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PREFACE 

This book relates the story of the Khmcrs, who established 
a great empire at Angkor, in the Mekong Valley, bet\\-een 
the 8th and 13th centuries. It does not claim to be a com
prehensive survey of Khmer history, nor presume to recap
ture the glory of their civilisation. lt is a brief outline of 
their rise, development and decline, and contains a descrip
tive account of some of the fabulous temples raised by them 
in the Cambodian jungles. Inevitably, as any such book is 
bound to be, it is also the record of yet another pilgrimage 
to Angkor. 

For the writing of the historical portions my debt to 
Majumdar, Le May, Kalidas Nag, Quaritch Wales and, above 
all, Brodrick and Briggs, is everywhere apparent, and I record 
my grateful thanks to these authorities for the help I have 
derived from their books. And of course. no writer on the 
Khmers can omit an acknowledgment of gratitude to the mag
nificent work of the great French scholars of the Ecole Fran
~aise d'Extrbne Orient, to whom is due most of the credit for 
bringing to light the glorious heritage of the Khmers. 

The Bibliography appended to the present work covers 
practically all the important books and articles written in 
English on Angkor and the Khmers. I believe this is the 
first bibliography of its kind, and I hope it will be useful to 
those who are not familiar with French. To those who know 
French a much larger field is open, as a book-list cataloguing 
only major works in French would include over a thousand 
titles. The reader may ignore the footnotes in this book. 
They are provided only as references in case any specific 
point is thought to be worth pursuing by reference to 
authoritative sources, 
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1 record hereby my grateful thanks to my brother 
Alexander Walker, for his advice in several matters, and 
for having so wilJingly undertaken the tedious task (i 

seeing this book through the press. To Cedric Dover 1DJ 
thanks are due for pages of frank criticism that saved me 
from many errors both of fact and judgment. Material help 
was also given me by His Excellency Huy Mong, Governcr 
of Siem Reap and Delegate of his Majesty the King (i 

Cambodia, and I thank him for his assistance, aal 
also for the opportunity of meeting the generous savaniJ 
whose expert advice helped me over innumerable obstacles. 
I am thankful to my friend, Rene de Berval, on many couniS. 
including permission to reproduce a chapter of this book tbll 
first appeared in his quarterly, Asia. 

Among others who have helped me, mention must be 
made of Pierre Dannaud, Chief of the French Infonnatiol 
Services of lndochina, Louis Damais and Jean Manikus of tile 
Eco/e Franfhaise d'E.xtreme Orient, Dhap Chhoun, Coat
mandant of the Franco-Khmer Corps at Angkor, Slli 
Tirupaddi Chettiar of Siem Reap and Sbri M. A. Karuppi111 
of Saigon. 



PROLOGUE 

A century or 50 ago the London GeogruphiClll Socrcty 
comml$$ioned a French sclo:ntist, Henri Mouhot, to explon: 
the area lying between the lower reach~ of the Mcnnm uod 
Md:ong ri\'crs. 

Moubot visited Banjlkok. capital of Siam. and Udonjl. at 
that t.lme capital of Ounbodia and in Siamese territory. lie 
~ikd acrO!.S the Gn:at Lake. Tonic Sap .. the htlle Meditcr· 
mncan of Cambodia " he calb it- tal.ing three days to make 
the <:r05-\ing. In Banambang he wns in the land of tbc ligcr. 
the elephant and the minoccro-.. Alligators infested the 
ri~rs; pclic41ns nnd Ramingos Runcred over the ~urrounding 
maJSbes. Natun: ~upplied the natives with abundant food. 
F"IYI was plentiful. the Tonic Sap bcin~t the riehol lisb lllke 
In the world. The trees provided mangOd and mulberries. 
bananas and bn:ad·fruit. oranges and porncy11nates in pro
fu>ion. and also indiga. eonon. sandal"'ood and uloc$. From 
thi$ region came the 11um resin. named gnmboge after 
Cambodia. which wa5 much sought after in the West both 
~~~ a drug and a pigment. 

Some or the t~ bore no fruit or u...:ruJ product, but 
j:rew to great hei(!,L\. towering abo,·e the othen hLc: a:ianb 
of the Jungle. Heavy undcrvowth made tra•cl dilbc:uh. but 
Moubot trudged on He was told or many aJIC!icnt tempk• 
in the: n:g.~on. built by the a:och but Iona '<incc dc:sc:rtcd. 
lie vhh~ r.omc ol them and fllithfully n:eorded hi• 
rm~ion\. 

He conbnued hi• JOUCilCY fiOI'Ih.«sL and 011 tbc l2nd ol 
January 1858 reached a village c•dlcd Anpor. admaoiJicn:.l 
by ~ Siamese eo~o:rnor. for it ,.., Siamctc territory . Tbc 
IO\"C~Mr t~ a hki113 to the ~plorer He ~tarty 
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admired the Frenchman's beard. and running his fingers 
through the thick growth enquired how he could grow one 
like it. Moubot does not give us his reply. The governor 
was helpful in providing transport for Moubot's baggage for 
his trip to the ruins of another ancient temple, the greatest 
of them all, not far away. 

Mouhot started at dawn on the 26th of January. An hour 
later. as the morning sun reddened the sky, he caught his 
first glimpse of the mighty towers of Angkor Vat. reaching 
out to the crimson clouds, upreared like mountain peaks 
amidst the trees of the Cambodian jungle. 

" At the sight of this temple,'' he writes, " the mind feels 
crushed, the imagination staggered; one can but gaze admir
ingly and in respectful silence, for where, indeed, are words 
to be found to praise a marvel of architecture that has perhaps 
never been equalled in the whole world?" 

He pushed on, and only a mile further north saw the ruins 
of Bayon, with its countless pinnacles. each formed of four 
human faces. There were dozens of other shrines and 
sanctuaries, deserted, ruined and desolate. "We moved," 
be writes, "from marvel to marvel in a state of ever-growing 
ecstasy. Picture to yourself the finest productions, perhaps. 
of the architecture of all ages, dumped down in the depths 
of these forests, in one of the remotest countries of the world, 
a wild deserted tract where the marks of savage beasts have 
blotted out those of man." 

The report of his discovery was not immediately believed.• 
Similar tales had been told by hunters as early as 1570, and 
reported thirty years later by a Portuguese Dominican. A 
French missionary gave a description of the ruined city of 
' Onco '. A Catholic priest of Battambang, Father Sylvestre, 

1 xlv p. 604. (For significance of Roman numerals see Biblio
arapby). 
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helped Mouhot in his journey to Angkor, but seems not to 
have thought it worth reporting in any great detail. 

Slowly the trail marked by the French pioneer was followed 
by other explorers, German, English and French, who corro
borated and expanded his tale. In 1898 the French learned 
society, the Eco/e Fran~aise d'Extreme-Orient, was formed 
to explore the ruins and rescue from oblivion the achievements 
of the people who raised the monuments. 

The area Jay within Siamese territory. To obtain posses
sion of it France inserted in the Franco-Siamese Convention 
of 1907 a clause for the retrocession to Cambodia of the 
provinces of Battambang, Siem Reap and Sisophon. which 
contained the main temples. Two years later King Sisowath 
with great ceremony took formal possession of the ancient 
capital of his ancestors, today perhaps the chief wonder of 
the world. 

Henri Mouhot died on November LOth 1861. While 
exploring the country of Laos he was struck down by a 
painful tropical ilJness near Luang Prabang. A month before 
the end he gave up writing his journal. His final note. 
dated October 13th, written in a shaky hand, reads, "Have 
pity on me, 0 my God!" When he died his faithful Chinese 
servant and companion Phrai buried him, returning to 
Bangkok with his personal possessions and his papers. and 
gave a report of the manner of his death. 

In 1867 the French authorities erected a stone monument 
over the lone grave of Henri Mouhot, the man to whom we 
owe the discovery of one of the greatest forgotten empires of 
history. 





RISE 

The Aborigines 

The builders of Angkor were a people known as the 
Khmers, the story of whose development and decline forms 
one of the most extraordinary chapters in the history of Asia. 

It is not yet known exactly who they were and where they 
came from. They suddenly and mysteriously rose from 
obscurity, flourished for a few centuries, and then faded to 
oblivion. It seems they were a mixed people; a western graft 
on an aboriginal stem, but the problem of who the aboriginals 
were and who the westerners still awaits solution. 

Indocbina lies between Java and Pekin, the areas where the 
skulls of PJTHECANTHROPUS and SINANTHROPUS were dis
covered. Anthropologists regard this region as the cradle 
of certain forms of Archaic and Fossil Man, and one of the 
most important diffusion areas of mankind.' 

The ancestors of the Negritos, Australoids and Melanesians 
may have evolved in Indochina. From here they migrated in 
the course of centuries to South India and the Andamans, 
Ceylon and the Celebes, Papua and Australia, leaving behind 
samples of their Old Stone Age artifacts and bone tools. 
Perhaps relics of this race are still to be found in the primitive 
tribes who inhabit certain remote mountain regions of 
Indochina.2 

About the second millennium B.C. there was another 
large-scale Movement of Peoples, from Yunnan in south
west China, and from Tibet. They were the Proto-Malayans, 
who used the old migratory highways, some settling in Indo
china, others overflowing into the islands of the Indonesian 

' xxiv p. 90. 2 xxiv p. 133. 
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archipelago. They represented a Ncolithic culture, charac
terised by the use of metals, and the construction of megali
thic monuments, such as are found in Upper Laos, Malaya 
and Sumatra. Their skill in navigation brought them into 
contact with many outlying areas in the Pacific and the Indian 
Ocean.' 

The Mongolian ancestors of the Khmers followed in the 
wake of one of these great migration~ of peoples, and entered 
the area of the Great Lake and the Lower Mekong via the 
Mun valley about the fifth century B.C .. while their cognates, 
the Mons, settled around the Lower Mcnam. They traced 
their descem through women, practiced a cult in which an
cestor worship played an important part, and performed their 
religious ceremonies in sacred places erected on the heights., 

In the regions where they settled there had assembled an 
immense substratum of ethnic groups of great variety. With 
these the Khmers mingled freely, though the exact relation
ship between them is not clear and stilJ remains to be sorted 
out. But it appears from present evidence based on linguistic 
traits, tribal traditions, physical characteristics and religious 
beliefs, that a very close relationship existed. and, for all we 
know, it was mainly these large aboriginal groups. Khmerised 
and assimilated, who formed the basis of the population of 
the classical Khmer period. When Indian civilisation reached 
them they were described as black and barbarous. 

Chou Ta-kuan, a Chinese traveller of the 13th century to 
whom we owe much of our knowledge of the Khmers at the 
zenith of their power, describes one class of indigenous people, 
"savages from mountain solitudes " ' . whom be observed 
during his stay at Angkor. They were probably the Moi, 
the largest of the aboriginal groups. Some of them were 
untameable, and lived in inaccessible regions. were skilled 

1 Xlliv p. 40. 2 Xltiv p. 133. 3 xxii p. 247. 
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in the art of preparing deadly poisons, and were constantly 
fighting among themselves. Another, mHder tribe were not 
so difficult to domesticate, and were brought to the towns 
and sold as slaves for so smaJJ a price that only the very 
poor could not afford to have them. By the upper classes 
they were looked upon as animals, and formed a race of 
beings apart. They lived under the pile houses of their 
masters and were regarded as their property. to do with as 
they wiUed. Among themselves the slaves freely and fre
quently indulged in sexual intercourse, but the master of the 
house would as soon think of copulating with an animal as 
taking a slave woman to himself. Chou Ta-kuan, who was 
a lonely Chinese, adds. that if anyone, such as a lonely 
Chinese, who is a guest in the house, sleeps with a slave 

· woman, the master, if he learns of it refuses to sit with him 
any more since he has been familiar with a species of the 
brute creation. 1 

This self-righteous prudery did not reflect the sentiments 
of the common folk, for miscegenation was already far gone 
when the Khmer Empire was at its peak, and the Moi, or 
related aboriginal elements, formed a not insignificant section 
of the population, a view amply confirmed by the evidence 
of the Angkorean has-reliefs. 

