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AUTHORITY AND AESTHETIC
PRACTICES IN SOUTH AND SOUTHEAST ASIA
The French program Autoritas, a project funded by PSL (Paris Sciences & Lettres
University), investigates the relationship between modes of authority and aesthetic
practices from South Asia to Southeast Asia.
The project is conducted jointly by four French research units: The CASE (Center for
Southeast Asian Studies), the CEIAS (Center for South Asian Studies), the LAS (Social
Anthropology Laboratory) and the GSRL (Societies, Religions & Secularities Group).
By opening a dialogue among historians, art historians, epigraphists and archaeologists on the one hand, and anthropologists and ethnomusicologists on the other, the
EHESS, the EFEO, the College de France and the EPHE pool their resources together
to conduct research aimed at examining the relationship between aesthetic phenomena and authority.
Aesthetic pratices, in their material and immaterial manifestations, are often associated with modes of legitimation of authority, whether political, religious, or of
some other type. From South Asia to Maritime Southeast Asia, aesthetic forms and
practices, be they visual, musical, choreographic, theatrical, or narrative (or a combination of these), contribute to the establishment of legitimacy. Over time, arts
have undergone various forms of circulation, valorization, devalorization, interdiction, reinvention, re-appropriation, and emulation. Sometimes censored, they have
also encouraged resistance and challenges to established authority.
From the dances and orchestras in palace pavilions to the singing troupes affiliated
with temples to the towering statuary of the great Hindu-Buddhist monuments, from
origin narratives to the four-color wood engravings produced by some Austronesian
societies, we seek to understand an array of aesthetic forms in relation to authority
in societies ranging from kingdoms and sultanates to the stateless. These aesthetic
forms and practices all have something in common: they are inextricably bound up
with certain modes of politico-religious efficacy. What is at stake, then, is to think
about the nature of this efficacy as it relates to authority—very broadly understood
at this preliminary stage as that which makes it possible to maintain socio-cosmic
order. We will also think about the suppression of certain aesthetic forms, some of
which are still banned today.
Research Institutions: École des Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales (EHESS with
Centre Asie du Sud-Est [CASE] and Centre d’Études de l’Inde et de l’Asie du Sud
[CEIAS]), École Française d’Extrême Orient (EFEO), École Pratique des Hautes Études
(EPHE), Collège de France.
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COMMITTEES

Scientific committee
Nathalie Clayer (historian, EHESS)
Kathy Foley (performing arts scholar, University of California, Santa Cruz)
James Fox (anthropologist, Australian National University)
Sheldon Pollock (historian, Columbia University)
Amina Taha-Hussein Okada (curator, Musée National des Arts Asiatiques - Guimet)
Philip Yampolsky (ethnomusicologist, University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign)

Organization committee
(members of the Autoritas Research Group)
Michel Boivin (CEIAS - Centre d’Etude de l’Inde et de l’Asie du Sud - CNRS/EHESS)
Pascal Bourdeaux (GSRL - Groupe Sociétés Religions laïcités/EPHE - Ecole Pratique
des Hautes Etudes)
Elsa Clavé (Goethe University/CASE - Centre Asie du Sud-Est - CNRS/EHESS/INALCO)
Gabriel Facal (CASE - Centre Asie du Sud-Est - CNRS/EHESS/INALCO)
Tiziana Leucci (CEIAS - Centre d’Etude de l’Inde et de l’Asie du Sud - CNRS/EHESS)
Delphine Ortis (INaLCO - Institut National des langues et Civilisations Orientales)
Hélène Poitevin (CASE - Centre Asie du Sud-Est - CNRS/EHESS/INALCO)
Dana Rappoport (CASE - Centre Asie du Sud-Est - CNRS/EHESS/INALCO)
Jeff Roy (CEIAS - Centre d’Etude de l’Inde et de l’Asie du Sud - CNRS/EHESS)
Paul Sorrentino (CASE - Centre Asie du Sud-Est - CNRS/EHESS/INALCO)
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CALL FOR PAPERS
In its material and immaterial manifestations, art is often associated with different forms of
authority. Sometimes confused with the notion of power, authority can be distinguished as the
capacity of agents to act on the social body through means other than coercion (Arendt 1972
[1958]). Beyond the different forms of domination proper to political power, authority thus appears as the foundation of the symbolic institution of the social.
The different legitimation strategies on which authority is based (Weber 1914, 1916) imply representational systems that vary depending on the society. These are made operative through an
array of means, which are social, religious, political and economic, but also ethical and aesthetic.
The aesthetic dimension plays a particularly important role in the dynamics of authority in South
and Southeast Asia, two large regional areas that were already connected before the Common Era
through commercial, political and cultural exchange networks. The various contexts thus gave
rise to an array of regional dynamics, which in turn need to be studied as much in their particularity as in their link to circulated models.
We consider aesthetic forms — whether graphic, plastic, musical, choreographic, iconic, theatrical, or narrative (or a combination of these) — as “practices” rather than “art works”. Refuting
the ethnocentrism of thinking in terms of “object”, Jean-Marie Schaeffer (2004) suggests we give
up this category in favor of the idea of the aesthetic dimension as a relationship to the world.
This analytical perspective sheds light on the representational modes operative in South and Southeast Asian societies. The relationships that these representations maintain are to be thought of
as processes, transformations, interdependencies and interactions rather than as objects. Thus,
the conference proposes an analysis of aesthetic phenomena that is not centered on a notion of
the object, but rather on that of the “aesthetic relationship”, thereby insisting just as much on
shaping processes as on the operational mode of these aesthetic practices. In addition, this approach aims to account for the way in which the societies stage themselves in order to project a
certain image of the self. Furthermore, we will examine how, over time, aesthetic practices have
been valorized, re-appropriated, circulated and re-invented, but have also undergone censure or
produced resistances that have fed into challenges to established powers.
Through the dances as well as orchestras welcomed in palace courts, singing groups affiliated
with temples, the statuary of the great Hindu-Buddhist monuments, origin narratives, and the
wood engravings of Austronesian societies, we will ask ourselves how the deployment of aesthetic
practices contributes to the shaping of authority. The goal is to examine the way in which visual,
sonic, and poetic forms contribute to the exercise of authority by giving it a sensory form, and
through what aesthetic means societies manifest relationships to authority. What checks are they
subject to, and what are their modes of resilience in the face of change? To what extent can they
sidestep the political programs in which they are developed so as to become vectors of opposition?
This conference intends to think comparatively about the relationship between aesthetic phenomena and authority in a region that ranges from stateless societies to kingdoms and sultanates,
via various types of State models. The participants will present the historical and social background of the examined fieldwork locations and, if relevant, the cosmologies and operative classification systems, in order to contextualize the practices studied. The description of specialists of
the forms as well as the study of the forms themselves will enable us to address the mechanisms
through which authority is shaped. Finally, the processes of transmission, perpetuation, disappearance, and resilience of practices will serve as leads for reflection on the modes of legitimation of
authority and the power struggles they initiate. These relationships can translate into reification
of heritage, recuperation for nationalist or nativist discourses, resistances and challenges to es9

tablished powers — all of which will then be analyzed in accordance with the dynamics proper to
each studied case.
This meeting will gather together researchers from several social science fields (history, art
history, literature, archaeology, epigraphy, ethnomusicology, ethnochoreology, social anthropology) and several cultural areas, inviting a dialogue between scholars of South and Southeast Asia.

