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A Commentary on Lpoek Aṅgar Vat
(Poem of Angkor Wat)
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Sophia Asia Center for Research and Human Development, Sophia University

With reference to the Lpoek Aṅgar Vat, or Lboek Angkor Wat, it is a fact that certain researchers 
of the past had summarized, studied, and presented notes on this fundamental poem, basically both 
in Khmer and in the French language. According to Professor Khing Hoc Dy, the text in Khmer was 
first published and briefly translated by E. Aymonier in 1878. The text was later studied and briefly 
translated by J. Moura in 1883, and further by Khmer scholars such as Nhok Thèm in 1959, Pich Bun 
Nil in 1971, Saveros Pou in 1975 and 1977, and Khing Hoc Dy in 1983 and 1985.1

The title ‘Lpoek Aṅgar Vat’ was translated into a variety of ways by preceding researchers, as 
‘Establishment of Angkor Wat, Foundation of Angkor Wat, Legend of Angkor Wat, Poem of Angkor 
Wat,’ and so on. On comparison with certain classical literature and middle period inscriptions at 
Angkor Wat (researchers labelled them Inscriptions Moderne d’Angkor, or IMA), and from her own 
linguistic analysis, S. Pou discovered that the poem was composed in the 1542 śaka, which is A.D. 
1620.2

 

Lpoek Aṅgar Vat was a very well-known work of literature among scholars, both Khmer and 
foreign. Another work similar to Lpoek Aṅgar Vat is the legend of Prasat Angkor, which was well-
known among the Khmer people, and which is associated with the foundation of Angkor Wat. 
With other well-known legends and folktales, this legend was collected and published by the 
Institut Boudhique in the [‘Prachum Roeng Preng Khmer,’ or the Collections of Khmer legends, or 
in French, ‘Contes et Legendes Cambodgiens’].3 Similarly, another folktale, namely the Nāṅ Tibv 
Sūṭācand (or Neang Toep Sodachan, which is the name of a nymph and daughter of the god Indra) 
was very popular in the 1960s, and it was also produced as a theater drama and movie. Both these 
folktales, namely the Nāṅ Tibv Sūṭācand and the legend of Prasat Angkor, begin with the birth of 
Preah Pisnukar (or Braḥ Bisṇukār, Vishvakarman, the divine architect) and Preah Ketmealea (or 
Braḥ Ketumālā, the son of a king who appears in the legend).

In this brief article, I attempt to introduce a short commentary on the poem, in particular, the 
writer’s description regarding some of the depictions on the bas-reliefs of Angkor Wat. I also seek to 
provide a narrative summary of a section linked to the description of the god Indra ordering Preah 
Pisnukar to build the palace of heaven for Preah Ketmealea on earth, from the Khmer text into 
English. The presented Khmer text in this article was published by E. Aymonier in 1878, a copy of 

1 Pierre d’Angkor 1985: i-vi.
2 Pou 1975: 124.
3 Institut Bouddhique, Prachum Roeng Preng Khmer (Recuil des Contes et Légends Cambodgiens), Fasc. 

5, Première édition, Phnom Penh, 1963, pp. 1-27. The legend of Prasat Angkor was recently studied and 
published by the Ministry of Education. See, Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports 2017: 1-28.
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which is extracted from the Google book.4

A Commentary on the Text

The Lpoek Aṅgar Vat was composed as a poem rich in alliterative and rhyming words, and the 
poet used meters such as Pad Brahmagit (Bat Prohmkoet), Pad Kākagati (Bat Kakketi), and Pad 
Baṃnol (Bat Pomnol). The Khmer text consists of 31 pages [with pages numbering 1 to 31 on the 
upper right of the page by the author, and including two pages (namely pages 1 and 2) for the writer 
of the poem’s preamble, named Paṅ (or Pang)]. The text was written using the mūl (or Moul) script 
which is more classic and beautiful, with regard to the text.

The beginning of the story informs us as to how Preah Ketmealea was taken by god Indra who 
was his father in his previous life to the palace of Indra in heaven, and then how Angkor Wat was 
constructed by Preah Pisnukar, the divine architect, on earth, in fulfillment of a promise by Indra to 
his son Preah Ketmealea (pages 3 to 11, please see the narrative summary below).