Today the Moi are still regarded as degenerate. and as 
late as the 19th century they were believed to be the only 
human beings with tails. This calumny has been disproved, 
but the legend of their barbarism persists. The fact is, many 
Moi tribes are handsome and are amenable to civilisation. 
The motifs on their ceremonial bronze drums and the work
manship of their gongs and jars show great artistic ability.2 

They possess an astonishing racial memory. embodied in 
their sagas. a study of which might throw light on the 

1 xxii p. 247. : lxxiii p. 288. 
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existence of the human race in the prehistoric period. 
These sagas. which are now in danger of perishing, have a 
description of the mammoth and the megalherium, and arc 
a treasure-house of information concerning the remote past.' 
Some Cambodian sin-expiation ceremonies go back to 
practices of the Palaeolithic period.: From earliest times 
until the beginning of the last century the rulers of Champa, 
Laos and Cambodia, used to send annual presents to the 
aboriginal priest-ruler of the Jarai (Moi) tribes; apparently a 
relic of their allegiance to a prehistoric suzerainty." 

Both the early Khmers and the indigenous tribes shared 
in a common system of Proto-Malayan religious cults, which 
extended at that time from South China to the Islands of 
the Pacific. This religious system is a pattern of primitive 
beliefs, having its basis in the early fears. desires and passions 
of men the world over. It relates to that part of our common 
past, wherevl!r found, that "civilisation " has subjugated for 
the general good. It is the foundation of all archaic societies, 
and belongs to the realm of our earliest instincts and intui
tions. The art associated with it is expressed in abstract 
forms of magical designs and geometrical signs, in grotesque 
distortions and oblique symbolical transcripts of a realm of 
fear and fantasy. It gives reality to a nightmare life and 
finds beauty in immemorial prototypes that have no connec
tion with organic and earthly things unless they are associated 
by some esoteric signature to the scheme of our forgotten 
and ancestral lives. Symbolism does not begin to be under
stood unless it is traced to thl!se primordial usages when 
religion was ritual, and art, and superstition. 

The Khmers acquired, as part of the heritage of their 
liaison with the aborigines, the artistic and spiritual back
ground of this culture. It seems that they were pitched to 

1 lxxiii p. 9S. 2 xxiv p. 34. ' lxllliii p. 118. 
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a high potci\IW llDd only ~aired lbc incentive or o fresh 
racial infw.ion or lhe inspmuion of an cffu,ivc anti tlyrutmlc 
cuhure to biO>l>Om forth wilh an crealions o[ the hight:St 
order 

Coming into contact with this m~ltmge of peoples we find 
new arrivals from the we.~t. "strJngcrs recently arrived in 
U1c country." according to the Moi sugu\.1 bringing with lh.em 
belief> anti practices. both Dnvid•an anti Arynn. that were 
to fu\C with lhc ancient failhs and fonn the b:lq~ or o new 
ontl brilliant civilisation. 

Funao 
Culturally the river Mekong marks the border where 
Clunese inRuence gives wny to the Indian. This great water· 
way Is 2800 miles long. 1200 or which ore in China where 
h is a turbulent and impassuble river coUed lbe Dzachu. In 
lndochino h forms the great artery of Cambodia, its name 
being a corruption of Ma Oarga, Molhoer Ganges. Annam 
fall~ w•lhin tbe Chinese cuhura. complc.,; west or lbe Melon& 
we ore in the region of lndiaa influence. Ocnlli\n scholars 
~peal. or thi\ aren as Himuind/e/1, for in many significant 
n:spcccs il i> an extension or the Indian cuhural eommon
weahh. 

There appears to have been contact betwee.n India nnd 
these regions both by sea uncl by lond from eruliest times. 
The ancient Indian teJtts. in Sansl>rit and Poll, refer to Java 
IYavabhumil. Sumatra (SuV3madvipal. Burma (Mramma'il 
and Malaya IMaloyul. but tbe earht!>t Hindu and Boddbisl 
site.. in thCloe area.. are isolated and scattered. and lhelr history 
una:nain 

Substantial evidence of Air du colonies on a large .crue 
is not availnblc until the firM century AD. in Funun 

' lull! p. 9S. 
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(Qunbodia), the second century in Champa IAnnaml. the 
fifth in TBIUma (West Jav:1l and Prome IBurmol. the sixth 
century in Dvarnvau tSiaml. the seventh in Srivijaya ISumaLnl), 
and the eiibth in S:tilendra IMuluyu und Mtd.Jnvol. 

Adventurous marin~ from Kalingu and the Coromanclel 
coast. in the Pallavn country near the mouth of the Godaveri 
ri\'er, ..ailing due ea\t arrhed at the ocan:stlandfall in M:tb)'J. 

probably Takuapa. the Tukola of Ptolcmy's ~ccond century 
map.' From Takuapa n well.favolii"Cd route for Lnlvcllers 
was up the Tenasserim river nnd ncro~-s the Gulf of Siam and 
the South China Sea to Siam, Funnn. Champa, Java and Su· 
matra. Q,erlaod from Bengal and A• • .-,nm pcnetrnuon would 
have been clfected as far as Cambodia and Annom. Th~'Y 

were wdl-known routes and were used 10 the <>ccond century 
A.D. by n Roman embns'y on it~ way tn China. and also by 
u band or Roman and Greek acrobat' and musician' which 
the chroniclers of the Han dynu~ty say wns ~nt from Burma 
to Chinn by <oea' 

Chinese historical sources give evidence of the existence, 
in Cambodia. of the fil'St lndi:tni~ kingdom in the rcllion of 
Hirst~rlndlm-tbe lingdorn known to "' only by its Chinese 
name of Funun. h rose from n confederation or unknown 
Lri~s who h3d setdo:d around th~ valley of tbe lower Mekong. 
and wu~ the predecessor of the Khmer empire. 

The rulers o[ the eastern principalitie~ of India appear to 
hn'c kept hardly any ''-cords or their ovel'$ea~ exploit~. ami, 
needless to say. nothing rem:tios of the writt.:n documents and 
record~ that v.-ere \Upposed to have formed the libmries of 
Funan. l t Is to Cbioe;,c travellers und Chinese dynaMic 
chronicles !hat we owe our pl'el>Cnt knowledge of the early 
Funtlncse period. Much or it has been retrieved from 
obscurity as t1 result of the labours of the French schol~r. Pllul 

• x.,i ~. t6. • xxll p. 24. 
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Pelliot. who as...cmblcc.l thh dnlo from original wurce~ and 
published his trun\lut iOrlb or them in I 903. 

According to n Chinese chronicler of the Lblrd century A D. 
the kingdom WOIS fir..~ ~;ovemed by u woman named Liu-ye. 
or Willow Leaf. probably Siniciscd from ··Cocoanut-Leaf~. 

She b<:l11ng<:d to the royal M:rpenr race of Naga,., nnd wa:. 
.. celebrated for her virile force and her e~ploitb ".' A 
Brahmin adventLLrcr o£ tbc Lunar ruce. whom the Chinese 
historian calls Huen-Lien. and "'ho~,e Indian name ;, K:tun· 
dinyd. landed on the shores of Fun•n 11 wa' one of the 
earliest of l ndinn colonial enterpnses The <1u~-.:n went out 
in a boot to nllucl.. hint, whereupon Kaundinya raio,c,l his 
magic bow, given him by lndrn. und shot an nrrow which 
pierced the qUt:en's cru£1 liu-ye >ubmitlcd to the Brahmin 
who named her Soma. and th:y ruled Funan as kin; and 
queen Thh wa' about the end of the =ood century AD 

There are variation~ of this story. and some conru,ion con· 
oerning the relationship of Kaundinya with Knmbu, the 
eponymous founder of the Cambodian race. 

The rear or " going native " i' u phobia shared by m~t 
culonials. 11 h not a European "cakn~ alone. Chinese. 
Indians. Japane<;e und other oricntab. no less than the modern 
" imperialists" of the Wtbt, h1ve tried to keep themselves 
defensively aloof from the natives in their dontnins. The 
ca~tc ~ystem in India is a relic .,r the refusal or the Aryans to 
"go nati•c ". Kaundln)'a married the queen. but he remained 
in all =pecb both coloruser and mi"ionary. He llinduiscd 
the tnbabitnnlb noel -.eeinj! they w~nt ubout naked, tnugbt 
them to wear clothes. like uny Cllrisuan evangelist in the South 
Seos. 

He first dressed his queen in 11 squ.u-e piece or cloth with 
a hole in it through wbich she coulc.l pass her head, and 



12 A~ li KOR lMPIRE 

bundled her hair up into a tidy knot, and thus established tbe 
earliest styles of clothing and coiffure for the women of 
Funan.• In general the styles persisted through the succeeding 
centuries, although shortly after Kaundinya's reform the 
original opening in the cloth was enlarged sufficiently for the 
garment to slip down to the waist, leaving the bosom bare. 
The men continued to move about nude and refused to adapt 
themselves to any constricting habiliments. They, or a related 
tribe, were even reported to have laughed out loud at the 
attire of a distinguished foreign envoy who came to visit their 
king, because it appeared so ridiculous to them to see a man 
clothed. About a century later, however, a Chinese ambas· 
sador at the court of Funan impressed on the king the need 
to dress his subjects. His advocacy must have been convincing 
for the king issued a decree forbidding males to go about 
uncovered. 

According to the Chinese accounts Funan was a prosperous 
state abounding in many precious minerals, including gold 
and silver, and also a kind of black diamond found in soft 
masses at the bottom of the sea. This substance, reports the 
chronicler, hardens in a single day and is impossible to break 
except with rhinoceros horn, an object believed to possess 
magical powers. 

The people of Funan, says another old chronicle, are cun
ning, do not like to fight, live in pile houses of woven bamboo. 
arc ugly to look at, black-complexioned, crinkly-haired, go 
about with bare feet, and their tattooed bodies " know neither 
upper nor lower dress.": 

"The boys and girls," adds a document of the Liang 
dynasty, "satisfy their urges without restraint," an observa
tion confirmed by Chou Ta-kuan seven centuries later.• 

Flesh and fish of several varieties were freely eaten, in-

• uii p. 17. 'xxii p. 16, p. 29. - xxii p. 29. 
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eluding turtles and iguanas, while the belly of the crocodile 
was specially favoured as a great delicacy. 

Among the amusements were cock·figbts and hog-fights, 
the latter regarded as one of their principal diversions. 

There were no prisons and no courts. After a tbree.<fay 
period of fasting the accused was made to take out. with his 
bare bands, a few eggs that had been thrown into a cauldron 
of boiling water; if he was scalded he was regarded as guilty 
and thrown into the moat around the royal palace where the 
crocodiles feasted on him. 

The dead were disposed of by throwing the body into the 
river, by interring in a grave, by abandoning in a field for 
birds to devour, or by burning on a pyre. 1 

The story of Funan, as we have it, enshrines a number of 
interesting features. The name Funan is a Chinese trans
cription of the Khmer word vnam, which is the archaic form 
of the Modern Cambodian word plmom, meaning " hill ". 
