
Chapter IX

Candi Mirigambar: Panji, the ideal lover and warrior

layout and architecture

Plate 9.1. Groundplan of  Candi Mirigambar

Fig. 9.2. Candi Mirigambar, seen from the west

*  – panels extant in 2006
+  – panels only known from OD-photos
c  – panels with depictions of  a cap-figure
(7)  – the panel already missing in 1908
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| Following the cap-figure in Majapahit temple reliefs

Candi Mirigambar – otherwise called Candi Gambar1 – lies in the vil-
lage of  Mirigambar, Kecamatan Ngunut, a few kilometres southeast of  
Tulungagung. It is situated on a plain, now scattered with small villages 
surrounded by rice paddies and sugar cane fields. Small-scale workshops 
produce bricks from the clay soil. That the brick production has a long 
tradition is evident in the fact that Candi Mirigambar was built with 
red-clay bricks. This is also the typical material for Majapahit buildings 
in the Trowulan area. 

Today, only the foot of  the temple, a square approximately 7 metres 
in length, is extant (fig. 9.1). It includes a staircase on the west side (fig. 
9.2). To the right and left of  this staircase are placed two figures carved 
in high-relief. The walls to the right and left on the west side were each 
decorated with a relief  panel, while the other walls had three panels 
each. A thin belt surrounding the temple foot above the panels displayed 
animal reliefs, of  which only a few remain. 

Five of  the original eleven relief  panels are left today, the others 
were stolen.2 The ones left are panels 1, 2, 3, 4, 9. Fortunately I could 
make use of  the OD-photos which portray almost the entire series.3 
Although the available material is scarce, it still allows for an interpreta-
tion of  the depictions.

history and function

The function and the religious background of  the temple are not known. 
Two inscriptions, documented by early Dutch archaeologists, which 
were found at buildings, which were later demolished, have Saka dates 
corresponding to AD 1129 and 1292.4 Two inscribed stones with Saka 
dates 1310 and, possibly, 1321 – corresponding to AD 1388 and AD 
1399, respectively – were found at the site. A copperplate referring to a 

1 Gambar (Jv.) means picture; miri (Jv.) means candlenut or candlenut tree. In the earliest report about 
the site Knebel (1908b:220) called it Candi Gambar. Other archaeological remains in East Java with 
visual depictions are also called ‘Gambar’ by the local people, for example Candi Gambar Wetan near 
Blitar, wetan (Jv.) meaning east, perhaps relating to the location to the east of  Candi Panataran.
2 My last visit to the site was in 2006.
3 However, no photo is provided of  panel 7, as it was no longer extant at the time when the reliefs 
were photographed by the OD. 
4 The inscription of  AD 1129 refers to an edict by a Kediri king.
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sanctuary with the name ‘Satyapura’,5 and to King Wikramawardhana 
(AD 1389-1429), the successor of  King Hayam Wuruk, was found in the 
village (Knebel 1908b:222). Perhaps the plate was brought here from 
another place. However, since the dates of  the two later stone inscrip-
tions roughly correspond to the time period when the copperplate was 
issued, we may conclude that the construction of  the building was indeed 
undertaken during the reign of  King Wikramawardhana, that is, around 
AD 1400.6 The style of  the relief  depictions, however, suggests they were 
carved at the beginning or middle of  the fifteenth century. 

We may conclude that Candi Mirigambar and the other former 
buildings belonged to a temple complex that was continually under con-
struction from the Kediri era through the Singasari period, and up until 
the post-heyday of  Majapahit. The reliefs may have been additionally 
carved, or they belonged to an extension of  the temple in the beginning 
or middle of  the fifteenth century. 

The layout of  the temple complex is not clear from the descriptions 
in the old Dutch sources, but the buildings seem to have been situated 
quite close to each other, as in one case Hoepermans mentions 500 steps 
which lead from one building to the next, and in another case only 50 
steps. Legend has it that a kraton once stood on this location (Hoepermans 
1913a:337), which is supported by the name ‘Satyapura’, referring to a 
palace, on the copperplate inscription. We may speculate that the whole 
complex comprised a temple in connection with a kraton. 

iconography and interpretation of the narrative 
reliefs

The foot of  the temple is partially intact; the whole upper part of  the 
temple body has vanished. A few scattered carved stones have been 
placed on the walls or on the surrounding ground. Some of  those still 
extant during my visit in 2000, have since then been brought into mu-
seums or have unfortunately been stolen. Some of  the five relief  panels 

5 Satya in Old Javanese/ Sanskrit means sincere, virtuous, good; truth (Zoetmulder 1982:1714). Pura 
means town, court, palace (Zoetmulder 1982:1451). Thus we can translate ‘Satyapura’ as the ‘palace of  
truth’.
6 See also Klokke (1993:80), who comes to a similar conclusion of  dating the temple to the end of  the 
fourteenth century.