REFERENCES
Arendt, Hannah, 1972 [1st edition in English: 1968], La crise de la culture, Paris, Folio.
Schaeffer, Jean-Marie, 2004, « Objets esthétiques ? », L’homme, vol.170: 25-46.
Weber, Max, 2014 (1914), La Domination, translation by Isabelle Kalinowski, Paris: La Découverte.
Weber, Max, 2003 (1916), Hindouisme et Bouddhisme, translation by Isabelle Kalinowski and
Roland Lardinois, Paris: Flammarion.
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ROOM LOCATION
The conference is hosted by Ecole Normale Supérieure, from Paris Sciences et Lettres University
(PSL). It will take place at room Paul Celan on the ground floor. After the main entrance of the
building, the room Paul Celan is on the right, close to the garden.
Due to the “plan vigipirate”, your ID card will be asked at the entrance.
ECOLE NORMALE SUPÉRIEURE
ROOM PAUL CELAN
45, RUE D’ULM
75005 PARIS
Transportation:
RER B (Luxembourg station)
Metro Line 7 (Place monge station)
Metro Line 10 (Cluny-la Sorbonne station)

Cluny la sorbonne
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CONFERENCE TIMETABLE
WEDNESDAY 23 MAY 2018
PANEL 1 - AESTHETIC PRACTICES AND SOCIAL STATUS THROUGH TIME
Chairperson: Jeff Roy (Post Doc Autoritas, Paris)
9:00 - Coffee
9:15-9:30 • Opening Remarks: Dana Rappoport (CNRS-CASE, Paris) & Tiziana Leucci
(CNRS-CEIAS, Paris)
9:30-10:30 • Keynote Address: Lakshmi Subramanian (Centre for Studies in Social
Sciences, India) - Articulating an aesthetics for Indian classical music in the
20th century: Revising the “theory -practice binary”
10:30-10:50 • Richard Widdess (SOAS, University of London) - Music and authority in the
Kathmandu Valley
10:50-11:10 • Annabel Vallard (CNRS-CASE, Paris), Bérénice Bellina (CNRS-Prétech, Nanterre), Olivier Evrard (IRD-Paloc, Paris) - From pebbles to necklaces. Aesthetic experiences and regimes of authority among ancient bead collectors
in Thailand
11:10-11:40 - Break
11:40-12:00 • Marie Lecomte-Tilouine (CNRS-LAS, Paris) - What artefacts may tell us or
hide from us about power. How do we read the pillars at the Ningla Saini
Temple?
12:00-12:20 • Marine Schoettel (EPHE-Mondes iranien et indien, Paris) - The iconography
of deification statues in the Majapahit period (1294–1486 CE)
12:20-13:00 • Discussion - Discussant: Pascal Bourdeaux (EPHE-GSRL, Paris)
13:00-14:30 - Lunch
PANEL 2 - FORMS AND EMBODIMENTS OF POWER
Chairperson: Ingrid le Gargasson (Université Sorbonne-Nouvelle - Paris 3, MII, CREM)
14:30-15:30 • Keynote Address: James Fox (ANU, Australia) -The aesthetic authority of
ritual language: Oral composition, narrative integrity and revelatory performance
15:30-15:50 • Mulaika Hijjas (SOAS, University of London) - The dragon betel stand and
the genealogy of sultans: Malay royal regalia as embodiments of authority
15:50-16:10 • Sylvain Brocquet (TDMAM, Université Aix-Marseille) - When the king pretends to be a writer: From authorship to authority
16:10-16:40 - Break
16:40-17:00 • Dana Rappoport (CNRS-CASE, Paris) - Authority and orality in eastern Insulindia (Flores, Indonesia)
17:00-17:20 • Ektaa Jain (Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi) - Performing power through
clothing
17:20-18:00 • Discussion - Discussant: Elsa Clavé (Institut für Ostasiatische Philologien,
Goethe-Universität Frankfurt am Main)
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THURSDAY 24 MAY 2018
PANEL 3 - EXPERIENCES AND EXPRESSIONS OF THE SOCIO-COSMIC ORDER
Chairperson: Annabel Vallard (CNRS-CASE, Paris)
9:30-9:50 •
9:50-10:10 •
10:10-10:30 •
10:30-10:50 •

11:20-12:00 •

9:00-9:30 - Coffee
Lawrence Chua (Syracuse University School of Architecture/Freiburg Institute of Advanced Studies) - Politics of the Pyre: Early twentieth-century
siamese funeral architecture and national identity
Gabriel Facal (Post Doc Autoritas, Paris) - To get on stage and to represent:
Dancers’ performance and authority in the martial ritual initiations of
Banten, Indonesia
Sarah Andrieu (CASE, Paris) - Shaping the authority of the Dalang in
contemporary ritual Wayang Golek (Ruatan in West Java, Indonesia)
Ward Keeler (Department of Anthropology, University of Texas, Austin) The aesthetics of restraint in tumultuous times
10:50-11:20 - Break
Discussion - Discussant: Delphine Ortis