The following pages were illustrated as a series of carved reliefs. For instance, decorative 
carvings, architectural ornaments, and the story of Rāmakerti5 depicted scenes of Hindu gods and 
Naraka (or Noruok, which refers to hells). They included also the king seated on a palanquin, and so 
on. 

From pages 12 to 24, compared to other scenes, the story of the Rāmakerti is much more detailed. 
There are many versions of the Rāmakerti in the 20th century that were narrated in an orderly 
manner by elderly people, and published in books and audiovisual works such as the Rāmakerti 
by Ta Chak (his full name is Mi Chak, and he is from the Siem Reap Province),6 the Rāmakerti by 
Ta Krut,7 a long prose version of the Rāmakerti compiled by a monk named Vichea Thor,8 and the 
Rāmakerti by Ta Soy.9 Unlike these versions of the Rāmakerti mentioned above, the story of the 
Rāmakerti in Lpoek Aṅgar Vatt is a step by step description through the carved reliefs on the panel 
of the Rāmakerti at Angkor Wat, and it was not narrated by the writer in an orderly manner. 

The writer begins to describe as an introduction to the story of the Rāmakerti, ‘the departure 
of Braḥ Rāma (Preah Ream) to the gate of the demon (the city of Lanka) that is now calamity.’ The 
following is a brief summary: “In the prosperous city of Srī Ayuthyā, there was a king named Braḥ 

4 Aymonier 1878. I received this Khmer text (extracted from Google Book) through the kindness of Mr. Hun 
Chhunteng and Mr. Hout Saosekharith to whom I offer my thanks. 

5 Rāmakerti or Reamker is the Khmer version, both oral and written, of the Ramayana epic. Because there 
were no Khmer literature documents that existed or were found prior to the 15th century, the earliest version 
of the Rāmakerti among Khmer literary works was dated from the 16th to 17th century, and the Thai version of 
Rāmakien was composed at the beginning of the 18th century by King Rāmā I. Cf. Pou 1986: 203-211, 1977.

6 Bizot 1973.
7 Ta Krut or Neay Maha Krut was born in the Kompong Cham province, and he was a famous storyteller during 

the 1960s. His well-known recitation of the Reamker was recorded in 1965 and 1968. The recordings were 
taken to France by Alain Daniel and Jacques Bunnet for their research. The record of the recitation of the 
Reamker by Ta Krut has been recently restored by Bophana Audiovisual Resource Center, and is now available 
online, at https://bophana.org/boutique/the-reamker-by-ta-krut/. 

8 This version consists of 107 parts and was edited and published by Dik Keam. Cf. Dik Keam 1964. 
9 Ta Soy (or his full name Phka Soy) was born in Lovea Em district, Kandal province. His recitation of the 