The sanctifying of mounds on the phallic analogy is an ancient 
hum~n custom, with which the erection of minarets, spires 
and temple-towers has more than a superficial connection. 

The tree and the serpent both appear to have been indi
genous in Jndochina, and the legend of Queen Willow-Leaf 
is rich in symbolism, for she has a tree-totem name, and is 
queen of a serpent race. The tree and serpent motifs are 
common to many indigenous cultures and it is clear that they 
were employed in this region before Kaundinya's arrival. In 
ancient legend the Khmers called their country Kok Thlok . 
.. the land of the thlok" or tree.• The sex and sovereignty 
of the ruler suggest a matriarchal society which was at first 
ruthlessly crushed by the strong paternalism of Brahmanical 
belief. The story of Kaundinya's arrow splitting the queen's 
craft is a thinly disguised drama of seduction. 

1 xxii p. 29. 2 xxii p. I J. 



Queen Wilh)W·Le.'r and her religion Y.cre aboriginal. The 
llindu culture Lb;u follov.c:d in the Y.al.c of Kaundinya's 
mis..ionary exertion' merely laid a vencxr or ritual and formal· 
;,m over the m:1in body of c,i,lint; b.:hcfs. 

The priC>tly and ceremonial lnngu1111C o( Funnn was 
sm,L.rit. in which .o fey. mutiLllc.l in.,..ripllon> belonging to 
the c.~rly period hnve been founo.l 1 he 'pec.:h of the people 
was a fomo of Khmer. related to the conjectural J\U>tro-
1\siatoc group or tongue~.' Accordin& to George ("O(l(li:<. 
Khmer differ' I~ from Modern Cambodian th on the l:ongu3£C 
of the Clumsrm dt Rolaml from Modern French. 

'J hen: was n ~imilur dichotomy in religion. Among the 
common people animi= ~nd ancestor-wor.Jlip prevailed. but 
in the coun lndianised mod~ of worship were followed. 
Vi•hnu Wll.\ the ffi0\1 popular of the priffily deitie< in the 
Funan= period. und many $tutucs of him e'ht. Shiva w;" 
relnrively unimportant. and when shown wa~ usually n:pn:· 
sentcd by the lingo, !be ,tyliscd rnmt of the male organ or 
gencnuion. lypifyin~t the cn:nllvc energy of the co-m<'S. At 
a larer period. in one of the strangest ~ncn:ti'~ of hi~ or). 
Vi~hnu and Sbivn reccovcd homage together as n unified 
deity, known. by a combination or title\. a> Haribara. 

Though the earliest statues found in Funnn arc those of 
Buddha.' Buddhbm did not tind it easy to flourish Then: 
wen: shorl period~ of Buddhht mfluc.nce in the fifth eeotury. 
when two monies from Furum went to China to trun,Jatc Bud· 
dbist tellts: one of them, Ma.odra\Cn3, was un3ble. it is satd. 
to ma~ter the Chmc:oc language. Tbe Buddhist inOucnce was 
>hOrlhved »nd when !be Chin~ lruveller Yi-tsing m.6901 
visiled the country he bemoaned rhc fact that then: were no 
more monies left. \ince a wicked ruler or Funan h3d suppressed 
the Budd bists. 

1 u lf p. U. : Uil p. )$, ' XXII p. 29 
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The names cl( the early kings are found only in tbe O!Jnesc 
chronicles and have been invariably, and at time..q unrecognis
ably. Sinicised. When they are distinguishable by their regular 
Sanskrit names they ore found fllways ro carry the suffix 
I'Qrman, as in indmvurnmn, Suryavarman, etc. The term 
means " buckler" or ·• shield ", and su~sts " one protected ·•. 
so tbut Jndravarman is Protc~red of lndra.' (cf. " The Lord 
is my shield ". Psa/nu 28,7). The use of rhib suffi;>., derived 
from the Pall:tvu court. was continued throushout the Khmer 
imperial period. Another characteristic, observed from 
Khmer insc:riptions after tM first decnde of the 9th century. is 
that in references to deceased king• n posthumous name b 
used. entirely different from the king's name when he lived. 
3 peculiarity found holb in Egypt and China. 

A nun1ber of Indian classical terms and religious phrases, 
and the names of the deities and demons of Hindu and Bud· 
dbist mythology also become current, tbough most or tbem 
suffer a cbangc. beeomiog l<hmerised. gutturnl and abrupt 
en rout~: 4 G01uda ., becomes '" Krut:" H mukuta.'· -~ mkot~"" 

•• guru:' '1 kru;n .. Romuyana ... n ... Rcamker;" the river. 
re-named after .. Ma.<Janga," Mother Ganges. becomes 
"Mekong;" the Sanskrit "nogar" <city). becomes "nokor." 
lt is from tbc latter that tbe name " Aogkor " is derived. 
Like the Arabic " Medina." the Old Mcsopotnmirul "Ur." 
the llldian " Puri." "Angkor" just means "The City." 

Many place·namcs became Tndiauiscd, especially the 
various capitals and tbe chief towns and ports. The capital 
of Funan in tbe Stb century was Vyadbapura (now Aogkor 
Boreil. abouL four miles south or Phnom Penh. [ts chief port 
was Kampot from where the Funanese made successful incur· 
siOn$ into Malaya. and 5cnt out trading vessels ro Sumatra and 
Java. An embassy was despatched to rndia and returned 

1 :uiv p. 45. 



16 ANGl(OR EMP IRE 

with a gift of four Scylhi1111 horses. Embassies w11re also 
sent to China, once with a present of a coral Buddha, to 1 

felicitate the founder of the Li~ng dynasty, once with a gift 
of a hair of Buddha twelve feet long.' 

Tbc lat.ter, the last embassy th~t independent FunaD 
sent LO China, also carried a live specimen of the much
valued rhinoceros. The ancient books recommended the 
use of crushed rhinoceros bone as n prophylactic against evils 
of every kind. and prescribed a mixture mode of powdet:ed 
rhinoceros horn as an aphrodisiac and ;m elixir of everlasting 
youth-the dream and the death of so many Chine!C 
emperors. 

Hinduism brought to this region an unusually rich my· 
thology which provided ready-made material for the !<hmers 
and their predecessors. It brought the Brahmins, but only 
an attenuated fornl of caste; Brahmins overseas have oevtf 

been over-scrupulous in matters or caste; the classes that 
developed in later times were feudal. Hinduism also 

provided the main features of court and temple ritual. thougb 
the masses remained animists of the older persuasion. But 
no cult or terror was impor1ed. or was able to take root in 
Cambodian ,o;oiJ. Most or the tribes were matriarchal but 
there was no worship of the Mother Goddess. either in her 
aspect as Kali , with her necklace of slcuiiS, or as Sbakti. the 
energising principle of the universe; and that phase ot Tantrit 
worship employed in Cambodia never evolved at any ti!llC 
into a eult or esoteric SClluallty. But Hinduism did proviclc 
the impetus Cor many original creative works. all consecrated 
tO the lndian gods and based in pan on the Indian ~n~dition. 

Early Khmer art shows evidence or lndinn inJiuence. An 
old temple or larg~j rectangulAr red bricks with bas-n:licfl 
on itS walls suggest offiliations with the Amaravati scboOI 
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of South India.1 Certain authorities find indications of Gupta 
intJuence in early Khmer statuary, especially in the figures 
of Vishnu and Buddha, but it has been urged that the statues 
arc too Jissom, sinuous and graceful to be related to the 
austere classicaJ art of the Guptas.' In some cases, at any 
rate, Pallava rather than Gupta influences predominate, 
though these were in all likelihood received by way of the 
Mon state of Dvaravati in the Menam, and not direct from 
India.• 

What the Khmcrs did with all this material was to trans
form it so completely that it can hardly be said to be Indian 
any more. It belongs to a category of its own, with strongly 
marked features clearly distinguishable as " Khmer." " The 
creations of Khmer art," says Brodrick, " are creations. not 
just copies."4 

It has hitherto been too facilely assumed that the civilisa
tion of the regions known as Greater India is solely the 
product of Hindu cultural contact, and that before the arrival 
of the Hindu colonists the inhabitants lived in a state of 
benightedness, contributing little or nothing to their own 
advancement. This theory needs to be re-examined and it is 
good to know that scholars are now devoting themselves to 
the task.• 

Before the coming of the Hindus the inhabitants of these 
eastern regions, were not savages. Far from it. They pos
sessed an ordered political life, exceptional navigational 
ability. an advanced system of agriculture and irrigation, and 
a sound metallurgical technique; they had their own artistic 
and dramatic traditions which have remained practically un
altered to the present day. The Javanese. to take but one 
instance, developed the wayang or sbadow-play, invented the 

1 l~xi p . .S9. 2 Jx:xii p. 8. ' Juii p. 10. 4 xxiv p. 2S.S. • Jxx (a) 
p. 17. 
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gamela11 or xylophone. and other orchestral instruments. 
prnctlccd the bailli. craft. u..OO a system of coinage and 
pos~ their own metric system, all before the eomios 
or the Hindus. though hitherto these hnve generally been 
rcganled as products of Hindu contact 

The Chinese chronicle Sm•·kua-shih of the middle or lht 
3rd century A D. observes. "The people or Funan love 10 

carve ornament~ und to chisel."' Th~ir later m»stcrpiece~ 

amply justify this predeliction. Khmer carving equals the 
be!.t work of India. and in sensitivity nnd refinement is un
matched anywhere. Tbe subject<, an: chaste. and the sculp
tures and carvings lack, to tJUOte the unkind phroseology of 
Sitwcll. " tbat repulsive, greasy quality that so ortcn mars 
Hindu works or art "• There is no c~posure of the pudcncb. 
no exhibition of the genitals. and never any suggestion or a 
mailluma embrace such as we find In certain Ccncro l lndinn 
temples or lhe Orissan friezes. 

Cambodian dancing. like Siamese. from which it is l:lJllCIY 
derived. is a local produce. The differences thnc exist 
between the lndinn and Clllllbodian styles are marked und 
clear, 'fhcre b less freruicd agitation' and more elegance in 
lhe dances of Siam and Cambodia. Cambodian mu~ic also 
is not at all like Indian: it is pentatonic, and related to the 
music of the Fur East. In the Bayon bns-relicfs are to be 
set;n musical inslrUOlencs. costumes. head~ress and arl· 
Corms stiU found among many tn'bal groups in JndochinL 
but unknown in India.• 

Khmer orchitccture. npurt from its stupendous proportion• 
which were only rarely achieved in India. is remark:~blc for 
many characteristics which belong uniquely to the Khmer 
building style. In fact. advocates are not wanting who 
contend that Khmer architecture was the precursor and not 

1 nu p. lJ. 2 'a" p 72.. hJuuv p. !23. • .niv p. 2.55. 
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!lJe successor or the Indian building an.' Khmer architec
tural fom1s were derived mainly from indigenous wooden 
models.' Their huts were built on stilts on a base of layers 
of logs laid horizontally in order to raise them above !lJc 
swamps. and from this came the p3r11Jlel courses of torus 
mouldings which formed !lJe bigh plinths of their later ~tone 
~tructures: the terraeotta tiling and lo8 plunking on the roofs 
of the primitive houses were duplica ted in stone; the stairways 
were copied from the ~Wps by me;~ns of which the vlllagers 
mounter! to their elevated huts. The design and originality 
of !lJc prasats or towers are striking. nod so different arc !lJey 
from the slkharas of India as to bear hardly any ~mbwncc 
to !lJem.• Significantly, in South lndia the main gopura or 
gale-tower is usually raised over the cnt:rance and seldom 
over a sanctuary. whereas in Angkor it is always erected over 
the holy of hoUes. The abundant carvings that decorate the 
Khmer buildings still fall far short of the cxcc:;.sivc omumcn· 
tation of t11c lndiun temples. 