12:00-13:00 • Keynote Address: Olga Dror (Texas A&M University, USA) - Splendors and
miseries of ritual circuits: Authorities and aesthetics in vietnamese history
13:00-14:30 - Lunch
PANEL 4 - STRATEGIES OF RESISTANCE AND SUBVERSION
Chairperson: Tiziana Leucci (CNRS-CEIAS, Paris)
14:30-14:50 • Eszter Salgó (John Cabot University, Rome) - Narendra Modi’s sacred gaze:
The role of visuals in the communications strategy of India’s prime minister
14:50-15:10 • David Lunn (SOAS, University of London) - Two scrolls, two sites, one
struggle: Muharram and strategies of Shi’a (re)presentation in colonial
south India and Singapore
16:10-16:40 - Break
15:40-16:00 • Julien Jugand (CREM-LESC, Nanterre), Joël Cabalion (CITERES-CEIAS,
Université de Tours) - Music of struggle. Aesthetics and politics of bhim git
amongst the dalits of Maharashtra
16:00-16:20 • Jeff Roy (Post Doc Autoritas, Paris) - Performing Pehchān: (Con)Figuring
transgender and Hījṛā identity through music and dance
16:20-17:00 • Discussion - Discussant: Michel Boivin (CNRS-CEIAS, Paris)
20:00 - Dinner (participants, discussants, Chairpersons)
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FRIDAY 25 MAY 2018
PANEL 5 - POLITICS, SOVEREIGNTY AND PROCESSES OF LEGITIMIZATION
Chairperson: Anne-Colombe Launois (EHESS-CEIAS, Paris)
9:00-9:30 - Coffee
9:30-10:30 • Keynote Address: Christopher Pinney (University College London,
United Kingdom) - Questions concerning the legitimacy of power and of
the image: Aesthetics and authority in India
10:30-10:50 • Charlotte Schmid (EFEO, Paris) - King’s public discourse in the Tamil country:
Nationalism and the bilinguism of the Cōla dynasty
10:50-11:10 • Uyen Nguyen (Dept. of History, University of California, Berkeley) - Crossroads and lampposts: A case of “surveiller de près” in a transitioning
society
11:10-11:40 - Break
11:40-12:00 • Mary Kate Long (Dept. of Asian Studies, Cornell University, Ithaca, New
York) - Making teachers, keeping house: Images of authority in a burmese
buddhist nunnery
12:00-12:20 • Brahma Prakash (School of Arts & Aesthetics, Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi) - The authority of the beauty: Formation of the “others”
in Indian aesthetic
12:20-13:00 • Discussion - Discussant: Paul Sorrentino (EHESS-CASE, Paris)
13:00-14:30 - Lunch
14:30-15:30 • General discussion
16:00-17:30 • Discussion on publications

Keynote Speakers
Olga Dror (Historian, Texas A&M University, USA)
James Fox (Anthropologist, Australian National University, Australia)
Christopher Pinney (Anthropologist, University College London, United Kingdom)
Lakshmi Subramaniam (Historian, Centre for Studies in Social Sciences, India)
Website: https://autoritas.sciencesconf.org/
Contact : autoritaspsl@gmail.com
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KEYNOTE ADDRESSES
Olga Dror
(Texas A&M University, USA)
Splendors and miseries of ritual circuits:
Authorities and aesthetics in vietnamese history
Stalin, along with Beria, who headed his secret police (NKVD), visited a Moscow apartment. A woman
who lived in that apartment stumbled backward and fainted when she saw them. Beria caught her before she hit the floor. He shook her and asked what had scared her and why she backed away from “the
father of the people.” The woman replied: “I thought that a portrait of Stalin was moving towards me.”
This story, true or not, provides a vivid example of how aesthetics, the collection of elements
perceivable via the senses, play a key role in the impression that the authorities make upon their
people. My presentation compares relationships between modes of authority and aesthetics from
pre-modern Vietnam to the present as formed, developed, and represented by different types
of religion—from theistic religion to political non-theistic religion and back to theistic religion.
I focus on the cult of one of the most famous female deities, named Princess Lieu Hanh, which
ostensibly originated in the 16th century, and on the cult of Ho Chi Minh, which was established
after the August Revolution in 1945. What we see is that the focal figure of a political religion,
Ho Chi Minh, was used to eliminate theistic religions in favor of a secular creed, then brought
into the fold of popular theistic religion and ritual that was and is characteristic of Lieu Hanh’s
cult. I examine reasons for this phenomenon in comparative perspectives with other countries.
The main focus of the presentation is the creation through aesthetics of emotional communities, groups tightly bounded by sentiments rather than rationality (Rosenwein; Harré). I focus on
“authorship” in establishing these communities, on the places they occupied and the process of
taking over these places, and on the roles that ideas of symbolic, cultural, and social capitals play
in these processes.

James J. Fox
(The Australian National University)
The aesthetic authority of ritual language:
Oral composition, narrative integrity and revelatory performance
The value of this conference is in the questions that it poses on the relationship between authority and aesthetics. In this presentation, I attempt to examine and explore some of these critical
relationships among the once wide-spread, but now declining, oral traditions of ritual recitation
composed on the basis of a rigorous, complementary pairing of all terms. I do this in regard to
the particular tradition of oral poetry that I have been studying over the past fifty years and more
widely, comparatively, in regard to other such traditions in Southeast Asia. My concern is with
nature of these recitations, the authority of the rituals in which they are situated and, more specifically, with the aesthetic authority and integrity of their composition. I conclude by discussing
the decline and demise of many of these traditions as well as the transformation and revival of
other such traditions in Indonesia.
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Christopher Pinney
(University College London, United Kingdom)
Questions concerning the legitimacy of power and of the
image: Aesthetics and authority in India
This talk juxtaposes two levels of enquiry: local ethnography and the analysis of national discourse. The first level explores questions of divine legitimacy in rural central India; the second
engages the status of the photographic “event” in the face of increasingly Photoshopped politics.
Both levels involve an opposition between two forms of authority: indexical and referential on the
one hand, and autonomous “mind-born worlds” on the other. The conclusion seeks to soften the
apparent opposition of these two modes.

(Centre

Lakshmi Subramanian
for Studies in Social Sciences, India)

Articulating an aesthetics for Indian classical music
in the 20th century: Revising the “theory - practice binary”
This presentation examines a diverse body of music related writings in Bengal and South India to
revisit the complex subject of aesthetics and music criticism. For far too long the subfield of music
criticism has beeen seen as vacuous and understood far too reductively. My recent experience in
mounting a digital collection of papers belonging to the late scholar-musician Birendra Kishore Roy
Chowdhury and by my reading of a number of discrete biographies and auto-biographies of musicians produced in the late 19th and 20th centuries persude me to look more closely at the subject
of aesthetics, one that was put forward both as a practice as well as a subfield of formal musicology,
albeit in an amateurish manner, in course of the late 19th century and the first half of the twentieth century. This dual movement of practice and discourse corresponded to the complex social
divisions that had come to characterize the social context and milieu of music performance and
scholarship in late colonial India, with important regional variations. My tentative formulations are
two-fold. First that the production of music practice for pedagogic transfer by practitioners and the
production of theoretical discourse by both non-hereditary practitioners, notably by publicists and
connoisseurs, converged (and diverged) on several points and occasions and that these need to be
examined more carefully rather than simply see them in terms of irreversible and incomprehensible
difference betwen theory and practice. Secondly, I suggest that practitioners, especially in South
India, were not immune to the political context in which they wrote, performed and positioned
their understanding and their inheritance. I will proceed to reference my arguments with examples
drawn mostly from southern India, especially the Tamil country that I know relatively well and from
Bengal where my work with the personal collection of Birendra KIishore Roychowdhury gave me an
axis to think through ideas of aesthetics as an integral element of practice, subjective experience
and objective evaluation criteria. I will work from a mixed and heterogenous archive of biographies
and auto-biographical reflections, of formal texts and opinions to map out the principal sources of
inspiration for formulating a language of aesthetics and examine its principal tenets from the end of
the 19th to the first half of the 20th century.
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PAPERS PRESENTATIONS
PANEL 1 - ÆSTHETIC PRACTICES AND SOCIAL STATUS THROUGH TIME
How are materialities of social status shaped? What are the spatial and temporal dynamics of
authority? How do these dynamics shape long-held practices, relational configurations, and methods
of interpretation in our own scholarly practice? What can a diachronic approach to aesthetics reveal
about the ideas and values of a given society?

