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URGED TO INTERDISCIPLINARY APPROACHES:
THE ICONOGRAPHY OF MUSIC ON THE RELIEFS OF ANGKOR WAT

MARTIN KNUST

Stockholms universitet

I. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND — SOURCES ABOUT MUSIC IN ANGKOR. Angkor was the capital of the me-
dieval Khmer empire, which reached the peak of its power in the centuries between AD 800 and 1200. It con-
tained the areas of what is nowadays Cambodia, Laos, parts of Thailand, southern Vietnam, and various
small colonies on the Malaysian peninsula. King Jayavarman II, who reigned from 802 to 850, is widely re-
garded as the founder of the ancient Khmer empire, since a dynasty established under his power continued
to rule the country for two centuries.! A new dynasty was established around 1080, at the time of permanent
developmentand territorial enlargement until the reign of Jayavarman VII (1181-12207?). His rule was follow-
ed by a period of continual decay. Angkor then became gradually threatened by its neighbours, and the ca-
pital was finally abandoned in 1431 for strategic reasons. The king’s court moved to Basan and later on to
Phnom Penh in 1434. The former capital disappeared in the jungle until the late nineteenth century, when
archaeological research and excavations started. The modern city of Seam Reap, whose former dimensions
are still not completely reconstructed, became the center of touristic and scientific excursions into the large
area of the city.

Angkor’s culture grew out and received various influences over the centuries. In the first place, Indian
religion, literature, and music had a strong and lasting impact on Southeast Asian culture. Chinese and Java-
nese influences can also be traced in the centuries around AD 1000.> In addition to influences from its power-
ful neighbours, there was also an intensive exchange of the practices of music and dance between the prede-
cessors of the latter Siamese empire, the Khmer, the Cham, and the many native tribes living between the
Vietnamese kingdom and the Malaysian coast. Thus, it is hardly surprising that the traditional music and
dance of what is nowadays Cambodia, Laos, and Thailand display many similarities,’ even though many
national characteristics can be differentiated. As with its linguistics, the traditional music of Cambodia is rela-
tively homogenous today.* Besides the minorities of Chinese and Vietnamese inhabitants and other ethnic
minorities in remote areas of the extreme northeastern region of the country, more than 90 percent of Cam-
bodia’s population is Khmer.

Around one millennium ago, the capital of the Khmer empire, Angkor, was one of the three cities in the
world that could have been home to over one million inhabitants. According to recent archaeological re-
search, it covered about 1000 square kilometres and was thus apparently the largest city of the preindustrial
era.’ Today, there are only ruins left, since the former capital has been abandoned for about 600 years.® But
the temple ruins — more than 50 of which have been discovered in the Cambodian rain forests within the last
150 years —can still give us an impression of the former times.

Of special interest for the musical iconographer are the stone carvings on the buildings. Moreover, these
reliefs are the main key to understanding the daily life in ancient Angkor, because there are no literary sourc-
es left, with only one exception: the contemporary report of a Chinese ambassador, Zhou Daguan, which was
written in the beginning of the fourteenth century, and describes his eleven-month long stay in Angkor
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NOTES

All photographs of the bas-reliefs were taken by the author in
February 2002.

! Charles Higham, The Civilization of Angkor (London: Wei-
denfeld & Nicolson, 2001), 53.

2 Although Higham doubts that, as held by other historians,
Jayavarman II did dwell in Java before conquering and founding
the empire of Angkor (ibid., 56), Javanese musical influences are
obvious; for example, if one takes into consideration the similarity
between the instrumental ensembles of the Southeast Asian pe-
ninsula and the Javanese gamelan orchestra.

? Concerning the cultural exchange between Thailand, Cam-
bodia and Laos in the twentieth century, see: Gretel Schworer-
Kohl, “Thailand, Laos, Kambodscha”, Die Musik in Geschiclite und
Gegenwart. Bd. by Ludwig Finscher (Kassel: Barenreiter-Verlag;
Stuttgart: Metzler-Verlag, 1998), Sachteil 9, 495.

* Sam-Ang Sam, National Instruments of Cambodia (Osaka:
National Museum of Ethnology, 2002), 5.