The inscriptions even of !lJe early Khmer period are 
rcgarde<l by competent epigraphists as "models of regularity. 
finish and elegance, such as have never been found at any 
time in 1ndin ", and almost from the beginning they were 
partly in Khmer. • 

Hinduism left on Khmer culture a feebler impress than 
the ancient Aryan religion on Drovidia.n worship. Hinduism. 
in tipite or !lJe predominant place assigned to !lJe V cda.11 is 
only superflclally Rig-Vedic. Many gods of !lJc Rig-Vttda 
are forgotten; many others twve ceased to receive homage. 
Worship is still largely confined to ancestrnl aboriginal d~ties 
and symbolic:ll representations. such as !lJe serpent lll1d the 
phallus. whicb !lJe Ancient Aryans abominated. Sbivn and 
Vishnu have taken only their names. and that also in part, 

1 lxv. • xol p. 118. • nv p. 2t9. 'xxll p. 43. 
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from the sacred books of 1h~ Aryans.' Both be.long to a 
period anlerior to the Aryan intrusion. Shiva's prololypc i• 
found in the Indus Valley, and Vishnu's most populo.r amrar, 
Krlshnn. is an aboriginal dnrk·hued deity who sloutly rcsisled 
the Aryan Invaders. The Orovidions preserved the older 
forms of worship and have thoroughly and irretrievably im 
pregnated Aryan Hlnduism with their beUefs and praclice>. 

A similar process is to be seen in Indonesia, though th~ 
il is nol Aryan belief and Orovidinn worship, but Hinduism 
lllld the proto-Mal:tyo.n religions. This proto-Malayan reli· 
gious ~y~tem is long antecedent lo Hinduism in this re~ion. 
When lhnduism entered. with Its highly complex worshtp. 
and Its well-organised language and seript.. it eradicnled many 
features or the primitive Proto-Mnlayau culture. But the old 
culturnt modes are nonctholes.~ rundam~ntal to the Indonesian 
complex. and Hinduism wa0 never able to blot them out 
completely. When the heavy hlllld of Hindu orthodoxy 
was removed from the Indian colonial empire many archaic 
forms or art expression reappe:tred in the region. The fi~urtS 
dtpictt:d in the Paoallll'tlm reliefs o! Java 11370), for in'tlllliX· 
show Mnlayo-Polynesian rather tlum Indian inlluence. There 
is a curiow. mixture of dinbolicnl, human and animal forms; 
grotesque fcntures on monstrous figures; a fantastic trcntmenl 
or ln:.:s and clouds, all of which relate to a prehistoric. pre
llindu period of Indonesian art 

Under the impetus of modem nnuonal movc:menu. man) 
other archaic forms. long submerged by Hinduism. Buddh~m 
and blam. but embedded in the mci31 psyche. are reappear· 
ing in all these areas. lndi11n culture Yl3S but a. tenacioo> in
tcllumcnt beneath which ftowed tb.: living sup or the old ways. 
dnuna from time. before Buddha and even Brahma were 
ever heard or. 

'lUll p. 1(.2 
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Perhaps the ne"'wmen who came to Funan [rom the Wc:lil 
did nor come ulumnrely from India: or ot any rate. not from 
lndia alone. bur from further wcsr. from lhc Cenlrul Asian 
sreppe. or even lhe Iranian plarcau 

Tbe racial rypes delineured in the reliefs and smtucs tn and 
uround Angkor QJ'C varied und instructive. The asuros. lhe 
demons or Hintlu mytbolO&)'. are depicrcd as m:~l.:volent. 

ugly and bruwl. even if nr rimes heroic. Some of lhc races in 
lhe Bayon strongly recoil lhe Sumerian bas-rellefs. Fre
quently one comes ncnxs a ~d wilh crinlly pepper<0111 
hair, thick heavy lips, bt03d nose. stir eyes, bi&h cheekbones: 
very Mongolian. or Negroid. or proto-Malnyon .... 

But. also prominently portrGyed m lhi> gallery of portraiL,, 
and US\Illlly among tbc nrhtoemcy and kingly cLuse5. is a 
rype distinctly lndo-Europcun. whh prominent nose and 
"Aryan" fcaluret..1 The d~·os or gods wbo oppose lhe 
a.rurar in lhe Cbuming-of·lhe-Ocean $CUiptures are of lhi~ 

caregory: very grove. di!Vlilled, imperious Some of them 
an: I"CCCiDisably CeoU31 Asian and Scytlnan Often we -
a Vishnu or a Khmer ling of kinp wilh rcaturc:li that could 
have come from Iran. The profikts of some of lhc warrion; 
are aU>Iere, handsome. even Hellenic 

The art or lhe early prc·Angkorean period or Cambodia ·~ 
related on lho one band to the Ovaravoli or Mon-lndlan 
culture of Siam. ond on the olher 10 lhe P.tllava art or Soutb • 
India. From tbe Pallava' tbe Khmen tecei\ed, amon11 other 
lhings, rhc triplc-Dexure po-.e or tberr sturues. the Brahmanieal 
religion. the royal sullb: 1'/JftrUin and lhe legend or lhe royal 
fll16i IUICII:Strcss who rounded tbcir dynasty 

8ur the origin or the PullavllS is il..elf on unsolved problem. 
Though they came from Soutb lnd~ ir ~ r.tlrly well CStab
hshcd llurt they ~~oere not or DravKir~n ori,;o; ~bar culture 

1 '-"jv p. $S. 1 JUII P, 11 
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bore IJ'IIces or northern inOuenc:e and lhcir records were 
wri11en in lndo-Asyan languuges. cbiefiy PralcriL Some 
authorities, notably P. r. Sriniv:a; I yongar and J. Allan, 
identify them with the Pohlavas. or Persians from nortb·wcst 
India. who migrated to the Tclugu and Tamil regions in the 
early centuries of Ule present ern: from this region succes· 
slvc waves of adventurous pioneers cSlablished colonic~ 

ovcrseas.11 

h i~ n fascinating speculation ~ince it connects up with 
lbc Aryan rac... ... or Ule Khmer idols. with the Sasanian cylin· 
drict1l coronets of the prc.Anglore:m statues. wilh Jayavar· 
man ll's innovation of the divine.J(ing notion, which 
Alexander tlte Great borrowed from P.:rsepolitan Iran: with 
the fact tbut though the Cambodians now prJctice cremation, 
they. lllco the Ancient Pcn.inns. once used to expose their dead 
outside the cities. as Chou Ta·lc.uun and others relate. 

The theory could be profitably pursued, for there are 
sc~ernl suggestive guidepost,. According ro certain writers 
lite coastal strip that forms the bulge or Annam was for some 
time after the first cenrury A D inhabited by ltXIonesim 
people, with a CauctiSOid element. who :tlso settled in the 
Mckon& valley. Paul Pclliot quotes a Chinese author or 
the third century A.O. who relate> thttt during the time or 
the early Funancse dynasty there were seven·snilcd vessels 
cngugcd in commerce in the ln1lian ocean. large enough to 
tarry up to 700 persons, and th11t th~ ~hips were Jndi3n, 
Chlncsc-and Persian.• 

About the middle or the fourth century a certatn Chu 
Ch3n·fan ruled Funan. Hi\ Indian name wns prob.lbly 
Chandana, and tbe record of has reign sugga.ts that he 
usurped power. Tbe eminent scholar Georgc Coedb. sup
porting hi\ view by argument., drown from several artistic 

' axii p. 25. , xxii p. 2S. xxii p. 20. • xxii p. 22. 
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finds. held that Chandan was a royal lllle nmong !he lndo
Scytbians or Kushans. and that Cbu Chan·l"an wo,~ lhe leader 
of n branch of lhe Kusbnns who had been c~pell~-d from the 
Gsngcs valley by Cha11dragupta, and had migrated to 
Funan.' 

Vic1or Goloubew suggested In 1924 lhnt lhe legends lhnl 
deri~e the Funnn dynas1y from a union of a Brahmin ltnd 

a nagi may be the recollection of a very remote totemic 
organismion extending back beyond Lndia. and be refers 10 
serpent clans in Ancient Persian and South Rus.•inn myths. 
Herodotus relates lhe mylh of lhc sojourn of Hcrcules in 
Scythia in search of his lost mare. and Jells of how he mated 
with Ecbldna. half woman. half serpent. and left n bow for 
his son Scythes. • 

Funan firsl came inlo diretl official relations wilh iodin 
as a result of the high eulogy bestowed on that counlry by 
a vlsiior who cnme " from a land west of India. called Tan· 
yang ". Fascinaled by 1hcse !ales the ruler despatched an 
embassy to India. and it returned wilh u present or four 
Scythlnn horses.• Spiriled war·horses are depicrod in the 
bas.rclicfs of Angkor Vat. although they are not indigcnollli 
nnd in fac1 vanished with the Khmers, the Cambodinn horses 
or today being li1Ue and spirilless. 

h is lmeresting, furthermore, to note that a 1own ealled 
Kambuja existed in uncicnt Gnndhara. which lay within the 
ea$1Cm orbit of Ancient Persian inRuence, nnd lhnt Yunnan 
wns Itself referred 10 as Gandhard till as lat.e as lhe 13th 
conrury A.D.' In lhis important region in norlh·weslem 
l11dia a significant Indo-Greek school of sculp1ura Oourish~-d. 
wilh strong influences from Parthia. The "we1-<1rapery ·• 
folds of llle Gundhnrn Budrlbn we find faithfully duplicnled 
in the Khmer models. • lJ we insist !hat these came via lhc 

' ~~~ p. 23. ' XJ<ii p. 27. • xxll p. 21. 'lxloc p. 22. • XJCiv p. SS. 
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Pallavas, we also discern Persian influence in the PaUava art 
of India, including Amaravati. 1 Quaritch Wales discovered 
in the remains of an ancient ~nctuary in the harbour or 
Takuapa many shards of early pottery. Chinese and 

Persian.2 

Also worthy of note is the fact that the Saka (Scythian) 
era was in use in the Pallava regions, and was introduced into 
Funan by the colonists.' Furthermore, the alphabetic system 
first introduced from India into Funan resembled the 
famous 2nd century inscriptions of Vo-Canh in Champa. 
which, according to Majumdar, are written in Sanskrit in the 
Kushan characters of Northern India.• 

And how the Khmer achievement appears to an outsider 
with no technical appreciation of ancient styles but with 
an intelligent comprehension of their salient features may be 
seen in Sitwell's conclusion: "It must seem curious that 
there appears to be so little of India, stiU less of China in the 
Cambodian monuments, so much more of Ur and Babylon 
and Nineveh, of the great cities of Persia, Assyria and Meso
potamia."5 

We still do not know who the Khmers were. But it seems 
highly probable that ethnic and cultural influences extending 
at least as far back as Persia contributed to their 
civilisation. 

Cbeola 

The empire of Funan extended over a number of conti
guous states, northwards, towards Laos, eastwards, as far as 
Annam, and in the south, about half-way down the length of 
the Malay peninsula. All of these states were troublesome, 
but the most recalcitrant was the northern lacustrine ptin-

1 xxii p. 27. 2 cix. a xxii p. 27. • xxi p. 19. 5 xcix p. 64. 