• Richard Widdess (SOAS, University

of

London)

Music and authority in the Kathmandu Valley
23 May 2018 - 10:30-10:50
Traditional musical genres of the Newar communities of the Kathmandu Valley, Nepal, offer
striking examples of the multiple ways in which music articulates, reflects, conforms to and generates authority. Modes of authority include the royal authority of the Malla and Shah kings, the
divine authority of the music-god Nāsaḥdyaḥ, and the social authority of traditional societies
(guthi) for the maintenance and transmission of music. In addition, musical authority is derived
from traditions of written theory and orally transmitted practice. Historical documents show how
rulers of Nepal, including the Malla and later Shah dynasties, enlisted music as an expression of
their power, authority, and legitimacy, from the 17th to the 20th centuries. Today the dāphā genre
of devotional singing maintains traditional modes of authority in the face of a radically changing
political and social environment.

• Annabel Vallard (CNRS-CASE, Paris), Bérénice Bellina (CNRS-Prétech, Nanterre),
Olivier Evrard (IRD-Paloc, Paris)
From pebbles to necklaces. Aesthetic experiences and regimes of authority among ancient bead collectors in Thailand
23 May 2018- 10:50-11:10
Peninsular Thailand has tenuous archaeological remains that inform us about the early periods
of connectivity and long-distance exchanges along the Maritime Silk Roads that interlocked the
Indian Ocean and South China Sea networks from the mid-first millennium BC. Beads, whether in
glass, hard stone or metal, are among the most important. These beads were imported or produced in coastal ports of the Peninsula. From there, they were distributed along different regional
networks interlocking populations ruled by various socio-political organisations. Archaeologists
consider that these artefacts played a significant role in the fabrication and the display of socio-political identifications and social images at the individual and groups scales in the Peninsula
as well as around the South China Sea (Bellina 2014).
Nowadays, these beads crystallize consuming passions as well as conflicting political issues. Collected, worn, exchanged, traded, they regularly make the headlines of the local and national
newspapers. Based on an ethnography conducted in the Kra Isthmus within the Thai-French archaeological mission, this presentation aims to investigate how the aesthetical practices related
21

to the possession; the use and the exhibition of these artefacts are mobilized into the conquest,
the maintenance and the display of different regimes of authorities at various scales and for different purposes related to the personal agenda of their collectors. How the aesthetic experiences
their collectors engage with them, their challenge and even their refusal by the collectors themselves or their detractors lead to legitimate hierarchies of knowledge and elevate some of them
to the rank of figures of authority, notably in heritage matters?

• Marie Lecomte-Tilouine (CNRS-LAS, Paris)
What artefacts may tell us or hide from us about power. How do we read the pillars at
the Ningla Saini Temple?
23 May 2018 - 11:40-12:00
The temple of Ningla Saini presents a complex arrangement of artefacts related to power. Supported by massive wooden pillars, carved with motifs, the temple is also surrounded by a forest
of pillars and posts of varying sizes, colours and shapes. The former are associated with prominent
clans, while all the patrilineages that worship this goddess mark their presence by an outer pillar.
This configuration contrasts with the concentrated image of power in the ancient kingdoms of
central Nepal, represented by a single sacrificial post, closely associated with the ruler. However,
the pillars of power at Ningla Saini do not offer a transparent image of the power relations: indeed
the «main pillar» is hidden among the others, anonymous to the outside eye, and belongs to a clan
of ‘untouchable’. Such an arrangement of artefacts forms the enigmatic support of the particular
political-religious relations that organize the local community of Kshatriyas. This group is indeed
located half way between kingship and untouchability with regard to the goddess: its male members
occupy the function of «kings», rajbar, of the temple, yet its access is forbidden to its female
members, whereas both untouchable men and women may enter. The «warrior kings of the temple»
also maintain inverted relationships with the royal power, for which they play a role of referee.
The study is based on the analysis of the 120 pillars of the temple, the configuration of the world
that each of them represents, as well as the one they draw in space, around and within the temple,
in order to grasp how power is represented, in a teeming ensemble, arranged so as to be indecipherable to outsiders, with many elements remarkable by their size and ostentation, being mere lures.

• Marine Schoettel (EPHE-Mondes

iranien et indien,

Paris)

The iconography of deification statues in the Majapahit period (1294–1486 CE)
23 May 2018 - 12:00-12:20
Written sources in Old Javanese abound with references to the divine nature of Javanese kings
and queens, and occasionally offer a glimpse into ritual practices embedded in the cult of royal
ancestors. In particular, the process of deification, which we can understand as the transformation
of a historical figure’s status, from human to divine, through aesthetic means emerges as a structuring principle for ancient Javanese society. Extant ancient Javanese Hindu and Buddhist candis
(i.e. temples) and the cult images they housed, along with festivals which can only be tentatively
reconstructed, are aesthetic manifestations of the elite discourse promoting divine kingship.
This complex process of deification is generally understood to be complete once a ceremony is
performed to unite the soul of the deceased with a deity of the Indic or local pantheon. What
we call “deification images” were probably produced for the purpose of such ceremonies, and for
subsequent worship of both the deity and the deceased. From an iconographic point of view, an
evolution can be traced from earlier statues which represent identifiable Indic gods with their
codified attributes and gestures, to the Majapahit period (1294–1486 CE) during which “deification
statues” displaying more human characteristics, but most often un-codified sets of attributes,
were produced in large numbers.
22

This paper is intended to outline the specificities of the production of such “deification statues”in
the Majapahit period and their worship. I will use a dual methodology, by focusing first on the iconography of a group of images sculpted between the thirteenth and the fifteenth centuries. Then,
through textual analysis, I will investigate the possible agency of their patrons and their religious
masters in their creation, and their role in re-shaping a long tradition.

PANEL 2 - FORMS AND EMBODIMENTS OF POWER
How and why do particular entities hold power that may be considered sacred or divine in origin? How
is this force transferred, transformed, and transformative? How do people embody or possess divine
influence, and how does their authority manifest? How do the knowledge and performance of aesthetic
forms, whether visual or oral, produce and legitimize authority?