Lydia Kieven - 9789004258655
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:08:38PM

via free access



274

| Following the cap-figure in Majapahit temple reliefs

still existing in 2006 are partly damaged.7 The few small relief  carvings 
left on the upper border mostly represent animals and are partly identi-
fied by Klokke (1993:80) as depictions of  Tantri stories. The pillars to the 
right and left of  the staircase were originally decorated with carvings of  
winged lions on a prostrate buffalo and with kala reliefs and a Garuda 
head (Krom 1923, II:335-6) neither of  which were clearly visible at the 
time of  my visits. On the outer side of  each of  these pillars are depictions 
of  squatting dwarf-like figures with the grossly-shaped bodies typical of  
panakawan. They face two larger, standing noble male figures to the right 
and left of  the staircase (figs. 9.3a and 9.3b). The male to the left has 
one part of  his kain tucked up so that his knee is visible. The man to the 
right, with a stouter body, tucks up both sides of  his kain. As previously 
discussed, showing naked legs can express an erotic mood. The heads of  
both figures are partly damaged. The figure to the right, seen from the 
viewer’s perspective, seems to have curly hair bound on the top of  the 
head in a similar way to those found in kadeyan depictions. The top of  
the left male’s head no longer exists. However, a stone was placed on the 
staircase pillar depicting a cap-headgear when I visited the site in 2000.8 
This cap was perhaps the lost part of  the male’s head. All these features 
imply that the left figure represents Panji and the right one his kadeyan, 
the former displaying the erotic mood in an appropriately more refined 
way than the latter. Remarkably, both figures are carved in three-quarter 
high relief.

The relief  panels are to be read in the direction of  pradakshina. Each 
panel depicts a single scene. Following the story plot which I will disclose 
in my interpretation of  the reliefs, the series starts on the left-hand side 
of  the staircase and ends on its right-hand side. The carving is deep and 
sharp, and it is the depth in particular that distinguishes these reliefs 
from reliefs on other temples. Krom (1923, II:338) identifies the story 
illustrated in the relief  panels as a demon story. He refers to one par-
ticular figure which appears in several of  the reliefs as a bhuta (demon), 
depicted with a large and coarse body and with bulging eyes.9 However, 
in my opinion this figure depicts a panakawan, as it has the typical icono-

7 The juru kunci (temple guard) told me in 2000 that just some years ago two panels on the south side 
had been stolen. This must have happened before 1985, as M. Klokke also mentions five panels only 
during her visit of  the site in that year (Klokke 1993:80).
8 By 2006 this stone had disappeared.
9 He concurs with the description provided by Knebel 1908b.
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graphical features of  a panakawan. Although depictions of  this character 
are more common in a small size, there also exist examples of  tall-sized 
panakawan, for example, in panels 54 and 75 on the Pendopo Terrace at 
Candi Panataran. The identification as a panakawan is supported by the 
fact that, in the majority of  the relief  panels at Mirigambar, this figure 
acts as a companion of  the nobleman with the cap, a role which is not 
adequate for a demonic figure. 

Five of  the ten documented relief  panels depict a nobleman with a 
cap.10 The large cap has a distinct crescent-moon shape with a sharp 

10 See the marked positions in the groundplan. Obviously neither Perquin nor Krom pay much atten-
tion to the iconography of  the cap-figure, as they do not mention a cap although it is clearly visible.

Fig. 9.3a. Figure to the left of  the staircase

Fig. 9.3b. Figure to the right of  the staircase
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protruding edge, with the typical curls and strands of  hair visible on the 
forehead. The neck shows three wrinkles. This feature is remarkable, 
as to my knowledge it appears in East Javanese art only here at Candi 
Mirigambar and in the sculpture of  Selokelir which I will discuss later.11

I propose the relief  series at Candi Mirigambar depicts the story of  
Panji Waseng Sari (Zoetmulder 1974:430-3), or a variation of  this story.12 
A rival, the king of  Magadha, also wishes to marry Panji’s betrothed, 
Princess Raden Galuh. He tries to kill Panji by wrapping him in tree 
roots and throwing him into a river so that he would drown. Panji is 
then discovered on the banks of  the river in Daha by the princess’ female 
servants and is saved. The servants bring him to the suite of  the prin-
cess, where he lives incognito. The princess gives him the name ‘Waseng 
Sari’. Later, helped by his companions, Panji enters the fight against the 
Magadha king who attacks Daha, although the princess and her atten-
dants try to dissuade him. He succeeds in killing the king. After surviving 
even more warfare Panji finally reunites with Raden Galuh.