Reamker was noted and compiled by Pich Bunnin with the preface by Ang Choulean. Cf. Pich Bunnin 2000. 
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Pāt Dasarath (Preah Bat Tusaroat)10 who ruled over the entire world. There was a great hermit who 
trained Braḥ Rāma (Preah Ream) and Braḥ Laksmaṇa (Preah Leak). Braḥ Rāma and his brother 
Braḥ Laksmaṇa traveled in the forest towards the Braḥ Nagar of king Mithilā (City of king Mithila), 
where lay the residence of Nāṅ Sīṭā (Neang Seda). Because of his strength and glory, king Mithilā 
permitted Braḥ Rāma to marry Nāṅ Sīṭā. It was not long after that Kruṅ Rābṇ Asūr (or Krong 
Reap, the demon king), rose to compete in a determined manner against Braḥ Rāma. Then the 
three of them, namely Braḥ Rāma, Braḥ Laksmaṇa, and Nāṅ Sīṭā set out for the fight. The three 
walked inside the quiet forest. A huge demon (Mahā Yaksā) came to quickly abduct Nāṅ Sīṭā and 
take her away. Braḥ Laksmaṇa promptly ran after the demon in order to fight, and Braḥ Rāma shot 
an arrow and killed the demon in the forest. Braḥ Laksmaṇa left in order to be ordained as a great 
hermit. Nāṅ Sūrapanakhā (Neang Surbankha)11 rushed swiftly towards the palace of the king, in 
order to attract and console the king. Braḥ Laksmaṇa got angry and brandished his sword. Kruṅ 
Khara (Krong Khar)12 marched with an army to battle. Many soldiers died in the battle. Mahārīk 
(Moharik)13 converted himself into a golden deer and went toward the Āsram.14 Braḥ Rāma followed 
the golden deer into the forest mountain. Kruṅ Rābṇ turned himself into a Brahman sage to abduct 
Nāṅ Sīṭā and fly into the sky. Jatāyu15 spread his wings to make it dark. Kruṅ Rābṇ pulled the ring 
and threw it at Jatāyu, breaking Jatāyu’s wing and causing him to fall down. Kruṅ Rābṇ flew into 
the city of Lanka. The demon deer was shot dead by Braḥ Rāma. Braḥ Rāma returned to the palace 
and sorrowed over his losing of Nāṅ Sīṭā…” Then, followed a description in great detail, related to 
the scene of the fight between the armies of monkeys and Yeaks (demons). 

Pages 24 to 25 mention the great hermit (Braḥ Mahā Īsī) who resided on the top of Himabānt 
(the Himalayas), which is compared to Sumeru (Mount Meru), in a heavenly palace (bhimān at 
Sthān Traitrịṅ), and also describes the disturbance from Tusasokan (probably the name of demon).16

 

Pages 25 to 26 illustrate scenes of Naraka (Norok, or the hells), and it consists 30 tiers in which 
are described the names of the hells where tortures take place, and where sinners were punished 
and tortured by many ways.17 At the end of page 26 to 27, the writer mentions the name of Preah 
Ketmealea who was seated on a palanquin, and a prince who came to show respect.18 Then, page 27 
describes the parade of the army that was led by the king, and of the soldiers wearing leather and 
iron helmets, and holding arrows, swords, many kind of weapons, and so on. 

From end of pages 27 to 31, the writer praised the great and elegant work of Preah Pisnukar, by 

10 The father of Braḥ Rāma and Braḥ Laksmaṇa.
11 A female Yeak (demon).
12 He is the older brother of Nāṅ Sūrapanakhā. 
13 He is a demon who helped Kruṅ Rābṇ to capture Nāṅ Sīṭā. 
14 A place where Braḥ Rāma and Nāṅ Sīṭā reside. 
15 Jatāyu is depicted as a big bird who tried to rescue Nāṅ Sīṭā.
16 This description seems to be related to the scene of Śiva in the form of hermit seated in a yogic position on the 

top of the mountain, and beneath is the image of Ravana shaking the mountain. This scene is called Ravana 
shaking mount Kailasa. It is located at the 1st gallery of the south-western corner. In the same corner, there are 
also other sculpted relief scenes of Śiva having the form of a hermit.

17 This scene is called the panel of Heavens and Hells. It is located at the eastern wing of the 1st southern gallery. 
18 This scene is called the historic procession for which King Suryavarman II gave orders to his ministers. The 

panel is located at the western wing of the 1st southern gallery. 
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describing in general the architectural elements, sculpted statues, carved motifs, reliefs, and so on.

A Narrative Summary of the Story of Preah Ketmealea
19

Once in a glorious time in the past, there was a king named Braḥ Pād Vaṅ’ Ascār (or Preah 
Bat Vong Oschar), who was law-abiding and a man of generosity. The king had a blessed and most 
beautiful consort who surpassed all concubines. He had a son, named Preah Ketmealea, who was most 
exceptional, meritorious, and courageous. Preah Ketmealea’s glory was well-known everywhere, not 
only on the earth but also in the Sthān Traitrịṅ (or Sthan Traitroeng, the residence of god Indra). 
God Indra realized that Preah Ketmealea was his son in a previous life, who was reborn as a son 
of king Preah Bat Vong Oschar. Then, Indra descended to the earth and took Preah Ketmealea to 
Sthān Traitrịṅ. 