• Mulaika Hijjas (SOAS, University

of

London)

The dragon betel stand and the genealogy of sultans: Malay royal regalia as embodiments of authority

23 May 2018 - 15:30-15:50

“I am a king of the ancient race,” wrote the Perak sultan to the British Governor of Penang in
1816. “I am he who holds the Dragon Betel Stand and the shellfish which came out of the sea,
which came down from Bukit Si Guntang” (Andaya 1979: 21). In Perak, as in other Malay states,
the royal regalia— including betel sets, musical instruments, weapons, jewellery and books—
were considered the essence of kingship. Not only did they demonstrate the ruler’s sovereignty
by providing a tangible link to the font of Malay kingship in Bukit Siguntang, but the objects
themselves were said to be suffused with power that could only be safely wielded by a legitimate king. Malay usage often refers to the regalia as the kerajaan (kingdom) itself. This paper
will consider royal regalia in the Malay courts of South East Asia as aesthetic “conducts,”suffused with the power of potent ancestors and essential for the legitimation of authority. I will
focus on two nineteenth-century cases in which European powers attempted to take control
of Malay regalia and thus of Malay kingship: the seizure of the Johor-Riau regalia by the Dutch in 1822, and the pursuit of the Perak regalia by the British during the war of 1875-1876. I
will discuss how the valency of the regalia was enacted by performance and display, such as
when the Riau manuscript of the Sulalatus Salatin (Genealogy of Sultans) was wrapped in yellow silk and honoured with cannonades (Proudfoot 2002: 135), as well as how the regalia were
deployed to enable and legitimate action, such as their use in the possession ritual in which
Sultan Abdullah magically enacted the murder of the British Resident. Despite their highly aestheticised forms, these objects were far from “art works” but were embodiments of authority.

•

Sylvain Brocquet (TDMAM, Université Aix-Marseille)
When the king pretends to be a writer: From authorship to authority
23 May 2018 - 15:50-16:10

It does not escape notice that Indian rulers considered themselves as men of letters. If some
of them were writers, all were conversant with belles lettres, trained in śāstra and readers of good literature: they were able to appreciate, as connoisseurs, the qualities of a
poem. On the other hand, patronizing literary creation was one of their main duties and
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they claimed they did with the utmost generosity. The texts, repeatedly asserting these topics, witness that the connection of kings with literature not only had a part in their legitimacy, but also were a necessary component of any speech designed to legitimize them.
After shortly dealing with that issue through literature (kāvya and drama), an attempt will be
made to make it out in Sanskrit inscriptions issued by kings. The study will mostly bear on material
from South India, such as those issued by Pallava or Cola rulers, which often refer to the king’s
literary achievements. Then it will be asked why that kind of achievement, concerning kings, are
so repeatedly alluded to : beyond their ability to compose or stir up panegyrics, the lack of which
would prevent their authority from being expressed, those literary skills give them the ability to
act on the world of reality, because the poetical language is by nature performative. Not unlike
the poet, the ruler (re)creates the world by shaping it in accordance with the norm — and that
creative strength grounds his authority. The importance of the topos of literature in epigraphs
issued by kings might be accounted for by the highly performative character of the epigraphical
discourse, one main function of which is legitimating the ruler as a donor, a builder, a benefactor.

• Dana Rappoport (CNRS-CASE, Paris)
Authority and orality in eastern Insulindia (Flores, Indonesia)
23 May 2018 - 16:40-17:00
What do the uses of songs and ritual speech tell us about the nature of authority? It goes without
saying that in highly stratified societies of Indonesia, aesthetic practices legitimize prestige and
domination. But their role in Indonesian low-stratification societies is less well known. In a small
society located in Tanjung Bunga, on the eastern part of Flores island, clan alliances, primarily
ceremonial, are renewed through rituals in which all clans gather to sing and dance together. But
not everyone has the right to sing, because social organization is ordered by precedence. The
clans are divided into two groups: the “sovereign clans” (ama raja tuan) and the “supporting
clans” (suku nipa talé). The precedence of the first group, encoded in the mythic histories of the
founding of the ceremonial domain, is also auditory, constituted by its exclusive right to orality.
The authority of oral categories can also be described through the study of repertoires and singers. The lian naman repertoire includes ceremonial songs accompanied by dances, performed
throughout the night by all the clans together. Narrativity and musical complexity put this repertoire above the others. It is performed by the most highly skilled singers and by storytellers. The
storytellers are invested with more authority than others for their performing ability (including
memory and musical ability), and for their ritual responsibility towards the community as manifest in their relation to spirits. The ritual authority of these story tellers, prerogative of the
sovereign clans, is part of a superior authority vested in a ruling triumvirate of three men per
clan — one who decides, one who prays, and one who acts. Orality is thus inseparable from the
exercise of authority.

• Ektaa Jain (Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi)
Performing power through clothing
23 May 2018 - 17:00-17:20
It is interesting that Oscar Wilde had once remarked, “The true mystery of the world is the visible,
not the invisible.” The material world, as visible as it is, is laden with meanings, ideas, judgements. Communication is of special significance in case of clothing. It is through my paper that I
wish to explore the relationship of legitimacy, power and identity through clothing. India has never been novice to the authority that clothing bestows upon individuals, communities or regions.
The usage of fabric “Khadi” during freedom struggle is a prime example. The plain loincloth was
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a language of self-sufficiency, interdependence and claimed for complete authority over oneself
thereby envisioning the abandonment of British rule. Years before khadi, the royalty had always
existed as patrons of arts and crafts that in turn entailed this aesthetic and creative medium with
authority. Therefore, certain motifs of block printed textiles for example, could be worn only by
specific communities. Identity was continuously created and reiterated through the art of textiles.
The paper uses Goffman’s idea of presentation of self along with Weberian notion of authority.
The two can be seen in a continuous dialogue through the act of what one wears and the meaning
that it communicates. A historical background to the study of clothing shall be done. The role of
patronage shall be studied from royalty to the British era (with the emergence of the authority
of khadi) to the state support leading to legitimation of authority of these aesthetics. The agency
with arts and aesthetics is what sets them apart even within the mundane life. This agency is bestowed from outside but over time can be seen as creating its own niche to which people begin to
succumb and act accordingly. The play of aesthetics and authority becomes fascinating.

PANEL 3 - EXPERIENCES AND EXPRESSIONS OF THE SOCIO-COSMIC ORDER
How do aesthetic experiences and agencies inform different representations of the universe? How do
religious, spiritual, and/or political figures emerge from or reveal themselves in these interactions?