> Markus Becker, “Cambodian Jungle Metropolis. Ruins of
Giant City Found around Angkor Temples”, <www .spiegel.de/
international/world/0,1518,499844,00.html> (accessed 14 August
2007).

® Angkor was never depopulated completely, as reports of
Spanish and Portuguese missionaries and traders from the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries prove; see Bernard P. Groslier,
Angkor and Cambodia in the Sixteenth Century According to Portu-
guese and Spanish Sources. Trans. by Michael Smitihies (Paris:
Presses Universitaires de France, 1958), 16-17. However, it had
almost nothing to do with the former capital, and the largest part
of the city disappeared in the jungle over the years.

7 For example, the report about the collectors of human gall
seems to be a veritable horror tale, which he took seriously. Zhou
Daguan, The Customs of Canibodia. Trans. by J. Gilman d” Arcy Paul
(Bangkok: Siam Society, 1992), 66.

8 “With the fall of the Angkorian civilization the documents
of five centuries were lost”. Tran Quang Hai, “Kampuchea”, The
New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians. Ed. by Stanley Sadie
(London: Macmillan, 1980), vol. 9, 791.

¢ It was no earlier than the nineteenth century that historical
knowledge about the time of Angkor, which had been preserved
until then only by oral tradition, started to be written down. Only
a single document from the eighteenth century has survived; see
Groslier, Angkor and Cambodia, 3; 125. The technique of how to
manufacture and play musical instruments as well as to learn the
repertoire of compositionsis still widely oral; see Sam, Instrunents
of Cambodia, 12; and Hans Oesch, Aufiereuropdische Musik. Ed. by
Carl Dahlhaus and Hermann Danuser (Darmstadt: Wissenschaft-
liche Buchgesellschaft, 1997), 158-164. Just for didactic purposes,
some musicians have, according to Giovanni Giurati, recently
started to usea special form of notation: “Solo da pochiannialcuni
musicisti utilizzano forme di notazione musicale (la notazione
cifrata ed il pentagramma) come supportoc mnemonico preva-
lentemente a fini didattici”. Giovanni Giurati, Musica tradizionale
Khmer (Modena: Mucchi editore, 1993), 31, fn. 5.

™ Toni Samantha Phim and Ashley Thompson, Dance in
Cambodia (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 43; Faculties of
Choreographic Arts and Music, Royal University of Fine Arts, Phnom
Penh. Visiting Arts: Cultural Profiles Project <www.cultural
profiles.net/cambodia/ units /317 html>.

"' The same applies, for example, to classical antiquity in
Europe and in the Middle East. Here two “bottle necks” had to be

passed: the burning down of the library in Alexandria, and the
selection of classical literature and authors chosen by the medie-
val monasteries, as Umberto Eco has illustrated it impressively in
The Name of the Rose. Trans. by William Weaver (London: Secker
& Warburg, 1983).

2 Onedid, in these days, write on leather with a removable
paste. Daguan, Customs of Canibodin, 27.

* Jochen Mertens, Die Sanskrit-Inschriften von Bat Chum
(Kambodscha): Text mit Ubersetzung und Kommentar und stilkritischer
Analyse (Ph.D. diss., Norderstedt: Books on Demand, 2005), 1; and
Bruno Dagens, Les Klimers (Paris: Société d’édition des belles
lettres, 2003), 262-263.

" An appropriate English translation for this Khmer name
would be “the city which is a temple”.

> The architecture of the building has been documented
thoroughly in the years before the civil war in Cambodia by Guy
Nafilyan, who drafts the location as well as the dimensions of any
part of the building that is graphically recorded. Additionally,
some decorative details are documented but not the grand bas-
reliefs. Guy Nafilyan, Angkor Vat: Description graphique du temple
(Paris: Ecole francaise d’extréme-orient, 1969), draft no. 104-113.

' Higham, Civilization of Angkor, 84.

17 Jaroslav Poncar and Thomas S. Maxwell, Of Gods, Kings,
and Men: The Reliefs of Angkor Wat (Mannheim: Edition Panorama,
2006), 7.