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cipality called by the Chinese Chenla, but calling itself 
Kambuja, after its founder Kambu. 

Cambodian legend has several versions about Kambu's 
origin, and often makes no distinction between him and Kaun
dinya. One story relates that he was a Brahmin sage of the 
Solar dynasty who married the apsara Mera. From Mera, 
gift of Shiva, the origin of the name " Khmer " is sometimes 
traced. Another legend says that Kambu's wife was a naga 

princess, the naga being the many-headed serpent of Hindu 
mythology that Khmer art has elevated to the status of a 
major deity. In Cambodian myth the nagas are descended 
from the cosmic serpent and lndra's daughter, and have the 
power of assuming human shape. 

To provide a suitable kingdom for his daughter's husband 
the serpent king drank the waters around the Tonle Sap, 
and thus "conquered from the mud" an immense domain. 
Today Cambodians with a nice sense of history like to inter
pret this feat as an irrigation system built by their ancestors, 
or an early attempt to " drain the marshes ". 

The conflicting legends concerning Kambu are confirmed 
about two things: that he came from outside the realm, pro
bably from the south or the west, and that be was a Brahmin. 
The spheres of Indian cultural influence have been so 
strongly imbued with the Brahmin complex that it is natural 
to assume that all those who founded dynasties in the Indian 
colonies were, or at any rate became retrospectively, Brah
mins. Nothing less than divine paternity would do for 
Alexander the Great, the Pharaohs, the Maya kings and 
Huang-ti, so why not for Kaundinya who established Funan, 
and for Kambu who sired the Khmers? 

Independence movements have a hoary tradition. In the 
jf first decade of the seventh century Kambuja, descended from 

lndra's daughter and a naga king, proclaimed its indepen-
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dcnce from Funan, descended from an aboriginal queen and 
a mere adventurer, albeit Brahmin. The Khmer chroniclers 
might have recorded such an event in such terms. 

A 7th century inscription says that Bhavavarman, the 
Chenla ruler, turned to Funan and " seized the throne by 
force." The hereditary line of ministers, "of good counsel, 
experienced and versed in law" who had selflessly served 
the last of the Funans, as selflessly now served the first of 
the Chenlas. 1 

Funan was soon forgotten. Within a few centuries only 
the name survived, and the Chinese themselves did not know 
the location of the country which their ancient historical 
records referred to as Funan. Its existence was re-discovered 
by European orientalists of the 19th century who, fixed its 
position anywhere between Tonkin and Burma.2 

Modern scholars attribute the downfall of Funan to eco
nomic attenuation. Alas for romance, Funan fell because 
Chenla controlled the fish and rice trade of the Tonle Sap 
and its environs. ''As Egypt is the gift of the River", writes 
Brodrick, " so Cambodia is the Gift of the Lake. "3 And the 
Lake meant a treasure of fish; it was so rich in fish that in the 
dry season when the level of the water receded the oars of 
the boatmen were obstructed by them: It would be interest
ing to trace the influence of fishing on a colonising people. 
Perhaps fish and empire go closer together than we know. 

The Kambujas were an energetic, aspiring and bloodthirsty 
people. Even the common people carried arms, and the 
simplest quarrels often ended in a bloody contest. Their 
religious rites were, for a time, influenced by those of their 
sanguinary neighbours, the Chams of Champa, and human 
sacrifices used to be performed by the early Chenla kings, 
the king himself officiating at the ceremony at a midnight 

1 xxii p. 42. 2 xxii p. 12. • xxiii p. 20. • lxxiii p. 225. 
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service on a hill-temple guarded by soldiers. Succession to the 
throne was no facile matter governed by divine revelation and 
heredity. Only the strong ascended the uneasy and perilous 
pedestal of the early Khmer kings, and only the vigilant re
mained there for any length of time. Until the royal dynasty 
was firmly established, succession was largely a matter of 
bloody contests, usurpations, plots and assassinations. 

Fan Chin-Sheog (A.D. 228), since we know only their 
Chinese names was assassinated by his successor, Fan Chan 
(230). himself killed by his cousin Fan Ch'ang (240). himself 
kiJlecl by Fan Hsun (240) .... and so it went on. When the 
Chenlas established themselves, it was again by force that 
Bhavavannan, basing his claim to the throne on his mother's 
rights, usurped the kingdom. Not for nothing did the famous 
inscription on the door-pillar of the old brick sanctuary at 
Hancbey, just above Kompong Cham, refer to the "burden 
of royalty. " 1 

T be Armour of God 

The Khmers, like the Chinese, bad a marked predilec
tion for shifting their capitals. The Chenla metropolis in the 
sixth century was, at various times, at Sresbtbapura (Ba-dom) 
in the north, Bhavapura (Prei Nokor) in the south, and Sam
bhupura (Sambor) on the Mekong between the two. 

In 610 A.D. Isanavarman I (610-635), "protege of Shiva ", 
ascended the throne of the ChenJa kings and assured his 
security by first mutilating his brothers and other potential 
rivals. He then mopped up the last areas of the Funan 
dominion and extended his conquests up to the Mon king
dom of Dvaravati, or Lavo, and northwards beyond central 
Laos. Chenla reached its apogee during his reign. "Suzerain 
of the three realms " be built his capital east of Sambbupura 

1 xxii p. 42. 
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near what is now known as Sambor of Stu 'ng Sen, and named 
it lsanapura. 

At Sambor Prei Kuk, near Kompong Thorn, lsanavarman 
erected a prasat or temple, set up like a step pyramid. which 
is one of the earliest eltamples of pre-Angkorean brick archi· 
lecture in existence. Some of these brick structures built 
before the Khmers had acquired the art of raising their 
immense stone cathedrals, look very much like the Cham 
shrines whose ruins are to be seen in Lower Annam, and of 
which perfected types were later evolved at the temple-city 
of Mi.Son. They were arranged on a square terrace, were 
rectangular in plan, and the tower was composed of dimi· 
nishing platforms omameoted with diminutive tower motifs. 

The Khmer shrine is a tower built over a sanctuary con· 
taining either a relic of the Buddha. an image of Vishnu or 
Sbiva, or a large stone lingo. In the earlier types, from the 
7th to 9th centuries, the prasat was in kiln-burnt brick, later 
in stone. The bricks were held together with a kind of 
.vegetable cement the secret of which is lost.1 At first the 
prasat was an isolated shrine built on a high plinth, but later 
a number of such shrines were grouped together either on 
a common platform or in ascending terraces, suggesting the 
celestial mount, Meru, the abode of the gods. The design 
was invariably square and the entrance was always from the 
east. Angkor Vat was an elaboration of this simple plan, 
with galleries and arcaded corridors linking the various 
points, though, exceptionally, its entrance was from the west. 

At an early period in their history the Khmers developed 
the notion of the esoteric relationship between this world 
and the cosmic order, believing that the works of man were 
meant to symbolise their cosmological ideal, and that in order 
to ensure prosperity, human works, whether kingdoms, capi· 

I XJtij p. 70. 
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tals, palaces or sanctuaries, had to be replicas of divine pro
totypes whose delineations were known to the traditional 
builders and artists. Khmer architects carried out this idea 
with immense elaboration. The central mountain of gold 
in the abode of the gods, Mount Meru, was reproduced in the 
Baphuon and the Bayon in the centre of Yasodharapura~ the 
walls and moats around the cities and sanctuaries were the 
mountains and seas that encircled the universe; the naga 

balustrade represented the rainbow which was regarded as the 
pathway between the worlds of gods and men; the four
faced towers represented the ubiquity and everywbereness of 
the Blessed One. Heaven and earth were linked by these 
resemblances, and the divine spirits took their residence 
in sanctuaries auspiciously and symbolically constructed to 
represent their own abodes. 

The Ambitious King 
The eighth century was a period of turmoil, ushered in by 
the reign of Jayadevi, widow of the previous monarch. 
Troubles gathered around her and she recorded her plaint 
for posterity to read, in an inscription only recently dis
covered. A group of pretenders sprang up, and the country 
was split up into numerous principalities, and these slowly 
fused into two main divisions known as Upper and Lower 
Chenla, or Cbenla of the Land comprising the Laos states 
to the west of Annam. and Chenla of the Water consisting 
of the area of the Great Lake and the Lower Mekong. 

To add to the domestic confusion, certain piratical adven
turers from Java, "ferocious, pitiless, dark-hued people whose 
food was more horrible than that of vampires", according to a 
contemporary inscription,' started to ravage and terrorise the 
coastal districts between Champa and Cbenla, and held part 

I XJtii p. 67. 
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of Kambuja in lhnlll fCII' the Sailcndra km~dom. An Arab 
merclwlt rumed Sulaiman who tra\-elled through thi$ region 
in 851 tells of a Kambujan monarch who was captuml and 
beheaded in his own palace by an invading king from 7Jih.lj 
in Java. probably Sailendra. 

According to the legend related by Subiman. the Khmer 
monan-h. who was a ynung and tmpetUOU\ ruler. e~pre'--.ed 
a desire to M:e the he<td of the Muhnmja of Zabaj brouaht to 
btm on n plate. Hearing or thi' ru\h ambiuon the Maharaja 
im;adcd Kambuja at the head of a I3Jl!e expedition, tool. the 
capital. surrounded the palace and captur.xl the king After 
giving the youthful sovereign a ;hort lecture on the virtues 
of humility he cut off hi:. head, "so that no one might be 
tempted to undertake a lllSk above his power, or desine more 
than the share allolled to htm by Providence" The council 
or minister~ was instructed to choose a new monarch in 
aecordan~-e with the nncient custom or Kambuja If J)OS'ible 
the candidate was to be a male. related to the last lting within 
the fifth degree or relntion.,hip. but if no male candidate wu~ 
considered suitable o royal princess was tn be chosen ' 

The Maharaja returned to Zabaj with the late king's head . 
No harm was done 10 the local inhabitants and nothing was 
taken from the Khmer realm, und peace soon returned. The 
ne~w Khmer king on rising in the morning first turned his 
face in the direction of ZabQj and prosl.l'llted himself. to 
indicate his homage! to the Maharaja. 

laya•arman n 
Perhaps 11 prince from the court of the beheaded kin& wa.s 
also carried olf to the Zabaj kinJ!dom so that be mit~ht ac· 
quaint blm..clf with the arts of ~ovcrcignty. If so. he mw.t 
have hud opportunities of mal.ing an exploratory tour of the 

'nij p. 81. l 



(), lhr 1\tfltu '"/h. On (I ltt!Ut/1 "' rflfk r ·,~/mu ,,/t't'JI.f. 

<-·· ''"·' ~j) 



l'lmnm Hnkhrng 11/ump ltnm Ql ~'/''" mnutltrtl. J!.Unrr/Ju~ I hi' <tlllin''t"C. 

('tt 1'\C,I 



RtSI: J/ 

• kingdom; he must have seen the noble temples on the Dicng 
plateau. and at;o the mtgbty slllpo or Borobudur. only 
r~ently completed. He mu~t al;o have carefully noted the 
excellent administration of the renlm and memorised its n1nin 
features. 

Wben be returned to hi\ nati'-e land be had a new vision 
or what his country should be. Hi~ hrst task was to form the 
countless warring village &roups into an instrument or 
imperial power. Fron1 this unified state he laid the founda· 
uons of the Khmer Empire, and with an intuition worthy 
or the Pharaoh~ and the Gc~ar.. he Ci>tablisbed I he cult of the 
tlrwtrajtt or god·king, the worship or the divintty incarnate 
in the mona~h. a~ the only means of sanctifying bts SlJC()Ci>

sion. 