Most of  the relief  panels display the grossly-shaped panakawan. We 
know from other temple reliefs that this figure functions to mark the high 
status of  his master. In two panels (5 and 6) the panakawan appears with-
out the cap-figure and instead with the maid servant. I understand this 
to be an indicator that he acts as a messenger for his master or replaces 
his master.

Panel 1 (fig. 9.4) shows four standing figures.13 The cap-figure, facing 
to the left, holds his left arm with his right hand as if  closing himself  off  
from others in the scene.14 Very close to him to the left are two women 
who stand next to each other. A coarse-bodied panakawan watches the 
scene from the left. The woman who stands close to the cap-figure bends 
her head slightly towards the accompanying woman. Their iconographi-

11 Stutterheim (1936b:332) calls them ‘geluksplooien, bekend van Boeddhabeelden’ (‘wrinkles of  luck, 
known from Buddha images’). These wrinkles are in Buddhist iconography known as one of  the 32 
major marks (lakshana) of  a Buddha and represent signs of  beauty; they appear in Buddha depictions on 
Borobudur. The depictions of  the women in the Mirigambar reliefs also display this feature. In addition 
they appear on Javanese wayang figures and may represent a Javanese tradition which might even go back 
to the figures in Mirigambar. 
12 I owe thanks to Adrian Vickers, who conceived this idea of  interpretation.
13 I describe the scenes in each single panel from right to left from the viewer’s perspective following 
the pradakshina direction.
14 As mentioned above in Chapter III, clasping a hand or both hands in front of  the chest may also 
be an expression of  feeling cold. This might be understood as a hint for the separation between the two 
lovers happening in the night. The other meaning of  politeness, mentioned above, does not make much 
sense here.
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cal features mark them as a young noblewoman and her maid servant.15 
From a comparison with the depiction of  the young noblewoman in the 
final panel (11) we can conclude that, in both cases, she represents the 
beloved of  the cap-figure. The maid servant embraces the young woman 
and seems to comfort her. I interpret this scene to depict Panji with his 
betrothed, who is in sorrow due to the impending separation from her 
beloved. The process of  separation is emphasized by Panji’s posture. 

Panel 2 (fig. 9.5) shows two panakawan figures, heading towards the 
left. The front panakawan holds a long stick that reaches to the ground. 
In the left half  of  the panel the maid servant is depicted holding a long 
horizontal object. Judging from the size and the shape, this object could 
be a human body wrapped in cloth. Under this body are some carved, 
unidentified elements. Krom (1923, II:338), in reference to Perquin, de-
scribes this left part as a woman departing in a boat, under which a big 
fish is visible. I have not been able to make out such a ‘big fish’ in the 
objects beneath the body. If  a boat and fish were indeed intended, the 
carvers would certainly have been able to do this more clearly. This relief  
is the key for the interpretation of  the depicted narrative as the Waseng 
Sari story. I suggest the wrapped body represents Panji Waseng Sari who 

15 Although the head of  the noblewoman is damaged, the other features indicate her noble status. 
Unfortunately, the OD-photo from 1931 shows the same degree of  damage.

Fig. 9.4. Candi Mirigambar, west side, left of  staircase, panel 1
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had nearly been killed by the rival king. He is accompanied by two ser-
vants, and the maid servant of  the princess rescues him from the river.16

At present, panel 3 (fig. 9.6) is badly damaged.17 Perquin (1916b:143) 
describes a man in a half-lying position on the right side, and on the 
left two ‘demons’, one of  them holding the man and trying to bite him. 
Again, the demons seem to represent a panakawan. Still visible today are 
part of  the torso and a bent leg of  a half-lying/ half-sitting man, the head 
of  a panakawan close to the lap of  the man, and parts of  two arms holding 
the body of  the man. This is perhaps a position in which the panakawan 
tries to help his master to recover by embracing him or by trying to put 
him into an upright position. From the bracelet on the arm I interpret 
this lying man as the Panji depicted in panel 1.

16 There exists a slightly different version of  the Waseng Sari story in Bali (De Zoete and Spies 
1938:288-9), where Panji is put into a box in order to be drowned in the sea.
17 Unfortunately no OD-photo exists.