• Lawrence Chua (Syracuse University School
vanced Studies)

of

Architecture/Freiburg Institute

of

Ad-

Politics of the Pyre: Early twentieth-century siamese funeral architecture and national
identity

24 May 2018 - 9:30-9:50

In 1926, the remains of Siam’s last fully-reigning absolute monarch were cremated on Bangkok’s
royal parade grounds, Sanam Luang, in a highly-decorated ceremonial pyre known as the phra
merumat or phra men. Modeled on Mount Meru, the center of the Vedic and Buddhist cosmos,
these ephemeral structures drew on the Traiphum phra ruang, a 14th-century text that elaborated the hierarchical structure of the universe and the exalted place of royalty within it. After the
overthrow of the absolute monarchy in 1932, the sanctity of Sanam Luang was challenged when a
controversial crematorium for commoners who died defending the nascent constitution was built
in the same area once reserved for royalty. Together, the two crematoria played an important
role in representing new forms of national belonging in the 20th century that were consistent with
older conceptions of social hierarchy. This paper examines the politics of literary, pictorial, and
architectural representations of the monumental crematoria from which the physical remains of
powerful, meritorious people were historically dispatched to the upper echelons of the cosmos. As
seen in 17th- and 18th-century temple murals and literature, the phra men was historically depicted as a space in which diverse social groups were brought together but hierarchically segregated.
By the 20th century, the last absolutist crematorium and that of the defenders of the constitution—
although radically different in appearance and ideology—could be understood as complementary
structures that allowed older approaches to space and politics to not only survive, but flourish,
in an era of turbulent social upheaval. Key to this continuity was the deployment of new modes
of architectural representation such as the plan and section. Associated with the nascent architectural profession and the rational representation of space, these tools represented a modern
form of political community and pre-modern social hierarchy while underscoring the shared fate
of citizens and the state.
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• Gabriel Facal (CASE, Post Doc Autoritas, Paris)
To get on stage and to represent: Dancers’ performance and authority in the martial
ritual initiations of Banten, Indonesia

24 May 2018 - 9:50-10:00

My research is about combat dances practiced by the “strongmen” jawara, the leaders of martial
initiation groups in Banten, Indonesia. Jawara carry out political functions and embody an authority status, based on a religious origin. This power channeling is linked to their practice of combat
techniques. These are used in the frame of coercive programs for sociopolitical control and they
bound to the jawara’s expertise of martial dances that have an esoteric dimension. These dances
aim possession by tutelary ancestors, who are considered as intermediaries with God, as this one is
conceived along local Islamic conceptions. These ancestors reveal to the communities several signs
that enable them orientating their agrarian, commercial, political, ritual and religious activities.
The initiates dance expertise particularly lays on their faculty to master a “feeling” (rasa),
for which the Malay world presents marked local variations. Thus, the Bantenese case echoes
the previous investigations done by researchers such as Paul Stange and James Ferguson.
They have studied the way in which the rasa notion articulates ritual performance and power
exercise. According to their analysis, the control of rasa enables to acquire a sense of ritual well-doing and the capacity to channel different kinds of mundane and invisible powers.
These aspects are particularly prominent in the specific case I will examine, the martial initiation
penca group of Rancalame village. In this rural context, the mastering of the feeling enables the
initiates to conform to etiquette, to increase their charisma and influence. In a complementary
way, this competency determines their capacity to perform combat dances which beauty has to
accord with the particular esthetics of the socio cosmic order, in both its harmony and disruptions.

• Sarah Andrieu (CASE, Paris)
Shaping the authority of the Dalang in contemporary ritual Wayang Golek (Ruatan in
West Java, Indonesia)
24 May 2018 - 10:10-10:30
Wayang golek is a rod-puppet theatre extremely popular in the Sundanese region of West Java,
Indonesia. This complex aesthetic practice or process involves multiple artistic skills (puppets
manipulation, music, improvisation, dance, carving, narration, singing...) and is experienced as
an event stimulating all the senses of the participants. The puppeteer, or dalang, concentrates
diverse artistic abilities as well as social, political and religious influence and constitutes a reference and a figure of authority within the Sundanese society. Wayang golek can also be performed
as a ritual, called ruatan. Ruatan can cure people and propitiate places and endeavours. Considered both at the source and the margins of contemporary wayang golek practices, ruatan occupies
a singular status and is probably the occurrence where dalang acquires its most important role:
becoming dalang Kandabuana, the puppeteer may be seen as an incarnation of the God Vishnu,
sent to balance the threat of the god Batara Kala and his terrible appetite for human flesh. Studying ruatan is particularly interesting because it consists of a ritual as well as a metadiscourse
on it, strongly involving the five senses of the participants and enacting the transformations experienced by them. The basis of traditional Sundanese society are also actualized, by presenting
interdictions or taboos and the consequences of their violation. The ritual in itself becomes a
religious practice probably connected to Tantrism as well as mystic Islam (Foley, 1984, 2006).
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This paper will study the shaping of the authority of the dalang, through the mastering of his complex art, including a sense of secret, as well as through the mastering of contemporary discourses
and metadiscourses of wayang golek (ruatan). In doing so, we should be able to apprehend a way
authority is shaped within and through wayang golek in contemporary Sundanese society, within
the national Indonesian society.

• Ward Keeler (Department

of

Anthropology, University

of

Texas, Austin)

The aesthetics of restraint in tumultuous times
24 May 2018 - 10:30-10:50
I propose to present a paper on changing aesthetic preferences in the three societies in Southeast
Asia—Java and Bali in Indonesia, and Burma—where I have done research over the past forty years.
Classical genres in Southeast Asia reflect hierarchical concerns by focusing on style more than
narrative, and on validating emotional restraint rather than engagement. Aristocratic ideals favor physical and emotional restraint in the arts because self-control—the ability to vanquish impulses— implies the ability to control not only the self but also others and indeed the world.
Violence, affection, sadness: all are conveyed by tiny gestures in high-status characters, broader
gestures in lower-status ones, and absurd and comedic gestures among servants and foreigners.
In recent decades hierarchical ideology has lost its persuasiveness for many Southeast Asians.
Yet it has not given way to Western secular notions of egalitarian ideals but rather to a greater
emphasis upon material wealth and reformist religious practices: status concerns remain compelling but justified with reference not to aristocratic lineage and comportment but rather to
consumerist and spiritual modernity. These changes are reflected aesthetically in a number of developments. First, religious recitations have grown much more popular—Muslim sermons in Java,
Buddhist “dharma talks” in Burma, and to a certain degree, Sanskrit recitation in Bali. In performing arts per se, ideological changes have brought about a loss of interest in what I am calling the
aesthetics of restraint in favor of highly gendered, and simplifying, genres in which style matters
little and melodramatic narratives come to the fore: soap operas for women, action flicks and
sporting events for men. Control over emotion and gesture loses out to display and competition,
but always motivated by clear distinctions between good and evil and/or winners and losers.

PANEL 4 - STRATEGIES OF RESISTANCE AND SUBVERSION
What strategic roles can aesthetics play in furnishing power to agents of change? How do communities who are marginalized challenge censorship, oppression and dominance through aesthetics? What
can aesthetics contribute towards collective cohesion and legitimacy for these groups?

