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The Group of Robang
Romeas Monuments,

Sambor Prei Kuk

Keo Kinal

Researcher, Archaeology and Patrimony

The sad political events of the last three
decades, and the insecure situation lingering
over Cambodia, have caused irreparable losses
through the illegal exportation of artifacts
belonging to Cambodian cultural heritage.
Sambor Prei Kuk, like Angkor, is an
extraordinary site where ancient temples emerge
from the tropical forest that has gradually
overrun them over the centuries. The need
today is not only to restore and maintain this
exceptional example of Cambodia’s heritage but
also to balance its restoration with the orderly
development of tourism and the Cambodian

way of life.

The Site of Sambor Prei Kuk and
the City of Isanapura

The events leading up to the building
of Sambor Prei Kuk begin in the reign of
Bhavavarman I, Mahendravarman and
Isanavarman I. The distinctive style of art and
architecture created during this period has been
named the style of Sambor Prei Kuk by scholars
and researchers (De Coral Rémusat, G., 1957).
The area of Sambor Prei Kuk was constructed to
mirror the image of Universe, with the central
temple representing Mount Meru.

The site of Sambor Prei Kuk or
Isanapura was the capital of great Chenla (7th to

8th century AD). It is located about 195
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kilometers northeast of Phnom Penh and by,
30 kilometers north of the provincial capital of
Kampong Thom in the present-day districy of
Prasat Sambor. The monuments of this site are
divided into three principal groups: Sambor,
Rosei Rolick and  Robang  Romeas.
Subsequently, the group of Sambor was further
divided into three groups. One of these groups,
showing  particular  characteristics,  was
designated as the central group and assigned the
letter C. The two others, to the North and the
South, built slightly to the East of the central
group, were designated by the letter N and §
respectively (Map 1).

Various studies of the history of Khmer
civilization note that the area known by the
name of Sambor Prei Kuk served several times as
a capital, installed over centuries by the kings of
the pre-Angkorian period. Following this
period, the site was not completely abandoned;
this is proved by inscriptions, carved on the
doorframe of the monuments of the group,
which show that Angkorian kings reoccupied
the area (Ccedeés, G., 1952: 96).

After being forgotten for a period of
time, late 19th century French archaeologists
discovered the site of Sambor Prei Kuk and
determined that all the monuments of
Isanapura or Sambor Prei Kuk constituted one
of the most ancient examples of Khmer
architecture (Coedés, G., 1952: 6). Earlier
research was done by Lunet de Lajonquicre
(1902: 225-236), with additional survey work
performed in 1911 and 1925 by Henri
Parmentier (1927: 21-28). Sambor Prei Kuk
was excavated in 1927 by French Archaeologist
Victor Goloubew (1937: 489-492). The French
archaeologist and the last French conservator of

Angkor, Bernard Philippe Groslier, continued
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Map 1: The archaeological site of Isanapura and the Robang Romeas group




Goloubew 1R aMwivuynanTennanss
NEMBIS: (Goloubew, V.. 1937 489492
ufguriars:ig)s fAGI9EHD (ANA Bernard
Philippe Groslier THuEhyNAnTgmrie S
[umsHAIRHRITANMWIARIER M wisiFis:
fHr (MIGRC. 1962: 30001 GAMANAIIRA
Amness] MwuRmMoNEnt N6
wegantnanisiintsvsywidum§ou
RIEA U NUTEAITRITeTAgN WY A &
rm:mequnnn?qusﬁmrsm?qpn?mgu‘jt‘ﬁﬂ
isrewnysnegsnrezioden Sasi
boOb (Sophia University, 1998)4 ufggtilins
fits: annignafwhrachisuremtiteias
g Al ainneT g AR USTe: A A
fuvfasunanien (57en BAvsny (Waseda

Unversity, 2002) 4

[AEIQANFIURIEIY

qofinsudimysnidioiios

v

3
sinduirfansfsgansyims(rsmaned
Lﬁlat.'%’n}méﬂ 181§ 182 én;mﬂ‘mwrsmsmmg
rorwyRUMMY (Aussaiatsifamany
Tesmanaaggnd wennsbAgisit e
rgmmrgnﬁﬁrmgmvmmmsz fMsANRANY
fiusienufmerminiadifedsse o
siboobngrgidais: msmianpiywiduin
i tgfare it nymangtss thwmrg:iss)
ot atgfaTmEadnigagIngy mraRneseh
AMYWHWUINMET5aNU9: 0181y wIgsIUA
HRRIANYBT (YIS Tranet, M., 1997:275-

