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One of the most pervasive and persistent indicators of Buddhist activity in first millennium Southeast Asia is the presence of clay miniature icons and shrines. They are offered by devotees to acquire merit according to Buddhist practice, and to petition for divine intervention. Thus they may be understood as ‘ex-voto’ offerings. They can also have another dimension, to serve as a form of reliquary; on these occasions ash or other corporeal remains of a revered monk are added to the clay mix prior to sun-baking or firing.  

They have long been a simple and inexpensive means by which Buddhist devotees could accrue spiritual merit, and are closely linked to the cult of bodhisattvas and taras in Mahayana and Vajrayana Buddhist systems. The production of these votives is pervasive in those regions which followed these schools of Buddhism, notably medieval eastern India and the Himalayan region which was the primary heir to that tradition, East Asia and Southeast Asia where new evidence is emerging of the extent of these practices.      

The clay impressions are pressed by hand from matrixes, usually metal but also of fired ceramic. Clay votives have been recovered archaeologically and by chance finds from both monastic and forest-retreat sites throughout the mainland and peninsular regions of Southeast Asia, and from western Indonesia. The earliest finds are associated with Pyu settlements in lower-central Burma and Thailand, and from Srivijayan-period Thai peninsular sites. They essentially belong to period 600 to 1000 AD, and their appearance in Southeast would seem to reflect renewed devotional interest in this period in the making of offering and relic objects as a meritorious act. This activity was sanctioned by a number of Buddhist texts of the period and described by the Chinese pilgrim Yijing (635-713) in India during his sojourn there in the late seventh century.  

Recent shipwreck evidence from the Java Sea also points to an intra-regional trade in Buddhist paraphernalia, including copper matrixes for the making of votives of Buddhist deities and stupas. Newly reported mouldings from southern and central Vietnam establish the extent of the penetration of successive waves of Buddhist cults there and point to active and protracted connections between the monastic communities of mainland and insular Southeast Asia. The expanding use of these practices are directly linked to the rising popularity of Mahayanist teachings throughout Asia in the later first millennium, and point the complex matrix of cults favoured by local devotees, knowledge of which is otherwise lost to us.
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