In this undertaking be was helped by a young man, Brab· 

min oC couro;e, with the tille of Shiwkaivalya. who in his 
advisory capacity 5erved the king a~ the famous prelate 
Kautilya had once served CbatKlragupta Maurya. The king 
rcwurdod him by making htm supreme pontiff and forbidding 
any other but the line or Sblvakaivalya to officiate at the 
royal cen:monies. Like the mon=hy the pontificate was 
strongly matrilineal.' 

Kllmer tradition traces the relatinn>hip of thi~ king. Joya· 
vnrman n (790-854) to the old dynu~ty or Funan through the 
matc;mal line: but this was prob3bly ju~t " piece of prie;tly 
fiction fabricated to cn\un: loyalty to the crown. The 
monnrcb was in oU likelihood an u\urpcr after all, as some 
authorities think An in-.crlption (1'\Jrn on eleventh century 
~tcle refen to him as " a grea.I lotui which h:IS no btem. 
he arose like a new blowlln "' 

Shlvakaivalya gave ecclcsia5li~ol ~nction to the usurpa· 
~ tion. and bc'towod his Rrnhm:tnical blessings on the resur· 
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gcnl mon;m:by. llle miraculoiU /inga obuined from Shi~ 
through lbe intermediation or lhe prie.t wa~ rmcnted to 
the king in the course or an clnbornte ~rvnony that tool. 
phlCC in a shrine set up on a holy mountain. Henceforth 
to the streJlglh o( lhe Khmer Clml\ wa' added the 53nctity ol 
lhe di.Onc ript of the royal rule. The humbling Javaoete 
ronnc:c:tion wa.~ finally ~~ewred and the independence of the 
Khmer Slate cen:monially proclaimed. and Jayuvarman ruled 
Ill. "guanli3n of the honour of the "'"'l:u race of Sri K.unbu
At this pe.riod. Chllrlemagne in Europe and tbroun al-Ra.,hid 
in &ghdad were at lhe height or their power. 

Jaya.varman 11 was not unly a &fCM conqueror. be was 
al-a a great bwlt!er legend ~lates bow 1he god lndra 
wooed bis mother. a Khmer prince<,, in a gentle rain of 
scented biO!OOms -lhe K hmcr vvn1on of Zeus and Dalllt 
f he princess gave birth to a child, named Prea\ Ket Mealea. 
destined {or &real achJe\emenl,. At lbe 53mt tune lhere 
was born another chlld. thi' time to a goddess whom Jndra 
had c001pellcd, for her bin\, to be Cbpoused to an impoverished 
Chinese pcll53.0L This child wn.~ Pn:as PusnokM. who from 
infancy made wondrous temple d~igns and carved astoni•h
inl! ltuagt~o in stone. l ndm took both the!ot children up to 
heaven that they might see the wonders of his many celestial 
nunsions. Unable to keep them in heaven long. as the 
other gods objected to the foul odour or men, lndra sent 
them to Kambuja. enjoining the young architect to repro
duce any temple or palace tluu bi\ •on might eh~ for his 
own earthly residence. But bil. wn. Pneas Ket Mealea. hardly 
d~red to select an Niftce more ostentatious than one o( the 
row'beds or lndra's paNdi\C. This cow,hed copied in s.tonc 
became his palace when he ascended the lhrone. aod was 
one or the woodeN. of the world. To the young king Jodra 
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nbo confided. so the legend goes. the "''cretl ~word. Pw/1 
Khan. " !he lightening or lndra ••• which is stil.l kept in the 
Royal Palace at Phnom Pcnh in the custody or the baku 
or Buddlust n:prescntalh-es of the old Khmer BrahmD.nacal 
ecclesiastics. 

Among the capitals of JnynVllTmnn 11 were lndn•pura (now 
Tbboog Khmum. ~t of Kompong Cbaml. llnriharalaya 
!oe3r Roluosl, Aman:ndrnpum (Ak Y001l, llJid Mahrodra· 
p;~rva~ Ion !he Kulen Hills). h was from this la.<t named 
place that the line-grained sandstone was later to be labori
ously quarried for tbc building or Angkor the Magnificent. 
lhiny mlles away. 

Jayavarman 11 u~ the Kulen Hills as u fortrcs) in the 
9th century, and it was a natural stronghold ideally suited 
to rrolooged defence. On !hi) plo~teau the Khmer monarch 
built a number of brick tower-'l:lnctuaries and pyrlUllid
temples, showing u style much in advance of the older Khmer 
traits or the 8th century. Hnd rc:vcnlln& inOucnces both from 
Java as well as from Champa: 1 richly carved lime Is. deco
rated pediments, pleasing proponions .. the classical Khmer 
~le v.-as evolving. 

Even today it is not easy to visit the Kuleo heights. The 
road i~ difliouJt. !he area dangerous owing to rebel bands, 
and tbe climb fatiguing. The main spur of the hills is ac
cessible from one side by means of a.o asc-ent of over 850 
worn sandsiOnc \tepoo. each about a foot high. 'lippery 
and treacherous. At the end of the climb there is a long 
walk through dense jungle which occasioMily breaks into 
open areas of elephant grass and scnuered /ichi (kulenl trees. 
Ant hills abound. 

Among the sights shown to visitors after six mtles or !his 
exhaustmg uudge is a smootb hump of rock. crowned with 
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a shed of tin and glass. A steep wooden ladder built in 1927 
leads to the top of the rock. We make the rickety ascent 
and find ourselves in the presence of a gigantic reclining 
Vishnu. The figure sleeps on his left side. His toes are as 
large as ninepins; his eyes have been fitted with glass; his 
navel is luminous and reflects the light-it is also of glass. 
The whole image has been garishly gilded. Narrow banners 
with inscriptions in Chinese hang along a wire stretched 
near his face; joss-sticks send sinuous lines of smoke to the 
tin roof which splay out in varied forms. It cannot bear 
prolonged contemplation. 

We descend the wooden staircase and touch earth with 
relief. Not far away is an impression of Vishnu's foot chec
kered with symbolical lines and mystic signs, in some of 
which tiny lamps are set. A dozen village girls in diaphanous 
blouses are digging the earth at the base of the Vishnu rock. 
We watch them as they transplant the pink lilies, that grow 
wild in the neighbourhood. in neat rows along the path 
leading to the stone hump where the gilt Vishnu with bis 
crude embellishments lies under his cheap tin shed. 

How much better, we cannot help thinking, to have left 
him alone up there as he was carved in rock, without the 
ochre cosmetic and the calico streamers, without the tin roof 
and the wooden ladder and, though exposed to the wind and 
the rain. serene, solitary and unapproachable. Even with 
the best intentions the garnishing of the sacrosanct can some
times be a horrifying thing. 

Phnom Bak.beng 
Y asovarman I (889-90 1) finally abandoned the ancient 
capital of Haribaralaya for the new site of Angkor. Around 
the temple of Phnom Bakbeog, which he constructed, be built 
bis capital of Yasodbarapura, ten miles square, diverting 
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, and stroightenina the Siem Reap river to allow the construc
tion or tbc eastern walls. surrounded it witlt an Immense 
moat, und within the city precinm built more than 800 arti-
6cittl watc:r-ponds East or the capillll be Sllnk the great 
b3sin or the Eastern Baray. five and a hill mi~ long and 
nlmost one and n hlllt miles wide. lie raised the shrines of 
Phnom Krom, Lolci and Phnom Bok. and crowned nearly 
every biU in the vicinity or his capitnl With 3 temple.' To 
btm a.re also auributed a nu111bcr or bridges and roads. 
Over the Spenn Prap10 ri\-er there IS a vi3duct or latetite. 
two hundred feel long. fifty feet wide. nod having twenty 
one arches. 1t is Ounkc:d on either ~idc by a parapet rom1ed 
by the body of a snake wbosc seven-headed bood Is uprean:tl 
at the entrance or the bridge. This nagu parapet Is bence
ronh to haunt Khmer buildings and we shall meet it again 
and again in An&kor and its environs. 

Also stllr1ed during bis reign wn~ the construction or one 
of the most remarkable Khmer ;11nctunrics, which took more 
than two centuries to complete. the temple or Proh Vibear. 
raised on an inaccc..,iblc spur or the Dangrek mountnins about 
eighty miles north or Angkor. 1t is laid out in succegsivc 
COW'b connected by a causeway more lhlln 860 yards in 
length at the tenninus of which IS the principal Sllnctuary, 
erecte() on the end or nn overhanging cliJI. 

Phnom Bakheng. the capilli! or YosoVlltDllln 1, is situnted 
just outside the Inter capital or Anglcor Thom. lt is 3 

Sbaiviu: temple, dedicated to the phallus. Built on 11 hill, it 
Is reached by stairs on four sid~. of which few traces remain. 
The temple itself is a series of tlve mounting terraces. each 
omamented with Illlle towers, one hundred in oil, geometri· 
cally disposed and cleverly directing the eye ever upward. 
Plump lions sit open-mouthed. guarding the staitwl1y>. From 
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the topmost terrace one can see for miles around, temples 
and shrines, buried in the jungle beneath an immense area of 
thick vegetation. 

Except for a period of twenty-five years, Angkor remained 
the capital city of the Khmers for five centuries. In this 
early city of Yasodharapura, now defined by a few mounds 
and derelict landmarks, we find the germinal idea of the 
later Khmer metropolis: the square plan, the main temple 
occupying an elevated position in the exact centre of the 
town; the wide moat and high circumambient walls, pierced 
by four gates; the town planned in straight lines and rec
tangles; the roads, except for a circuit around the centrally
placed temple, directly connecting the opposite gates, and 
thus dividing the town into four administrative quarters. It 
was a picturesque and practical plan and was a credit to the 
creative imagination of the Khmer architects. 

There is an abundance of inscriptions covering the reign 
of Yasovarman 1-greater than that of any other Khmer 
monarch-and in all of them flattery is rampant. "In all 
the sciences and sports, in all the arts, writings and lang
uages, in dancing and in singing he was supreme. He pro
tected the earth. He caused the Creator to wonder why 
He had made a rival by creating so mighty a king. At the 
sight of this great monarch, whose brilliance was difficult to 
support. his enemies bowed their heads saying. ' It is the 
sun'."' 

In spite of the laudation of this •• unique bundle of virtues 
whose power was fatal to his enemies," it is not known that 
he waged a single victorious war. The legend that he con
quered Cbampa is without foundation. It is not the only 
legend concerning him that research has disproved. Others 
were that he became a leper and retired from the capital. 

I XJtjj p. 1 IJ. 



Rllltlf'n\' Srei- tltr jl'wd of the Cambodian jungle. 



l fJ 1nm I 10m 

Banletl\ ~rei. 
(<, I~ P \C. I JO) 

DaoraiNI 

petlnnent in 
B tmlt'fl\' Srei. 
(:.• ... ,c.t: ~m) 



RI SI! J7 

and that because of hi5 affliction no other king tool:: hb 
name. The tradition of his lepro>.y is not 11$tablish<.-d, nnd 
modem investigators have brought to light the existence of 
a =nd Yasovannan. 

But as a man of peace. toler11nt of all religions. ns a 
lover of beauty and the creator or some of the fine.~t or cnrly 
Khmer ma\tcrpicces. he deserve. to rani:: with the greatest 
of the Khmer kings. 

