Ministry of Education to Ambassador to the
Philippines. Kwan also dabbled in the arts, he majored in painting at
the Royal College of Art in London and had produced political cartoons
for the local press.”® Upon his passing, his daughter Margaret Kwan
lamented: “one of my father’s pieces of art was used as the design for
the Merlion ... There has been no publicity about this because my father
didn’t want it.””” One may hazard a guess that Hamilton-Shimmen’s
“Mr Kwok” is in fact “Mr Kwan,” for it was Kwan Sai Kheong who
finalized the design of the Merlion statue with sculptor Lim Nang Seng
between 1971 and 1972.7% An oral interview with a sixty-eight-year-old
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Lim in 1984 reveals further clues: “The Merlion originates from a col-
lage of cut-out pictures, it is not designed. Lately a gentleman has passed
away, he was a painter, in the Ministry of Education, he was also an
artist, but I can’t remember his name, he designed the logo for the
Singapore Tourism Board, I have forgotten [his name].””® Not by coinci-
dence, Kwan, like “Mr Kwok,” was born in Melaka.

There exists a makara stone in Melaka (Figure 18), as already noted
by Hamilton-Shimmen in his letter. “In 1959,” he recalled, “it was still
in full view at the Malacca River bank, near the ‘Red Stadthuys’.” He
further elaborated that “the Malacca makara is considered to be allied
more closely to the Sumatran type.”%® Hamilton-Shimmen was no his-
torian but was well informed as an author known for his “habitual
excursions into history.”®" The provenance of this relic remains enig-
matic and has fallen under occasional spotlight among archaeologists.
Dated to the eleventh century, the makara fragment is reminiscent of the
Javanese and Sumatran makaras examined above. It belongs to a balus-
trade of a ruin now lost, and since nothing else accompanies its discov-
ery, it is regarded as a “solitary clue to a vanished chapter of Malacca
history.”®? Given its isolated discovery, archaeologist John N. Miksic is
suspicious of the putative origin, suggesting that the makara in Melaka
was “probably made elsewhere,”®?
similar makara fragments are found. Not without irony, he further con-
jectures that the makara “may have been brought from Singapore” only

most likely in Java or Sumatra where

to be “brought to Melaka” at a later date.®* Following the trajectory of
these various crossings, the imagery of makara appears to have traveled
from present-day Indonesia to Singapore, and to Malaysia, before
returning to Singapore, to be reinvented as the Merlion. The chimeric
trace of the makara, laid bare by Hamilton-Shimmen’s conjectures and
many more to follow, unfolds like a rhizome. The Merlion monument is
a result of ambiguous itineraries detached from hegemonic national nar-
ratives. Can there be a longue durée of the Merlion? What if the
Merlion has a history that precedes the very genesis of Singapore, pre-
ceding even Sri Tri Buana’s sighting of an unusual beast? The upright
posture of the Merlion statue today, originally seated at the mouth of
the Singapore River, is perhaps a nod to the makara stone then seated
on the bank of the Melaka River, bracing the wind as it gazes upon the
horizon with resolute poise, inspiring a “Mr Kwok” who would live a
life envisioning chimeras yet to be named.

The Chimeric Trace

Using a selection of monuments and objects as waypoints, this essay has
sought to demonstrate how the makara has undergone a protracted ser-
ies of translation and localization. The chimeric trace is a matter of
routes rather than roots.®’ In tracing the transcultural resonance across
the various manifestations of the makara, certain themes have become



360

Figure 18

Makara stone, granite, Melaka, photo
by G.P. Rouffaer. Koninklijk Instituut
voor Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde.
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more notable. As a vahana for deities, as a guardian figure of gateways,
the makara is an apotropaic boundary object, it demarcates and regi-
ments the boundaries between the sacred and profane, between life and
death. Its amphibious composition makes it a bridging device, connect-
ing and extending multiple life forms in a rhizomatic fashion analogous
to the lotus rhizome in Indian iconography. The rhizomatic routes of
the makara is testimony to the pliability of the iconography. Found
bedecking the entrances of Hindu-Buddhist edifices, and yet, carved in
vegetated abstraction on the hilts of Islamic weaponry, the makara tran-
scends rigid cultural and religious categories in unpredictable ways.
Approaching the makara from a longue durée perspective, this essay
has stressed the inflection of form that have come to discern the chi-
meric trace of the makara, specifically across South and Southeast Asia,
so as to scrutinize the hegemonic assumptions on the fixity of culture.
Postulations of historical links, of bridging narratives, reveal certain con-
nections to come. From the makara to the Merlion, the migration of
ideas offers an imaginative field that defies methodological nationalism.
Comparative research through the longue durée framework becomes
imperative to permit a broader historical inspection of the protean trans-
formation of an iconography. In viewing the migration of ideas as a
trace, this essay calls for a more nuanced and polyvalent reading of
iconography, for the Derridean trace occupies a presence that
“dislocates, displaces, and refers beyond itself,” and yet, it is “still read-
able, and remains read.”®® In the process of perpetual becoming, it has
become improbable to pinpoint exactly where the makara ceases being
itself and mutates instead into vegetation, into the Merlion, or into
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other kindred chimeras. But the very trace of the makara, and its chi-

meric and amphibious quality, is still readable and remains read.
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