Fig. 9.5. Candi Mirigambar, north side, panel 2

Fig. 9.6. Candi Mirigambar, north side, panel 3
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Panel 4 (fig. 9.7) depicts the lower parts of  three bodies, the upper 
part of  the panel being destroyed.18 To the right two standing figures face 
each other, indicated by the position of  their feet. From iconographic 
elements – garment and jewellery – we can identify the right figure as a 
nobleman and the left one as a female person. The male figure holds out 
a bowed item. In the left part of  the panel sits a figure, facing the right 
side. Although it is indistinguishable in the present-day, this figure is de-
scribed by Perquin (1916b:143) as a female. To the right of  this figure is 
a damaged form which may be the lower part of  another sitting person. 
Some elements indicate an architectural setting. It is possible this scene 
depicts Panji who has been brought by the maid servant to the princess’ 
quarter, the latter perhaps accompanied by another maid.19

Panels 5, 6, and 7 on the east side are missing today, panel 7 hav-
ing been missing since 1916. The descriptions by Perquin (1916b:143) 
and the OD-photos of  panels 5 and 6 provide sufficient information 
for an identification. Panel 5 (fig. 9.8) depicts three standing figures: a 
big panakawan opposite a woman and, behind her, another small female 
figure. From the iconography and the accompanying small servant fig-
ure it can be concluded that the woman in the middle depicts the noble 
young woman. Panel 6 (fig. 9.9) shows the maid servant walking to the 
left, followed by the big panakawan holding a lance over his shoulder. The 
two panels illustrate the part of  the story when Panji himself  has gone to 
fight King Magadha, leaving behind the princess and her servants who 

18 No OD-photo exists.
19 Perquin 1916:143 and, in concurrence with him, Krom 1923, II:338 describe this panel as a depic-
tion of  a man with a bowed object in his hand standing opposite a sitting woman. Obviously they miss a 
few elements of  the depiction.

Fig. 9.7. Candi Mirigambar, north side, panel 4
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Fig. 9.8. Candi Mirigambar, east side,
panel 5 (courtesy of  Kern Institute, Leiden University, 

OD nr. 07916, cropped from the original)

Fig. 9.9. Candi Mirigambar, east side,
panel 6 (courtesy of  Kern Institute, Leiden University, 

OD nr. 07915, cropped from the original)

Fig. 9.10. Candi Mirigambar, south side, panel 8 (courtesy 
of  Kern Institute, Leiden University, OD nr. 07914)
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have tried to dissuade him. Waseng Sari in mid-fight is not depicted. The 
fighting is, however, indirectly indicated by the lance of  the panakawan.

Panel 8 (fig. 9.10) on the south side depicts three walking figures: 
again the panakawan with a lance, with the cap-figure and the maid ser-
vant positioned in front. Both the panakawan and the cap-figure stretch 
out their right arm as if  pointing towards the place they are heading to. 

Panel 9 (fig. 9.11) in the middle of  the south side depicts three figures. 
The panakawan with a coarse body squats behind the maid servant, who 
kneels in a sembah posture towards the noble cap-figure who sits in a 
higher position and faces them. He is surrounded by spiral motifs which 
may indicate clouds or vegetation.20 Krom (1923, II:338), referring 
to Perquin, describes this person as a hermit, albeit with some doubt. 
The cap is obviously misinterpreted as a hermit’s headcover – which, 
however, is usually the turban-like ketu – and probably also due to the 
worshipping postures of  the woman and the panakawan. 

Panel 10 (fig. 9.12), to the very left on the south side, depicts three 
figures. From right to left a noble cap-figure sits facing the left part of  the 
relief, where another cap-figure stands next to a figure lying naked and 
stiff  on the ground. The whole scene is filled with depictions of  trees and 
branches and spiral motifs. Perquin and Krom again describe the figure 
on the right as the hermit. 

My tentative interpretation of  panels 8 to 10 runs as follows. Panji 
wishes to show the attendants – the panakawan and the maid servant who 
had tried to dissuade him from the fight – the result of  his fight. The two 

20 This scene is reminiscent of  panel 61 on the Pendopo Terrace at Candi Panataran.

Fig. 9.11. Candi Mirigambar, south side, panel 9
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attendants then worship him for what he has done. The outcome of  his 
deed is displayed: the prone corpse of  the murdered king of  Magadha. 
Why Panji is depicted twice in panel 10 may be attributed to the wish 
of  the artist to expose Panji’s importance and bravery. Alternatively, 
the second Panji-like figure can also be considered to depict one of  his 
high-ranking companions – rangga or arya21 – who, according to the story, 
helped him in the fight against the Magadha king. The spiral motifs in 
panels 9 and 10 may indicate the spiritual power which Panji achieved 
in his fight.22

The last panel, panel 11 (fig. 9.13), on the west side to the right of  the 
staircase, depicts the cap-figure and the young woman with long, loose 
hair, both standing facing each other. She stands in an erotic posture, 
holding up her arm which is bent behind her head, which in turn is 
inclined towards him, as a sign of  love.23 He walks towards her, with his 
upper torso slightly bent in her direction, as if  eager to meet her. This 
scene illustrates the final reunion of  Panji and his beloved, Raden Galuh.