The period between 920 and 967 was one of minor bullu· 
ing activity : Prasat Krav-dn 19211. &l::sei Cbamkrong 19471. 
the Kob Ker group (931-9501 about 100 miles north of 
Angkor. Prasat Banteay Pir Chon (937); the Eastern Mebon 
(9521; Leak Neang (96()); Pre Rup (961). The name of the 
lnst temple signilill$ •• the turning of the corpse •· nnd wru. 
probably associated whh cremution rltll$. A stone trough nt 
the foot or the eastern slnlrway is said to hn~ been the 
place of burning. 

How do the btudents of religion account for the neglect 
or Brahma. the central deity of the Hindu trinity, who shoukl 
legitimately be given the roremo.t place in Hindu woffiup? 
In India there ls only one important temple dedicated to 
Brahmn. at Pu,hkar. and in Cambodia all!IO only one. Pnwu 
Bantcny Pir Cban.' 

Prasat Kravnn is well worth a visit, though after having 
bad ~ surfeit of dilapidated brick sanctUllries on th..: Petit 
and Grand Circuits it is easy to pass by thi> ruined quinu:ne 
of shrines as if it were just another derelict sanctuary. if 
3nytbing more derelict than the usual run of ~brines lltOUnd 
Angkor. But the central prasa has panels of exquisite ba>
reliefs which arc worth seeing if the sun i8 overhead to illu· 
minate the dark interior Then the west wall lights up a fine 
Vuhnu standing below :tn enormous lilard. und ranged 
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ai'Oilnd till! in extended rows :u~ worshippers. both male and 
fem;Ue. laads folded in ndorotion. 

Tbe Citadel of tbe Women 

The tem ple of Bamcny Srel (967), " the Citadel of the 
Women," is situated north-east of Angkor. To get to it 
you have to motor through more than twenty miles of 
difficult country Your car stops in the middle of a jungle 
that is proctic:llly impenetrable in the rnins. The la~t lap 
or your trip is a walk of about bait a mile through 
dense fo.rest in which the spoor or the wild elephant on your 
trock is 11 common sight. 

There is a small clearing. a ruined waU, a low doorway 
in pi ok stone. You step over n oories of roised thresholds. 
and across antechambers open to the sky. Here is a little 
unadorned lintel; there. a decapitated column. plnlo: tuxl 
bare; a ~an carved chip or sandstone with a co.,ting of 
white lichen. More thresholds: you bend to cross them to 
avoid the lintels, they are so low. 

You are suddenly in the midst of three shrine.<., enclosed 
within a high waU that effectively screens them from the sur· 
rounding jungle. Those who have seen Bantcny Srei might 
regard it os the end or their pilgrimage to Angkor. A, 
Brodrick, seldom scntimcntol. who writes. "The picture I 
possess within myself of Bontcay Srei i~ among the few I 
hope I shall carry. undimmed with me into the shades."' 

l~nteay Srei. known ns lshvanpurn. was built by Rnjen· 
druvannan U (944-968), "whose toe·nails sbonc like the 
diadems of rival kings.''1 und completed by his son Jayn· 
vumnn V !969-1 00 H. " whose lion roar made hostile 
monarcns nee to the depU1s or the rorest. ... These encom· 
iums. &a ludicrous today, cxprelt\Cd ll commendnblc esteem 

1 uiv p. t88. • xxii p. tl6. xxii p. 134. 
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for the king The 1emple erected by !heir devOtion is not only 
!he best of lhe early Khmer monuments. bu1 one or !be finesl 
struclures in all C.arnbodia.. 

The sculptors and architecu who fashioned Banteay Srci 
11re undoublodly among lhe world's best. No words con do 
justice to the bcau1y of this jewel or !be jungle. No picture 
can hope 10 recap1ure the grace or the exquisite structure.~. 

or adequately convey lhe impression one m:ei•-es on fust 
coming into contnc1 wilh 1 his masterpiece in pink stone. Tbe 
Moghuls were reputed to build like gianll. nnd finish like 
jewellers. ' I he Khmers too built ~lke gian~.S-the hugest 
buildings c•er l'll15ed by IWU1, Banlcay Chbmar and Angkor 
Vat. were their handiwork-and here in Isolated and aban· 
doned Banteay Srei we see how !bey too could finish like 
jewellers. There is nothing Gigantic about the shrine>, but 
each one is a gem. bright and colourful in the sunlight. clean 
nnd delicately carved. wilh incredible precision and crispness. 

In compamon Angkor Val l5 cyclopean. Jt overwhelms 
you. lt subdues lhe imaginalion with irs immen~ity. In its 
presence you can only stand u nd stare. Bul il rcmoins an 
empty shell; a bulk of lichen-covered greyness. Inside. its 
long corridoN arc emply; the Vlshnus and Buddhas who cast 
their dismal shadows on the worn floors are museum pieces. 
standing there by virtue or lbcir size. and by the gruce of the 
Et:olt' Fronraise d'utrimc-Orlenl. 

But Ban1cay Srei somehow &Ives !he illu~ion or a living 
und only temporarily deserted shrine. The Hnnumans and 
the bird-hended d•·urapalas who sit guarding th~ doorways 
:ue petrified subsututes or crc::~tures who must soon return. 
You roise your eyes to lhe decoratl:d lintels und see wonder
fully carved relief~ showing llle heal and struggle of the old 
batllcs or Sugriva. Hnnuman and Ramn agamst Rovana and 
his ho-ts All over the pedimentS lhecc is evidence of life 



40 

and activity, and lhe stone on which lhe living scene is carved 
is pink and fresh and bcllutirul nnd bright. There nre a 
number or apStmzs. so exquisite and graceful that you ce~~se 

to wonder why lhe gods stopped to see them dancing. And 
each or them has a smile. the An&~<or Smile. benign, gentle. 
seductive • . . . 

We are not left to comemplllte Ibis vision for long. There 
is n sudden surge of visitors. A wove or t<>urists equipped ns 
we un: with guide·books and cameras. and run or chancrwng 
and recently acquired knowledge. And we reallse suddenly 
nnd sadly that like Angkor Vat this too is an empty shell. 
and that thi, hallowed place of one-time ~bundant wor.Jlip 
where the gods of old were adored for centuries. is not really 
nny more alive. ami that it.~ deceptive movement is only a 
tempo.rary vision. The illusion in our day mu~t always 
finally vanish with the sound of tourists. some such as we 
contributing, with the sight or the jeep by which we travelled. 
and the modem comfort~ of the Grand Tlotcl where we must 
now return, 

Surya•arman I 

About three decades Mtcr the completion of Bnnteay Srei. 
the Buddhi$t Suryavarman 1 !1002-1049). on usurper from 
Ligor. whicb ls now Siamese Malnyn. become master of the 
region around the Great Lake snd the lower Mekong and 
Mennm volleys. 

The Lwo greatest Khmer kings. Surynvnrmnn I and Jayn· 
varrnan VU wen! both Buddhist~. Both successfuUy con· 
tended against their enemies. within the reulm and without. 
Suryavnrman's succe.<t<>Or, even tbou&fl he wns a Shaivite, 
sulfered 11 popular rebellion Cor his pn!dec'.essor's :tdhcrenc~ 
to Buddhism. • 

*.uii p. t7S, 



1Jrlt1f1111lt'·, lt'IIJII\Intrliuu nf llrng \lt'llltfl n JurrtfoWrt tJ/ .JUJ(.(Jf I '11. 

(Nt L 1'"•1 Jf) 





RI SI! 41 

Swy.svar~JU~n annexed Lavo. l.be Mon-Indian Slate of 
Dvnravau lying on lhc Menam plain, later to grow into l.bc 
Thai kingdom. He also smrto:d u war ag11inst Champ:~ an
ol.ber lmliunised &tote lying between his eastern borders and 
l.be sea. Champa was, in fact, :Liways at war, with Funan. 
Cbenl3. KlllllbuJa and tbe Chine.e. lt continued ib bellicose 
career until the ISth century when. shrunken in si?Je, ib mun. 
power depleted. after one final biuer struggle wil.b Annum, 
lt disappearo:d from history. Tod:~y only a few Mobam
rned.ub who both worship Allah and revere l.be local tribal 
deities, claim descent from the once rorm•dllble Cbam~ 

The wars with the western Thai Kingdom und l.be ea~tcrn 
Cbampa slate were to haY!: disastrous con,.:quences for l.be 
Khmen., for it was these two vengeful principalitie-. who 
were finally to destroy their empire. 

Thot C:llamity, however, was sull two centuries aw;ty, and 
Wll.'. not even beginning 10 di~lurb l.be pea~ or Suryawrman I. 
In filet. be records on the ea$tem g:~teway or his cap1tal llu: 
o:uh of allegiance mode to him by ne3Jiy four thou..o;and kings. 
prin~s. and official$. " In the pre...ence or the sacro:d fire and 
J.be holy JCWC( " TI1e 03J.b ends with the terrible 1113ledic· 
tion: " If we conceal ourselves to avoid leeping thi, ooth 
~trictly. may we be reborn in the l.birty-!>CCond bell as long 
as the ~un nnd moon shall last".' 

Suryavarman's capil41 was fi~ at Prah Khan or Kompong 
SY.ti (not to be confu'led with l.be later Prah Khan or Angkorl 
and was subsequently shifted to Angkor. In many or his 
building.~ he introduced lh<: proctlcc o r gilding the lcmple 
lowers and domes. which was then CIII'I"Cnt in the Mon king
doms of Thaton and Pegu. The most notable of his warts 
wen: Ta Keo lin part), the North und Soul.b Klcnngs for tbe 
accommodJuion of vi,iling otllciBis and viceroys. the palace 

' ••il p. ISI 
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of Phimeanakas in Angkor Thorn and the sanctuary of Phnom 
Chisor. He added new features to the temple of Prah Vihear, 
and also erected on a site rivalling Prah Vihear in majesty 
and picturesqueness, the superb temple of Vat Phu. 

Before Angkor Vat was erected the successors of Surya
varman had built the Baphuon, having towers 150 feet high 
crowned with copper and containing what must have been 
the finest reliefs in Angkor, now destroyed, and also the 
western Mebon, Beng Mealea or " Lotus Pond " one of the 
largest of Khmer temples and in many ways the forerunner 
of Angkor Vat. Then there were Prah Palilay. Prah Pitbu. 
Chau Say Tevoda, Banteay Samre, Thommanon .... 

We do not know the real names of most of the Khmer 
monuments, and there is no authority for many of the modem 
names given to them. In most instances arbitrary and 
fantastic titles have been bestowed on the sanctuaries, based 
on vague traditions or fanciful associations. The titles are, 
nevertheless, Cambodian and somehow apt. In the Mekong 
valley Phnom Krom, Sambor Prei Kuk, Baksei Chamkrong, 
all sound more appropriate and less incongruous than lndra
pura, Mahendraparvata and the rest. It is odd to have the 
local colour and not the local name. 
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Angkor Vat 

The builder of Angkor Vat, Suryavarman 11 0112-1150) 
snatched the throne from two contending princes, and bad 
himself annointed in a lavish ceremony, the magnitude of 
which had never been seen before. The king gave rich 
presents and made bountiful offerings: paJanquins, fans, 
crowns, buckles, pendants, bracelets, rings, utensils. ornaments 
decorated with precious stones, lands, slaves and livestock. 

Suryavarman II was a warlike king, and many campaigns, 
mostly disastrous, were undertaken by him. He was unsuc
cessful against the Annamese, being twice defeated by them. 