328 & Seng Soth, 2000: 23-25) AATANAURIY

(19

excavations at Sambor Prei Kuk in 1942
(MIGRC, 1962:300). After the Khmer Rouge
regime, the site once again has become a focus
of attention. Archacologists from Sophia
University conducted reconnaissance studies of
Sambor Prei Kuk in 1997 and 2002 (Sophia
University, 1998). From 1998 onwards, 2
rescarch group from Waseda University
rescarched the symbiosis  between the
archaeological ~remains, the surrounding

ccosystem, and local culture and society

(Waseda University, 2002).

The Group of Robang Romeas

We now turn to the Robang Romeas
Group of Sambor Prei Kuk. The Robang
Romeas Group is located about two kilometers
to the northwest of the main groups (N, C and
S) of Sambor. This group is of particular interest
because it offers the remains of later generations
which occupied the site. In 2002, a research
team studied this site and produced the most
complete survey of the site to date (See Traner,
M., 1997:275-328 & Seng Sot, 2000:23-25).

There is a laterite stone tower, K8, the
name of which, "Robang Romeas", is used to
designate the entire group of eight structures!.
The group of structures consists of four
secondary sanctuaries and three other annex
sanctuaries at the east. The letter K in the
inventory of Henri Parmentier designates this
site, and his system of identification is still used
today. He labels the structures at the site

K1-K8. It is notable that the four largest

U n reality there are nine towers (K1-K9), but the study is
centered only on cight towers (K1-K8) since the last K9

tower is located at a distance from these eight towers.
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sanctuaries, K4-K7, are aligned along a norh,-
south axis. Most of the buildings of this group
are built of brick except K8 (as mentioned
carlier). "The structures all face east except for
K1 (see Plan 2).

- K1, slightly to the southeast of K22, is
a square building with its opening facing west,
opposite to K2. The doors on its other three
sides are false (Fig. 1 & Plan 1). Half the
building is covered with debris, and its tower is
ruined. Through its position, it seems to be a

kind of building which the French called a

library, belonging to K2.

ju Bayhdor nrvorfuinars Saydant

Fig. 1 & Plan 1: K1 viewed from the cast (top) and drawn

(below)

2 Seng Soth’s study mistakenly notes that K1 is located
north of K2 and faces east.
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Fig. 3: Detail of K3

- K4 sanctuary is a more skillfully built
and better preserved structure, similar to K7
(the plan and entrance orientation are the
same). There is a false door on each side of the
building, with a main entrance door facing the
east’ (Fig. 4 & Plan 5). At the eastern
connection to the entrance of the cella, there is
a long hall, or Mandapa. This Mandapa has a
small door on each side of the wall (the
doorframes are still in situ) while the main door
extends to the east and connects with a small
anti-chamber at its eastern end. This ant-
chamber connects with the Gopura which has
collapsed, and only a trace of the entrance
remains.

- K5 is in a state of ruin. Its entrance

door opens to the east, with false doors on the

3 The previous study by Seng Soth notes that a decorative
lintel on the north false door still remains. Today chis lintel
has disappeared (See Seng Soth, 2000:23).
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other three sides (Fig. 5 & Plan 6). The presence
of three false doors differs from the earlier
description by Seng Soth who only noted the
presence of one false door on the western side.
The existence of a connection hall, Mandapa, or
anti-chamber are also shown on plans published

by Michael Tranet (cf. Tranet, M., 1997: 277)

)

these structures were not present at the site in

2002.

jutvad Bayades arudiSuiniis Boylany

Fig. 5 & Plan 6: K5 viewed from the east (above), and
drawn (below)