The depictions again display the principal elements of  Panji stories: 
the separation, the journey, and the reunion. The two other elements 
which are dominant in the depictions on the Pendopo Terrace at 
Panataran – the meeting with a hermit and the crossing of  water – are 

21 Compare Chapter III, sub-chapter ‘Kadeyan’.
22 Compare De Vries Robbé 1984.
23 Perquin and Krom describe her as grasping the branch of  a tree with her hand, which I consider a 
definite misinterpretation. These authors might have been misled due to a comparison with the scene of  
the Lalitavistara reliefs on Borobudur where Queen Maya grasps the branch of  a tree when giving birth 
to Siddharta (Van Erp 1931b:panel 28).

Fig. 9.12. Candi Mirigambar, south side, panel 10 (courtesy 
of  Kern Institute, Leiden University, OD nr. 07912)
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absent here. I conclude that on Candi Mirigambar these two latter 
aspects were not assigned a specific importance in the context of  this 
temple. However, another element of  the Panji stories – his bravery 
and being an ideal warrior – is another major subject depicted at Candi 
Mirigambar. This theme, featured in all literary Panji stories, is actually 
an important quality of  Panji. However, it is rarely featured in the visual 
medium of  temple reliefs.24 I only know of  two other depictions of  an 
assumed Panji figure carrying a lance; these are located in Candi Gajah 
Mungkur and Candi Wayang, two sites located close to each other on 
Mount Penanggungan. Other extant warriors depicted with a cap do not 
represent Panji. 

The placement of  the reliefs on the temple wall shows a specific pat-
tern. Two panels with similar themes and compositions are arranged in 
such a way that they lie opposite to each other on the south and north 
sides, respectively.25 It is striking that the only two amorous situations, 
which depict Panji and his beloved, are both situated to the left and 
right of  the entrance pillars where a visitor would immediately see and 
recognize them. These panels illustrate the main themes of  any Panji 
story, the separation from the betrothed princess of  Daha and their final 
reunion. Panel 2 on the north side, with the depiction of  the presumably 
dead body of  Panji, illustrates him after the attack by his opponent, while 

24 In Balinese paintings of  the Malat cycle, however, depictions of  fights are predominant. See Forge 
1978; Vickers 2005.
25 The panels featuring erotic scenes from the Sri Tanjung in Candi Surowono show a similar arrange-
ment opposite to each other within the temple layout.

Fig. 9.13. Candi Mirigambar, south side, panel 11 (courtesy 
of  Kern Institute, Leiden University, OD nr. 07909)
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the opposite south-side panel 10 depicts the dead body of  the Magadha 
king, and thus depicts Panji’s retaliatory and successful attack on his op-
ponent. The composition of  both images is similar, each with the lying 
body in the left part of  the panel. It seems that through the placement of  
the issues of  separation, reunion, and fighting near the entrance part, the 
importance of  these elements of  the Panji story is highlighted. 

Reliefs 3 and 9 (figs. 9.5 and 9.11), positioned in symmetry to each 
other in the middle of  the north and the south side, respectively, depict 
the support of  Panji by his panakawan assistant in his recovery, and the 
adoration by the maid servant. I see a parallel between these two panels 
in the fact that, in both cases, Panji is sitting and that someone is express-
ing devotion to him. Panels 4 and 8 (figs. 9.6 and 9.10) next to the east 
corners both show Panji with the maid servant walking towards a certain 
place. These scenes refer to Panji’s journey in the search for his beloved, 
which is another main theme of  Panji stories. 

For the original three panels on the rear, I cannot decipher any sym-
metrical order as in the aforementioned cases. However, it is significant 
that the two remaining reliefs do not portray any fighting scenes, al-
though fighting does indeed occur in the corresponding episodes of  the 
narrative plot. This accords to the schema in the temples, within which 
the rear side is considered to be the sacred sphere where fighting scenes 
would not be appropriate. Thus, the fighting is only represented in an 
indirect way by the panakawan carrying a lance, and the depiction of  a 
fighting Panji is omitted. Still, even though in an indirect way, this is the 
only temple I know which thematizes fighting on its rear side.

The two standing figures to the left and right of  the entrance dis-
cussed above (fig. 9.3a and fig. 9.3b), presumably representing Panji and 
a kadeyan, warrant special investigation. The two squatting panakawan 
next to the two standing figures indicate the higher status of  the latter. 
The figures of  Panji and the kadeyan are comparable with depictions in 
two other sites: at the Inner Bathing Place at Candi Panataran this pair 
seems to invite the visitor to step into the bathing place; at Candi Yudha 
this pair marks the importance of  specific narratives depicted in reliefs.26 
At Candi Mirigambar these two figures also appear to welcome the visi-
tors and invite them to enter the temple. Given that Panji and the kadeyan 
are popular figures and form part of  ‘post-mythological stories’, they act 

26 For Candi Yudha, see Chapter X.
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on the mundane level and function as intermediaries who welcome the 
visitor and guide him/her through to the sacred sphere. In the depiction 
of  the Waseng Sari story as a ‘post-mythological story’, Panji continues this 
role of  intermediary.