• Eszter Salgò (John Cabot University, Rome)
Narendra modi’s sacred gaze: The role of visuals in the communications strategy of
India’s prime minister
24 May 2018 - 14:30-14:50
If sacralization of politics is often a symptom of disenchantment and uncertainty, today’s India
provides a fruitful ground for studying people’s overwhelming desire to experience transcendence
and the political elite’s response — the endeavor to attribute sacred and mystical elements to secular institutions. If we accept the idea that our era is a visual era, India — where the attraction of
27

images is deeply rooted in the Hindu tradition and where everyday politics is infused with religious
iconographies — represents an interesting case study to explore how the prime minister uses visual
materials to portrays himself as savior of the country and harbinger of a new era, to strengthen
citizens’ loyalty to and religious reverence for his political establishment thereby consolidating
his legitimacy. Drawing upon insights from anthropology, social science, cultural theory and art
theory, the paper applies David Morgan’s concept of the “sacred gaze” and what Fabio Fabietti
describes as “visual piety” to study the way Narendra Modi seeks to replicate the dynamics that
occur in the interactions between deities and their human worshippers and to “darshan” a new
nation. Its main argument is that social networks, in particular Instagram (where we can observe
the triumph of images of high aesthetic value) offers great opportunities for the deification of
India’s prime minister, the public demonstration of dependence and adulation, the leader’s expression of praise for his devotees, in a nutshell, for the creation of what Arjun Appadurai calls a
“community of sentiment.”

•

David Lunn (SOAS, University

of

London)

Two scrolls, two sites, one struggle: Muharram and strategies of Shi’a (re)presentation
in colonial south India and Singapore
24 May 2018 - 14:50-15:10
The Shi’a festival of Muharram, the commemoration of the martyrdom of Imam Hussain culminating in the processions of tazi‘ah or tomb effigies on Ashura, has undergone many transformations,
perhaps none more substantive than those wrought on it under the aegis of European colonialism in
South and Southeast India and the West Indies. Questions of “orthodoxy” and “authenticity” have beset the practice, from both within Islam (not only Sunni disapproval, but also internal Shi’a debates
over acceptable practice) and, particularly, from colonial authorities, who sought to regulate and in
some cases ban outright a form of religiosity that they neither understood nor appreciated, involving
practices that directly challenged colonial mechanisms of control over “native” populations.
In such contexts, strategies of artistic (self-)representation shed critical light on claims to authority
within Islamic practice in the 19th century. This paper will focus on two scrolls—the “Muharram processional scroll,” a >3-metre-long painting from c. 1840 Madras, and the Syair Tabut, a 146-quatrain
Malay narrative poem from 1864 Singapore—and read these two instances of aesthetic presentation in
the context of contested claims to authentic religiosity and indeed the right of individuals and groups
to practice their religion as they saw fit. Both must also be situated in the context of colonial-era
contests over public space and access to it, as well as knowledge regimes that sought to produce
detailed knowledge of colonial subjects and put such at the service of the state. The representations in both mid-19th-century scrolls both depict and reproduce aesthetic practices as authentic;
the constrained afterlife of such practices across South and Southeast Asia suggests that such claims
had a particularly complex subsequent history, with many of the practices therein banned, reshaped,
or co-opted by post-colonial states not wholly supportive of the religiosity they previously embodied.

• Julien Jugand (CREM-LESC, Nanterre), Joël Cabalion (CITERES-CEIAS, Université de Tours)
Music of struggle. Aesthetics and politics of bhim git amongst the dalits of Maharashtra

24 May 2018 -15:40-16:00

This contribution proposes to examine the music of the Mahar, a dalit caste (formerly known as
“untouchables”), called Bhim git, or “songs to Bhim”, in reference to their political and religious
hero Bhimrao Ambedkar. In 1956 the Mahar caste converted to Buddhism in order to embrace
a new social and political philosophy conceived as equalitarian and which would enable them
to conjure the spectrum of caste and Hindu practices that, for centuries, had kept them at the
lowest rung of the social order. Mahar people were historically considered to be singing for others
as part of their caste occupation. The 1956 conversion thus prompted an important process of
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cultural and aesthetic reconstruction within this social group who began singing for themselves as
well as narrating an alternative history.
Based on a fieldwork made in 2015 and 2016 in various parts of Maharastra (mostly in the cities
of Mumbai, Pune and Nagpur), our analysis will revolve around how and why these designated subalterns sing in the context of Independent India. The analysis of the various musical styles that
compose the broad category of Bhim git - mostly originating in rural theatre, devotional songs and
modern electro- pop repertoires - will lead us to investigate how the singing of political discourses
on caste oppression interacts with issues of musical legitimacy. This will bring forth the often archetypal opposition of dominant v/s subaltern forms of cultural authority, as well as the meaning,
shape and political efficiency of bhim git as a “popular” medium of social emancipation.

• Jeff Roy (CEIAS, Post Doc Autoritas, Paris)
Performing Pehchān: (Con)Figuring transgender and Hījṛā identity through music and
dance
24 May 2018 - 16:00-16:20  

This paper, which covers critical aspects of my postdoctoral research taking place this year with
Projet Autoritas, reveals how musical, choreographic, and visual modes of representation participate in the legitimization of social and institutional pehchān (identity) for India’s transgender
and hījṛā (otherwise known as third gender) communities. Placing an emphasis on trans-regional
music and dance in the Mumbai metropolitan area, I look at how strategic performances of gender are mediated by encounters with transnational LGBTIQ+ identity politics and implicated in
the communities’ efforts to define themselves across a changing landscape of gender and sexuality-based legislation and expanding neoliberal economy. The specific questions I raise are: What
are the ways different performers reappropriate, reinvent, package, and promote different representations of and ideas about transgender and hījṛā pehchān? How do the aesthetic choices
of these performers correspond to or challenge the interests of nation and capital? What kind
of social impact or political response do they achieve, if any, and how do they affect the dynamics of authority, social cooperation and/or conflict amongst LGBTIQ+ activists on a national and
transnational scale? Drawing from postcolonial literatures (Dutta 2012, Reddy 2005, et al.), I show
how transgender and hījṛā agents are ultimately destabilizing the promise of smooth assimilation
through performance strategies that resist the determinative frameworks of identity legitimizing
the subordination of their cultural practices. Building upon nearly six years of Fulbright-mtvU and
Fulbright-Hays-assisted research on India’s transgender music and dance practices, this paper
engages contemporary discourses concerning gender and sexuality as they relate to the study of
South Asian media, culture and social policy.
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PANEL 5 - POLITICS, SOVEREIGNTY AND PROCESSES OF LEGITIMIZATION
How do different governments legitimize their authority through the politics of aesthetics? How are
they engendered and articulated over time?