However, the presence of Preah Ketmealea there was unsettling and disturbing to all the Devatas 
(or angels), because Preah Ketmealea was a human and had a human smell, and so the Devatas 
informed Indra about the matter. Hence Indra decided to send Preah Ketmealea back to the human 
world. Preah Ketmealea felt unhappy and suffered mentally, because he had led a harmonious, 
uplifting, and enjoyable life in the great and splendid palace, namely Bejjayanta Ratana (or Bejayant 
Ratana),20 and he did not wish to depart from that comfortable atmosphere. 

Indra understood and had compassion on his son over his sorrowful feelings, and eventually 
promised to build on the earth everything, just the same as it was in heaven, for his son’s desire and 
satisfaction. Hence, when Preah Ketmealea asked Indra to build the palace and other places that 
existed in the Sthān Traitrịṅ, Indra ordered all Devatas to gather, and ordered Braḥ Bisnukār (Preah 
Pisnukar, or the divine architect) who was brilliant and intelligent, to build the great palace Bejayant 
on earth, which would be respected by all Devatas. Indra then ordered the construction of Preah 
Ko,21 and dispatched guardians to protect the son, and he also ordered Preah Pisnukar to supervise 
and organize all servants from all over the world. These included the Khmer, Siam, Burmese, Mon, 
Lav (Laos), Chvea (Malay), Cham, Langka (Sri Lanka), Yuon Cas’ Kai Soen (ancient Vietnamese 
and Tây-sön), Karien, Kloeng (Indian), Barang (It is generally referred to European people), Stieng, 
Phnong, Tumpuon, Chin Hokkien (Chinese Hokkien), Chin Katang (Cantonese), Chipon (Japanese), 
and others. 

Preah Pisnukar ordered the clearing of the forest around Phnom Bakheng,22 and the bringing of 
high quality stones to construct the complex. The temple was perfectly good and neat with all places 

19 The name Ketmealea is the basis for the name of the monument Beng Mealea, the modern Buddhist pagoda 
Wat Beng Mealea, and the village and commune Phum Beng Mealea, which is located in the Svay Loeu 
district, Siem Reap province. See., Nhim 2018: 15.

20 Bejayant Ratana, in Sanskrit Vaijayanta and in Pali Vejayanta, is the sacred palace of Indra. The name of the 
Bayon temple, which is located at the center of Angkor Thom, is a corruption of this Sanskrit and Pali name of 
Indra’s palace. See., Nhim, op. cit., p. 28. 

21 It probably matches the name of the monument Krol Ko, which is located near the Preah Khan temple in the 
grand circuit road of Angkor Park. It was built in the reign of King Jayavarman VII, during the late 12th and 
beginning of the 13th century. Nhim, op. cit., p. 55. 

22 It is the name of the hill and monument which is located close to the southern gate of Angkor Thom. For the 
name of Phnom Bakheng, see., Nhim, op. cit., p. 26.
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in stone, including the Rong Chomnun (meeting hall), four beautiful Srah (ponds), the left and right 
Hortrai (a place to keep all related religious treatises),23 and the intertwining Rong Tong (galleries). 
The temple had nine towers with rich decorative motifs of flowery designs. There were three tiers 
with dense shapes and ornamented, consisting of many triangular designs, up to the precious five 
towers (Bakan Tieng Pram).24

The king (Preah Ketmealea) entered Nokor (Capital city), namely Intapras,25 to be the great 
king (Mahārāja, or Mohareach). This entire great and perfect masterpiece had been managed by 
Preah Pisnukar.26

 

Brief Remarks

The author of the Lpoek Aṅgar Vat seems to emphasize the fact that Angkor Wat was not 
constructed by humans but by gods. This was because of its great and marvelous architectural 
construction, which made it unbelievable that any human being could have built it. The descriptions 
on the carved reliefs seem like a guide to show people around the temple. However, regarding the 
descriptions in the section on the Rāmakerti the author appears to have known the story well, and 
especially the names of all the characters. 
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