The specific gesture of  the figures, the lifting of  their kain, is a signi-
fier of  an erotic mood. I interpret this feature in several depictions on 
the Pendopo Terrace at Panataran, for example in panel 56, in this 
way.27 The fact that the kadeyan exposes two knees accords to his usually 
less refined attitude in comparison to the more refined behaviour of  his 
master. The erotic mood of  the two figures highlights the amorous depic-
tions of  the Panji story in the two panels next to them. These express the 
issues of  ‘love-in-separation’ and ‘love-in-enjoyment’, which are major 
elements in the Tantric concept. Interestingly, the arrangement of  these 
two moods is similar to Candi Surowono, where we also encounter de-
pictions of  these two moods in places where they immediately appeal to 
the visitor and which I interpret as expressions of  the Tantric concept. 
I conclude that the combination of  the two sculpted figures and the two 
relief  panels at Candi Mirigambar in fact introduce the pilgrim to the 
Tantric path. Thus, it seems that the Tantric doctrine forms part of  the 
religious concept of  the temple. 

Unfortunately we do not know how the upper body of  the temple 
was constructed and decorated. Perhaps the upper part of  the temple 
was originally decorated with narrative reliefs based on the Indian 
 epics, such that the Panji story can be understood as having a signalling 
 function. However, since no remains of  relief  fragments were found 
which would support this idea, this remains speculative. I am inclined 
to believe that the Panji story was indeed the major relief  series on the 
temple walls.

However, the small relief  series on the upper range above the Panji 
panels must not be neglected. The few remaining carved stones pre-
sumably depict elements of  Tantri stories. In certain cases Tantri stories 
symbolize ideal kingship, as discussed by Klokke (1993:135-42). This 
corresponds to the subject of  fighting in the depiction of  the Waseng Sari 
story. The quality of  a perfect warrior is, in the literary Panji genre, a 
major issue in Panji’s preparation to become a king. As mentioned above, 
this quality is not usually an element in depictions of  Panji stories. It is 

27 Compare also Chapter III, sub-chapter ‘Iconographical conventions’.
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striking that the Tantri stories are depicted above the Panji reliefs, while 
in many cases on other temples they are placed on a lower level. Perhaps 
this arrangement is intended to highlight the importance of  the issue of  
ideal kingship in the function of  Candi Mirigambar. 

This leads on to an interpretation of  the relief  depictions of  the Panji 
story on a political level. In this context, they symbolize the struggle and 
the preparation of  a young royal to become an accomplished kshatriya. 
Two major preconditions in this struggle are presented: bravery and suc-
cess in warfare, and the union with a wife. The defeat of  the opponent 
and the final union of  the prince of  Kuripan and the princess of  Daha 
may symbolize the ideal of  the unity of  the realm, which was a promi-
nent issue in Majapahit politics. 

While the theme of  the first two panels on the left side is separation 
and danger, the right side is dedicated to the successful fight and the 
union with the woman and, thus, the ultimate restoration of  the order. 
Loyalty and defeat of  the evil are the conditions for achieving this resto-
ration. This principle is in fact similar to the theme in Candi Surowono.

Further along, another aspect of  the Panji stories – fertility as a 
manifestation of  the union of  Wishnu and Sri – may also be symbolized. 
Through the placement of  the two panels of  separation and union of  
Panji and Raden Galuh in the entrance part, where they are immedi-
ately visible for the visitor, the importance of  the issue of  the union of  
male and female is highlighted. However, the assumed Tantric ideas 
are depicted in a less erotic style than in other temples, and only in the 
two panels mentioned; this may indicate that in this temple the Tantric 
theme is less important. Thus, Panji and Raden Galuh as incarnations of  
Wishnu and Sri may have been given more attention. This union of  the 
god with the goddess of  the rice plant carries the connotation of  fertility. 
Because the Tantric theme is of  minor importance, the emphasis is laid 
on the symbolism of  the warrior-ideal depicted on the other sides of  the 
temple; this issue is discussed at length below.

The figures of  Panji and his kadeyan next to the entrance welcome the 
visitor and seem to point towards the whole spectrum of  symbolic as-
pects. They express the erotic mood related to the Tantric concept and to 
fertility in the union of  Wishnu and Sri. They also introduce the issue of  
Panji as a warrior, as in his fights he is always supported by his kadeyan.28

28 It is, however, remarkable that in the depiction of  the Panji story itself  no kadeyan appears, but a 
panakawan who also acts as a companion of  Panji.