• Charlotte Schmid (EFEO, Paris)
King’s public discourse in the Tamil country: Nationalism and the bilinguism of the Cōla dynasty
25 May 2018 - 10:30-10:50

Both the temple of Gangaikondacholapuram and the meykkīrtti (Tamil royal epigraphical praises)
of Rājendra I are inspired by the architectural, iconographic and epigraphic achievements of
Rājarāja I. In the Tamil country, the royal epigraphical eulogy not only in Tamil but also in Sanskrit
underwent a remarkable development during the reign of Rājendra I. It is all the more surprising that no royal eulogy has been engraved on the royal foundation of this king, the temple of
Gangaikondacholapuram. But this major monument located in the Tamil country some sixty miles
northwest of Tanjore represents an enigma in several respects. If it is on the choice of a site that
appears to us today very isolated that it has often been questioned, it is through the enigmatic
character of its epigraphy that we will approach this royal foundation. When Rājendra I established his capital in Gangaikondacholapuram, the tradition of the meykkīrtti was well established by his predecessor and father, Rājarāja I, whose royal foundation of Tanjore, the temple of
Bṛhadeśvara, is engraved with many copies of the meykkīrtti. It is also found that the meykkīrtti
of Rājendra I itself is so commonly engraved on the local foundations of the Tamil country that it
may be the most common epigraphic text encountered in this area. Yet the royal foundation of
Rājendra I contains no trace of any meykkīrtti of this king.
In this lecture we will expose the elements touching this epigraphic conundrum and propose to
solve it by putting back the temple and its epigraphy in the larger ensembles that are the epigraphy of South India, in Sanskrit and in Tamil to highlight the role that a kind of Tamil nationalism
played in the bilinguism of the Tamil country.

• Uyen Nguyen (Dept.

of

History, University

of

California, Berkeley)

Crossroads and lampposts: A case of  “surveiller de près” in a transitioning society
25 May 2018 - 10:50-11:10
In 2011, the posthumous publication of Crossroads and Lampposts (“Những ngã tư và những cột
đèn”) by the renowned poet Trần Dần (1926-1997), shook the Vietnamese literary society. Trần Dần
is most well-known by scholars of Vietnam for his central role in Nhân Văn-Giai Phẩm (NVGP), a
political protest in the early years (1954–1956) of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam. The novel
started as a project requested by the Police Department, the handwritten manuscript was finished
in 1966, submitted to the police for review, but was not returned to Trần Dần until 22 years later.
Remaining unpublished until 2011, the novel has attracted only literary scholars who attempt to
explain Trần Dần’s literary genius and philosophical engagements. This paper explores the novel as
a demonstration of the biopolitical order in post-1954 Hanoi. It proposes a historical reading of the
novel through a heuristic category called “records of surveiller de près” which consists of particular
subjects of surveillance, particular agents of surveillance, and a distinct discourse of justice and
rhetoric of suppression. Supplemented by Trần Dần’s diary from 1954 to 1960 and Vietnamese archival documents, the historian extracts from this enigmatic novel a historical understanding of the
transitioning political and social life in Hanoi after the Communist takeover in 1954.
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• Mary Kate Long (Dept.

of

Asian Studies, Cornell University, Ithaca, New York)

Making teachers, keeping house: Images of authority in a burmese buddhist nunnery
25 May 2018 - 11:40-12:00
Everyday activities required for the maintenance of Buddhist monastic institutions—cleaning,
cooking, caring for bodies, objects, and buildings—along with the people who perform them, are
often ignored or hidden from view. Within Buddhist cultures and also among much scholarly assessment of them, an aesthetics of detached male erudition characterizes the ideal and authoritative
Buddhist body. Redressing this image, this paper foregrounds the informal work and housekeeping
that animates Buddhist monastic institutions in Myanmar. I approach Buddhist institutions as spatial
domains rather than conceptual ones, bringing into focus the daily realities of monastic life rather
than their idealized images. First, I unpack why chores and maintenance, whether performed by
women or men, receives little sustained attention in the study of Buddhism, and I enumerate
the gendered implications of this trend. Second, combining ethnographic insight from fieldwork
with nuns at the Daw Nyanacari nunnery in Yangon, Myanmar in Summer 2017 and January 2018,
with my own translations of commemorative materials written and published by the nunnery in
1997, I interpret ways that the founder of the nunnery, her peers and students forge a discourse
of authority that celebrates hard work as a merit-making activity. These examples suggest a selfconscious relationship between female monastic authority and the everyday reality of maintenace that offers a unique perspective to debates around women’s bodies and Buddhist practice.

• Brahma Prakash (School

of

Arts & Aesthetics, Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi)

The authority of the beauty: Formation of the “others” in Indian aesthetic
25 May 2018 - 12:00-12:20

This paper embarks upon the premise that beauty remains the most powerful authority in the
regime of aesthetics and cultural history in India and South Asia. It is the authority of the beauty that still defines the making and unmaking of art practices and scholarship traditions. In this
background, it is essential to understand the nature of beauty in the canonical Indian aesthetics.
Beginning from Bharata, artists and scholars have used various terms for beauty. Bharata calls it
shobha, Vamana terms it saundarya, for Jagannatha, it was ramaniya, and for the Bhakti saints,
beauty was madhurya. While the nature and meaning of beauty changed over the time, the authority of beauty was rarely challenged. S.S. Barlingay (2006) has argued that beauty is not a single concept, but a family of concepts in Indian aesthetics (2006). Despite these differences, the
notion of beauty remains hegemonic. The notion of beauty is viewed from the object of beauty,
but what does happen when one tries to understand it from the object of ugliness—what it discards in its own formation.
With the focus on the formation of the other—ugliness, this paper aims to understand the authority
of beauty in relation to the representation of folk heroes and deities of the subaltern communities
in the Indian state of Bihar. The paper with a specific focus on two local cults, Chuharmal (Folk
hero) and Maiya (Mother deity) will examine the authority of beauty that has been transforming
their iconic and performative representations. Working on the intersections of art, aesthetics and
anthropology, this paper will demonstrate the role of the authority of beauty in the marginalisation of local and regional performing arts traditions in India.
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in Java and Bali, two islands in the nation of Indonesia. More recently, he has been doing research
on Buddhism, gender, and the arts, in Burma. His recent publications include an article on trans
women in Burma, and a book, The Traffic in Hierarchy: Masculinity and Its Others in Buddhist Burma. He has also produced CD’s of Burmese classical music, and published his annotated translation
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International Studies from Yonsei University in Seoul, Korea in 2015.
35

Delphine Ortis
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His publications include Camera Indica (1997), “Photos of the Gods” (2004), The Coming of Photography in India (2008), Photography and Anthropology (2011), Lessons from Hell: Printing and Punishment in India (2018) and The Waterless Sea (2018). He is currently the PI in an ERC Advanced
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conscious and non-conscious emotive experiences relate to public and political life, the sources
and nature of charismatic leadership, the symbolic and the mythological construction of social
communities, the emotionalization, dramatization and sacralization of politics. Her most recently
published book is Images from Paradise. Visuals in the European Union’s Politics of Transcendence (Berghahn Books 2017).
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ethnomusicology, music cognition, and orality in music and language. He is the author of The
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Ritwik Sanyal (2004); and Dāphā: sacred singing in a South Asian city (2013). He is a Fellow of the
British Academy.
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