¥ Andreas Neuhauser, Kambodscha (Bielefeld: Reise Know-
How Verlag Peter Rump GmbH, 2001), 284.

" Ooi Keat Gin, Southeast Asia: A Historical Encyclopaedia
from Angkor Wat to East Timor (Santa Barbara; Denver; Oxford:
ABC-CLIO, 2004), 151-152.

* Steve McCurry, Sanctuary: The Temples of Angkor (London;
New York: Phaidon Press, 2002), 3.

' Dawn F. Rooney, Angkor: An Introduction to the Teniples
(Hong Kong: Odyssey Publications, 2000), 125-126. As Maxwell
points out, according to ancient Javanese belief some temples in
Southeast Asia can be found which show the same westward
facing plan. This applies, however, only to temples and shrines
outside Angkor. See Poncar and Maxwell, Gods, Kings, and Men,
7.

 This hypothesis has been recently argued by Hélene Le-
gendre De Koninck on the basis of an evaluation of the archi-
tectural plan of Angkor Wat. Hélene Legendre De Koninck, Ang-
korWat: A Royal Temple (Weimar: Verlag und Datenbank fiir Geis-
teswissenschaften, 2001), 15.

? For example, the famous statue of Jayavarman VII, now
in the National Museum in Phnom Penh, shows him as a meditat-
ing bodhisattva.

* Erhard Rathenberg, Kambodscha mit Angkor Wat, Birma,
Laos (Buchenhain vor Mfinchen: Verlag “Volk und Heimat”,
1968), 48.

» How it was erected technically is not known. Itis a fact
that the stones of Angkor Wat were transported over a distance
of about 50 kilometres, presumably by boat: the recently discov-
ered vast system of artificial channels makes this likely.

* Poncar and Maxwell, Gods, Kings, and Men, 6. Poncar did
use the scan-slit-technique to document the bas-reliefs in their
entire length for the first time. [bid., 172-173.

7 Justin Corfield and Laura Summers, Historical Dictionary
of Cambodia (Lanham; Oxford: Scarecrow Press, 2003), 349-350.
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For the exact location see fig. 1, relief nos. 1, 3, 4, 5, 9 and
11.

For the exact location see fig. 1, relief nos. 7 and 8.

¥ Poncar and Maxwell, Gods, Kings, and Men, 34-35, 37, 50.
1 Ibid., 10.

2 Ibid., 37.

* De Koninck, Angkor Wat, 47;49-50. A summary of the ico-
nographic content that can be surely identified is given on 53-76.

* Poncar and Maxwell, Gods, Kings, and Men, 8.

% Hedwige Multzer O’'Naghten, Les temples du Cambodge:
Architecture et espace sacré (Paris: Geuthner, 2000), 80.

* The orthography of Asian proper names in my text fol-
lows their common practice use in English research publications.
Names of Cambodian instruments are generally transcribed ac-
cording to Sam Ang-Sam’s “Cambodia”, The New Grove Dictionary
of Music and Musicians. Ed. by Stanley Sadie (London: Macmillan,
2001), vol. 4, 861-864, and does not follow the article on Cambodia
in 1980 edition of The New Grove Dictionary.

¥ For further information, see Sam, Instruments of Cambodia,
45-46, 128.

* Ibid., 50. Compare this to Sam-Ang Sam'’s “Tror”, The New
Grove Dictionary of Musicand Musicians. Ed. by Stanley Sadie (Lon-
don: Macmillan, 2001), vol. 25, 795.

* Ibid., 50-58.

** The traditional Apsara-dance in Cambodia hasavery long
and honourable tradition. For example, “1000 danseuses étaient
affecteés au temple de Prah Khan”, in the twelfth century. Da-
gens, Les Klmers, 262. Depictions of these Hindu mythological
figures from the twelfth century show attitudes and gestures that
are very similar to the art of Apsara-dance today. See Phim and
Thomson, Dance in Cambodia, 2. It can be taken for granted that
this dance was performed with musical accompaniment, as tra-
ditional music and dance were strongly related to each other until
the time of the civil war in the 1970s. See PPaul Collaer, Die Musik-
geschichte in Bildung. I: Musikethnologie. IlI: Siidostasien (Leipzig:
VEB Deutscher Verlag fiir Musik, 1979), 50. It would stray too far
from my issue to give more details about it, even though the
Apsara-dance is a crucial part of Khmer culture.