Lydia Kieven - 9789004258655
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:08:38PM

via free access



287

Chapter IX Candi Mirigambar: Panji, the ideal lover and warrior |

The commissioner for the construction of  Candi Mirigambar is not 
known. The political situation in Java shortly after AD 1400 was very 
unstable, with an increased competition for power. The theme of  Panji’s 
defeat of  an opponent was an appropriate means to express the claim 
of  a royal who was involved in this competition and who was associated 
with the construction of  this temple. Based on inscriptions from several 
periods, the last one dating from the beginning of  the fifteenth century, 
we can assume that the whole complex of  buildings was constructed 
in several stages. King Wikramawardhana (AD 1389-1429), referred 
to in the inscription on the copperplate, ruled the western part of  
Majapahit and was involved in severe fighting against the eastern king, 
Bhre Wirabhumi (Noorduyn 1975:479).29 We may conclude that indeed 
Wikramawardhana was the principal for the extension of  the temple 
with the relief  carvings. The reliefs would express his claim of  re-estab-
lishing the unity of  the realm. In this light Candi Mirigambar and its 
relief  decorations can be seen as a mirror of  the actual historic/political 
situation of  the time. Perhaps the political meaning of  the temple even 
surpassed its meaning on a religious level.

Another factor demands attention. The Panji story was maybe the 
major narrative depicted at Candi Mirigambar, while in most other 
cases which I investigated the Panji stories are depicted in combination 
with other narratives and have their specific function in the interaction 
with each other. If  it is true that, besides the few scenes of  Tantri or other 
animal stories which were depicted above the Panji reliefs, no other 
narrative series was originally placed on the temple foot,30 then we can 
conclude that in Mirigambar the focus was laid on the Panji story with its 
various symbolic aspects. It was not necessary to provide and create an 
interaction with other narratives to express the intended symbolic mean-
ing of  the temple. The Tantri reliefs play a minor role. The Panji story 
was considered to carry a sufficiently important message to be displayed 
on its own. We can conclude that by the end of  the fourteenth century 
the symbolism of  depicted Panji stories was already well established in 
religious society, so that it could stand in its own right. 

29 See Chapter IV, sub-chapter ‘Politics of  Majapahit’.
30 In fact, no remains of  any other reliefs have been found, neither on the building nor on the ground 
around them.
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According to Knebel as well as Krom, the local people interpreted 
the story of  these reliefs as the Angling Dharma story. Knebel (1908b:220-1) 
quotes the story as it was narrated to him by the village head in Javanese:

Waktoe poenika Angling-darma dados mliwis petak, ladjeng loemban ing 
segaran (sakilennipoen tjandi Gambar) sareng waktoe loemban ladjing 
katjepeng kalian poetri boeta nami Widata-widati […]

(At this time Angling-darma became a white duck, then he swam in the 
ocean (to the west of  Candi Gambar). While swimming he was caught by 
the daughter of  a demon whose name was Widata-widati […])31

I agree with Krom (1923, II:338-9), who mentions that in fact there is no 
correspondence at all between the Angling Dharma story and the depic-
tions in the reliefs. Interestingly, during my first visit to the site in 2000 
the juru kunci also told me that it is the Angling Dharma that is depicted. 
The Angling Dharma is a Modern Javanese version of  a Middle Javanese 
kidung called Aji Dharma.32

The fact that a specific interpretation of  the reliefs, which obviously 
does not correspond with the depictions, could be kept alive for at least 
a century has caught my attention.33 I also found intriguing that, as 
reported by Knebel (1908b:220), the story was recited ‘met dalang-stem’ 
which means in the way a dalang performs his suluk, the text which he 
sings during the wayang performance. We can imagine that originally, in 
the time when the temple was still new, there was also a guide, perhaps 
a priest or another kind of  spiritual teacher, who introduced the visi-
tors and helped them to understand the depicted stories. This is similar 
to the function of  the dalang who narrates the story in the wayang beber 

31 Thanks to Ana Zain for her help in translating from the Javanese.
32 The Angling Dharma is a Modern Javanese version of  a Middle Javanese kidung called Aji Dharma. I 
must provide a short summary of  the kidung to make clear that there is no correspondence. The story tells 
of  King Dharma, who is given the charm of  understanding the language of  the animals by the king of  
the snakes, Antaboga. The wife of  King Dharma wants to know about the charm, which, however, was 
granted under the condition of  closest secrecy. The queen throws herself  into a pyre, and King Dharma, 
after nearly having followed her, is condemned by a divine curse to wander about for seven years. During 
his adventures he encounters several animals whose language he understands. And eventually he marries 
another princess (Drewes 1975:38-44). 
33 It is also remarkable that the same story, the Angling Dharma, was said by the juru kunci in Candi Jago 
to be depicted in a relief  series which formerly had not yet been identified. See my Chapter VI on Candi 
Jago. Perhaps this is an indication that this story was just very popular during the twentieth century.
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paintings. That the panakawan is very dominant in the Mirigambar panels 
might hint to an association between the reliefs and the wayang, where the 
panakawan is an important element in both entertaining and pointing out 
important themes in the lakon. In this way, the panakawan has a similar 
role as an intermediary as Panji.34 