- K6 sanctuary stands to the west of K5,
and is built on a rectangular plan with only one
false door at its rear. Its entrance gate opens to
the east and is capped by a lintel supported by a
rough-faced octagonal stone colonnade (Fig. 6
& Plan 7). Irregular joints between the lintel
and the colonnade, and also between the

colonnade and the brick pediment above it,
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an

suggest that the lintel might have beep re-used
from an earlier structure (Fig. 7). Ty,
hypothesis is based not only on the rough joing
of the lintel and colonnade, but also becayse of
the decorative motif on the lintel itself, On-site
observation and previous studies suggest that
this style of the lintel belongs to the pre-
Angkorian period, more precisely to the Prej
Khmeng style (Boisselier, J., 1970: 152). A the
ruined east entrance of this building' an
inscription carved on each doorframe, noted by

George Coedes, suggests a date for the sanctuary

of about the second half of the tenth century
(Ceedes, G., 1953: 191-194).

[utu98s 1 wordnuimammge

Fig. 6: K6 viewed from the southeast
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Fig. 7: Lintel from Prei Khmeng period, perhaps reused at K6
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- K7, the northern-most sanctuary, is
square and has three false doors with flanking
pilasters that are filled with and surrounded by
debris. As with K4, this sanctuary is composed
of a central cella connected to a Mandapa which
has a small door on each side of the wall (the
doorframes are still visible). The main door with
its axis extends to the east, connecting with 2
small anti-chamber and terminating in a gopura
at its eastern side (Fig. 8 & Plan 8).

- K8 is located to the west of the
structures described above, in a space between
sanctuaries K5 and K6. K8 is a large rectangular
structure, divided by two rows of laterite pillars
into a central nave with two side aisles. An anti-
chamber is located at each end of the nave. The
nave is broader, and terminates in an anti-

chamber with a principal entrance door at each

side. Four other doors are symmetrically set, two
on each side of the walls (Fig. 9 & Plan 9).

[UIU9Es 81 gdré‘mﬁmaﬁn[m
Fig. 4: K8 viewed from the south

I'hrough this on-site analysis one can
clearly see the discrepancies becween prior site

surveys and actual site conditions today. By
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careful on-site documentation, numerqys
features of the architectural complexity haye
been discovered. The general structura|
composition of Robang Romeas Group has
provided us with many suggestions for its dage
(see Plans 10, 11 & 12).

K2 has characteristics similar to the
central tower of Prasat Kuk Nokor, which i
dated to the beginning of the eleventh century
(see Keo Kinal, Hor Sokuntheary and Hiy
Sophorn, 996:93-125). The elements of K1 and
K2, if K1 is a library, suggest that the structures
are dated from the beginning of the 11th
century and the reign of Suryavarman I. The
existence of a mandapa and anti-chamber reveal
elements of the construction typically dating
from the beginning of the 11th century. The
structure of K8, with one nave and two side
aisles divided by two rows of columns, is
identical to those in Prasat Preah Vihear and
Phnom Chisor.> Especially towards the
beginning of the 11th century, various
foundations were built at the Robang Romeas
Group according to inscriptions and decorated
elements (the decorative motifs are very similar
o those of Prasat Preah Vihear and Phnom
Chisor). The reutilization of pre-Angkorian
sculpture, little columns, and unfinished lintels
is frequent in these foundations (Boisselier, J.,
1970:163).

These observations reveal that Robang
Romeas's  structures, composition, and
arrangement, are distinct from the other
groupings of Sambor Prei Kuk, a difference

attributable to its later date of occupation.

5 See Keo Kinal, Hor Sokuntheary and Hin Sophorn,
1996: 35-66 & Boisselier, J., 1966: 78.
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Many levels of study are necessary 1o
understand, preserve, and - cherish  this
invaluable spiritual inheritance.

Today the historical monuments of
Sambor Prei Kuk, especially Robang Romeas
Group, may make us feel strange as the group is
not only located far from us in time and space,
but few people have seen or studied them.
[t is obvious that the site needs to be made closer
to us spiritually and also to be conserved with
the greatest care, love, and respect. Incidents
which have diminished the spiritual value of
other sites, such as the vandalism and looting
which took place, for example, at Preah Khan
Kampong Say, Banteay Chhmar, Koh Ker, due

to poor security, need to be avoided at this site.
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Plan 10: Suggested chronological evolution of the Robang Romeas Group, intial building (drawn in 2002)
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Plan 12: Suggested chronological evolution of the Robang Romeas Group, third period (drawn in 2002)
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