Y Sam, Instruments of Cambodia, 5.

2 Daguan, Customs of Cambodia, 18-19.

¥ Sam, Instruments of Cambodia, 107.
™ Ibid., 104,
¥ Schwérer-Kohl, “Thailand, Laos, Kambodscha”, 497.
*% Photographs of the modern sralai are included in: Sam,
Instruments of Canibodia, pictures no. 10-12.

¥ Schwérer-Kohl, “Thailand, Laos, Kambodscha”, 514.

¥ Max Wegner, “Griechenland: Griechische Instrumente
und Musikbrduche”, Die Mustk in Geschiclte und Gegenwart. Ed. by
Friedrich Blume (Kassel; Basel: Barenreiter-Verlag, 1956), vol. 5,
872-873.

¥ Ibid., 873.

Y Musique du Cambodge (Phnom Penh: Direction du tourisme
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Khmer, 1960), 10-11.

%1 Sam, Instruments of Cambodia, 43, 45.

> Ibid., 19.
A prominent example for an archaeological finding of
instruments is the Roman organ of Aquincum, build in the year
AD 228 (or before), and found in Budapest in 1931. Even though
the pipes of all four registers of the organ are preserved very well,
and thus allow an approximate reconstruction of the tuning of
this instrument, it is not known how well and how strongly air
pressure was generated in order to play it. See Albrecht Rieth-
miiller and Frieder Zaminer, Die Musik des Altertums (Darmstadt:
Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1997), 303-308. Concerning
archaeological findings of the aulos, and problems in reconstruct-
ing the instrument on the basis of these artefacts, see Annie Bélis,
“Aulos”, The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Muscians. Ed. by
Stanley Sadie (London: Macmillan, 2001), vol. 2, 181.

* Sam Ang-Sam and Patricia Shehan Campbell, Silent
Temples, Songful Hearts: Traditional Music in Cambodia (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1991), 52-53.

% Qesch, Auflereuropdische Musik, 172; and Schworer-Kohl,
“Thailand, Laos, Kambodscha”, 506-507. Sam declares the isoto-
nic tuning to be a music-theoretical construct without any impor-
tance for musical practice. See Sam, Instruments of Cantbodia, 7.

% Dagens, Les Khimers, 262-263.

% The traditional dance of Cambodia today is always a com-
bination of a narrative or even dramatic presentation of the myths
and the art of highly skilled gestures, or —for our understand-
ing— dance. This was the case even before the time of the civil
war. See Collaer, Siidostasien, 44.

% Ibid., 56.

¥ Daguanreports that people from the mountain tribes were
captured to become slaves of the Khmer: Daguan, Customs of
Cambodia, 19. On the reliefs of Angkor Wat and the Bayon temple
different sorts of dresses and hairstyles can be distinguished, and
from this some ethnic groups can be separated. See Higham,
Civilization of Angkor, 116, 123.

% John Dowson, A Classical Dictionary of Hindu Mythology
and Religion, Geography, History and Literature (London: Routledge
and Kegan Paul, 1957), 116-117.

1 For the exact location see figure 1, relief no. 2.

® “Every man or woman, from the sovereign down, knots
the hair and leaves the shoulders bare. Round the waist they wear
a small strip of cloth, over which a larger piece is drawn when
they leave their houses”. Daguan, Customs of Canbodia, 7. This
used to be the common dress until Cambodia became a French
colony (compare etching from the late nineteenth century in:
Rooney, Introduction to the Temples, 50).

% Schworer-Kohl, “Thailand, Laos, Kambodscha”, 496-497.

o Concerning the Apsaras, or celestial dancers, this is an-
other question. Reliefs of Apsaras cover a very large space in
other parts of Angkor Wat. However, there is no Apsara to be
found on the southern large bas-reliefs.
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