conclusion

The Panji story depicted at Candi Mirigambar presumably illustrates the 
Waseng Sari story, which features the separation of  Panji and his beloved, 
their search for each other, the struggle of  Panji in fighting and defeating 
an opponent, and the final union of  the two protagonists. The major ele-
ments of  a Panji story – the separation, the search, the final union – are 
depicted, but not the two other frequently depicted elements of  meeting 
a hermit and of  crossing water. However, the element of  fighting in a 
Panji story, rarely depicted in other temple reliefs, has a dominant role 
in Candi Mirigambar. The selection of  these aspects to be depicted con-
tributes to the specific symbolic meaning of  the reliefs.

The two standing figures, Panji and a kadeyan, both appearing to have 
an erotic mood, placed next to the entrance, emphasize the erotic aspect 
of  the story in the union of  the two protagonists. This union, displayed 
through the well-liked medium of  the Panji theme, introduces the visitor 
to the union of  Siwa-Sakti on a supra-mundane level, and thus points 
toward the goal of  the Tantric path. At the same time, the Panji story 
may also symbolize the union of  Wishnu and Sri and therefore symbol-
ize fertility. 

The dominance of  episodes associated with fighting signifies the 
ideal warrior as an important requirement to become a successful and 
accomplished king. This symbolism fits the actual political instability and 
competition at the time.

Thus, the depicted Panji story includes multiple symbolic aspects. 
On a religious level it introduces the visitor to the Tantric doctrine. On a 
political level the ideal king is symbolized through his union with a wife, 
and through his success in uniting the realm to restore order and welfare 
after preceding chaos. The placement of  the reliefs within the temple 

34 Compare my discussion of  this issue in Chapter II, sub-chapter ‘Performing arts’.

Lydia Kieven - 9789004258655
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:08:38PM

via free access



290

| Following the cap-figure in Majapahit temple reliefs

layout contributes to their symbolism, by placing the theme of  separa-
tion and danger on the part left of  the entrance and on the whole north 
side, the defeat of  the danger and the reunion – that is, the restoring of  
order – on the part right of  the entrance and the whole south side, and 
the indirect representation of  fighting as a means to achieve the restora-
tion of  the order on the rear side. 

Another important issue that emerges in the discussion of  Candi 
Mirigambar is that the Panji story is presumably the major narrative 
depiction on the temple. This differs from most other temples, where 
a cross-reference between several narratives and, particularly, between 
‘mythological stories’ and ‘post-mythological stories’ is given. The depic-
tions of  the two genres kakawin and kidung are usually clearly separated 
from each other through the respective selection of  scenes and through 
their placements in the temple layout. One specific issue in this cross-
reference is the allocation of  the kshatriya theme. In the temples discussed 
in chapters VI, VII, and VIII, the accomplished kshatriya is only repre-
sented by the heroes of  the kakawin world, and never by the heroes of  the 
kidung and in particular the Panji stories. However, in Mirigambar, Panji 
himself, by the additional focus on him as a warrior, has the role of  an 
accomplished kshatriya. This means that the different themes, usually al-
located separately to the two different genres, are here integrated into the 
depiction of  one genre only, namely the ‘post-mythological’ Panji story. I 
consider this integration to be an extension and even an upgrade of  the 
function of  the Panji depictions. Around AD 1400, the Panji stories seem 
to have developed into an autonomous literary genre and, particularly, 
into an autonomous visual medium capable of  conveying a specific mes-
sage in a temple.

As mentioned in Chapter VII, I know of  another relief  series depict-
ing a cap-figure as a warrior in Candi Gajah Mungkur, dated AD 1360 
and located on the slopes of  Mount Penanggungan.35 It is presumably 
Panji holding a weapon which is very similar to the weapon carried by 
the cap-wearing assistant of  Krishna in the battle scene of  the Krishnayana 
reliefs on the Main Temple of  Candi Panataran. It therefore seems that 
the topic of  a warrior holding such a weapon was already well known 
and was then applied to Panji in his role of  a warrior.

35 A photo of  the scene depicting this figure is given in Bernet Kempers 1959:plate 325. The reliefs at 
Candi Gajah Mungkur have been destroyed, but in 2000 I encountered the warrior figure in the depot 
of  the Museum Majapahit in Trowulan, the head being broken.
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This means that Candi Mirigambar is unique in many aspects and 
displays an advanced stage in the development of  the symbolism of  Panji 
depictions.
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