A decade after his last battle with the Annamese he attacked 
Champa. Although he captured and sacked the capital hls 
troops were finally overcome and annihHated. In spite of 
his pretentions he is hardly worthy of note as a warrior who 
spread the glory of the Khmer arms. But his name is chiefly 
remembered because be built that marvel of archltecture, the 
Brahmanical temple of Angkor Vat, which is the chief glory 
of Cambodia and one of the most remarkable edifices in the 
world. It was completed after hls death, just before the 
erection of the great Notre Dame Cathedral of Paris was 
started in Europe. 

As we first saw Angkor Vat we felt it was part of hlstory 
and mythology, like the Parthenon, Karnac, Ajanta and Perse
polis. A few worshippers still burned joss-sticks before the 
deities, and the short-cropped women silently and unobtru
sively offered their thick black hair to the sacred images. 
More commonly, worship is performed by the general 
populace in the modern Siamese-style temples with their 
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turned-up gables, cave-finials and garuda-pillars, leaving the 
ancient sanctuaries to the tourists and the bats. 

If one is visiting the site of a historic ruin it is best not 
to select a festive occasion for such a visit. Pomp and pagean
try. colour and brilliance, the parade of princes and priests
one can conjure them all up in the mind's eye amid the ruined 
temples. But the prosaic bustle and hubbub of the tawdry 
present are hardly calculated to assist in the proper appre
ciation of the historic past. The Khmer ruins, it seemed to 
us, needed only the backdrop of the silent jungle. 

When we re-visited Angkor Vat it was the Chol Chhnam. 
the Return of the Season, the Cambodian New Year, April 
13th-14th. From far and near, from the Great Lake and 
the Kulen Hills, and the forests around distant Kbvao and 
Kosder, the men and women converged on Siem Reap, the 
modern village six miles south of Angkor. Those who could 
afford the time and money even ventured from Phnom Penh 
and Battambang. Route Coloniale No. 56 leading from Siem 
Reap to Angkor was heavy with traffic. Buses, jeeps, pedi
cabs and buffalo-carts conveyed men and women in gaily 
coloured sampots and monks in gamboge robes to the temples 
around Angkor. The entrance to Angkor Vat was mono
polised by buxom Cambodian peasant women who piled their 
yams, peanuts, bananas and melons near the naga balustrade. 
Inside the shaded courtyards and corridors of the temple 
enterprising speculators, taking advantage of the prevailing 
atmosphere of gaiety and recklessness, spread their little 
checkered mats and rattled boxes of dice, while they intoned 
a litany to the gamblers both male and female. to try their 
luck on this most auspicious day. 

Authorities have not quite decided whether Angk01 Vat 
was meant to be a temple, a palace, a tomb or a mausoleum. 
One savant more romantic than the rest even suggests it might 
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have been a harem, designed to accommodate the ravishing 
beauties of the Kbmer royal household.' Whatever it be, 
it was built on a grand scale. Local tradition has it that it 
was raised by the gods. It is indeed a fitting attribution, for 
this Khmer cathedral is a truly tremendous piece of work. 
being one of the largest structures ever erected. Within 
its area it could contain all the monuments of the whole of 
Ancient Greece.2 

It was built in the middle of the 12th century and was 
dedicated to Vishnu, though later re-dedicated to Buddha by 
Jayavarman VII, and is made of a hard cJose-grained sand
stone of dark·grey. on a foundation of huge blocks of laterite. 

There is a moat around the temple. It is no littJe trench 
of water such as the Rajputs dug around their fortifications, 
or such as encircled the castles of mediceval Europe, which 
a picturesque drawbridge could span. This moat is virtually 
a lake. artificially made. 700 feet broad and measuring over 
three miles around. Not so many years ago hydroplanes 
landed passengers from Saigon and Bangkok on its smooth 
surface/ before they moved over to the Western Baray.• 
Today naked Cambodian boys wade in with their buffaloes 
and splash about in those patches of water which are not 
choked with hyacinths and lotuses. 

A majestic stone causeway bridges the moat. You pro
menade upon its paved surface as though strolling along the 
king's highway. It is thirty-six feet wide. Large enough 
for a cavalcade of elephants six abreast to march upon when 
a special occasion calls for such a pageant: the marriage of 
the king's son, the Washing of the Deities, or a victory over 
the tiresome Chams. 

It is an exotic walk. On either side are to be seen the 
remains of a low balustrade fanning out at intervals into 

1 xxii p. 202. 2 lxxiii p. 228. 'jj p. 87. • xxiv p. 122. 
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the uprearing hood of a seven-headed naga. The Khmers 
dcJighted in embellishing the approaches to their temples by 
preparatory avenues of serpents, griffins, gods and demons. 

Half-way across the causeway a lofty stoned portico con
fronts you, its broken tower resembling the bridge of an 
ocean liner. Your first glimpse of Angkor Vat from the outer 
entrance consists of the tops of two serrated towers in the 
disance rising above this obstructing portico. It is a cal
culated obstruction. A series of such impediments keeps up 
the suspense of your pilgrimage to the inner sanctuary. One 
gradually absorbs the atmosphere of devotion and awe until 
the final unveiling. The walk to the holy of holies is a slow 
unfolding of an architectural mystery, and all the avenues. 
porticos, galleries and antechambers compel an ambulatory 
ritual on the visiting pilgrim until he reaches the centra l cella. 

The sloping "corrugated" sandstone roofs of the porticos 
seen in so many of the temples are reminiscent of an earlier 
wooden or terracotta era. You mount the short flight of 
worn steps. Within, to left and right, are grey arcaded gal
leries and vaulted passages. Light and air arc admitted 
through windows barred with delicately-turned stone uprights 
set close togeher, each upright ringed at near intervals with 
round mouldings, derived it seems from the bamboo bars of 
early Cambodian windows. 

As you enter each enclosed and vaulted intersection of these 
long corridors your nostrils are assailed by an acrid odour 
that is both horribly stale and yet alive and overpowering. 
It is almost, but not quite, the smell of an unwashed urinal. 
You finally identify it by a sudden shrill squeak and the slow 
flapping of webbed wings. You have disturbed a few of the 
thousands of bats that infest every ruin in Angkor. If any
thing, this alone could be a measure of how deserted the ruins 
are, and how near they border to the realm of the primordial. 
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The smell lingers about you even when you have left the 
ruins, even when you have left Angkor. For days after, you 
get a sudden reminiscent whiff of those bats. 

You pass out into the open again. Before you lies another 
long expanse of causeway, terminating in a cruciform terrace 
which marked the place where the Khmer kings paused to 
distribute alms and make a final and prayerfuJ gesture of 
beneficence before entering the hallowed precincts of the 
temple proper.• Facing the terrace is a huge stone platform, 
and from the centre of this platform the main body of the 
temple gathers itself to rear upwards into an immense 
towering mass. 

Angkor Vat is geometrical, uncomplex and orderly. It 
consists of a series of concentred rectangular terraces, the 
largest being the lowest, the others rising level after level in 
three diminishing stages to the summit. There is a tower at 
each angle of the two upper terraces and one in the centre, 
making nine in all, though onJy five stand out. 

The towers of Angk:or Vat have been likened in shape 
sometimes to pine-cones, sometimes to lotus-buds, sometimes 
to helmets; the French poet Paul CJaudel saw in them nothing 
but five stone pineapples. There are no spaces for Jetting in 
the light so that from within they are but wells of empty 
blackness. From outside it is seen that they have been built 
in a series of up to nine diminishing zones, each consisting 
of distinct flat horizontal mouldings with upright motifs 
around the outer edge. They are graceful, aspiring, vibrant. 
The central pinnacle, which soars over 200 feet above the 
level of the ground, is built directly over the cella which 
housed the deity. 

From the moment you step on to the causeway you are 
drawn irresistably and inevitably towards this central cella. 

1 xxii p. 184. 
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The long vistas are periodically interrupted by the monumen
tal portico, endless stretches of pillared corridors. lofty cham
bered passages, pools for ceremonial ablutions and the wor
ship of the sacred serpent, galleries containing the stone 
apsaras and standing Vishnus. All these, however, are 
secondary appurtenances; they can bear inspection later. You 
walk always in a direct line, as the builders planned you 
should, always mounting one series after another of high 
worn steps, rising from terrace to terrace until you reach the 
last flight, which is a veritable Jacob's Ladder. of thirty-five 
steps of incredible steepness. Throughout the pilgrimage, from 
the outer moat to the final flight of this perilous staircase, the 
eye is ever drawn upward from the rising stories and the 
mounting towers to the central dome serrated against the 
sky. 

And what wondrous marvel lay within this central cella, 
beneath the central dome, this sanctum sanctorum around 
which the whole of Angkor Vat was supposed to have been 
built? Legend relates that it contained an image of Visbnu 
carved in precious stone. The last Khmer king who struggled 
in vain against the victorious Thais bad himself immured in 
this chamber, refusing, like Sarakos of Assyria, to fall into 
the hands of the enemy. The conquerors did not desecrate 
the sanctuary for fear of divine reprisals, but when the French 
came they broke down the wall. They found no jewelled idol, 
no royal skeleton. Only a damp, empty chamber, that still 
keeps its secret. 

Let the apparent simplicity of the design of Angkor Vat 
deceive no one, for it has few equals in the whole domain of 
architecture, for harmony, for majesty and for measured 
movement. It is on an immense scale. But it is more than 
just that. Its details are wonderfully coordinated and each 
constituent part harmoniously resolved. Its faults have been 
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pointed out, its technical deficiencies noted. The use of the 
keystone was unknown-hence, like the Greeks, the Khmers 
were ignorant of the arch; the Khmer vault was built by laying 
overlapping stones from adjacent imposts, each stone placed 
a little further towards the middle than the one beneath; 
the topmost stone being not a keystone but a covering. Then, 
they shaped their laterite blocks as though they were beams 
and boards, never able to shake off the memory of their 
ancestral huts of log foundations, adobe walls, and terracotta 
tiles. But, whatever their shortcomings, even its severest 
critics concede that it takes its place among the architectural 
masterpieces of the world. 

The Has-reliefs 

The galleries of Angkor Vat contain its finest treasures. 
There are over two miles of these vaulted corridors, and two 
thousand square yards of their surface are covered with carv
ings executed in very low relief. which for sensitivity and 
refinement of resthetic feeling are worthy to be classed with 
the finest bas-reliefs of Egypt, Assyria and Greece. Around 
some of the panels are intricate patterns both floral and geo
metrical; fantastic lines and arabesques, carved so delicately 
that one feels a veil of lace has been drawn over the stone; 
it is tapestry rather than relief on hard rock. Among the has
reliefs we find scenes from the two great Indian Epics, inci
dents famous in Hindu myth, and representations from the 
life and times of His August Majesty King Paramavishn~oka, 
which was the " glory " name of Suryavarman II who built 
the temple. 

We see Rama and his faithful ally, the monkey general 
Hanuman, and also the mighty Ravana who abducted Sita. 
Hanuman's hosts are armed with stones and branches of trees, 
the allies of the giant Ravana have more" civilised" weapons, 
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~words, spears, clubs and pikes. Ravana him5Cif is repr& 
semed with ten beads 110d twenty IU1IIS lO show bis wisdom 
and his might; his chariot i~ artistically decorated. lt is an old 
tradition, even in India. that Ravana was a mighty monru·ch 
and that his empire knew more luxury, wealth and power 
than Rruna's copitnl of Ayodhyo. 

We also see the battle of Kuruk.shctrn. that final sanguinary 
contest between blood relatives that saw the •md of two 
anciem lndilln dyollSties. A~ we approach the storm centre 
of the light we find a ghastly slaughter being carried 
on in a veritable hodge-podge of anns 110d legs. heads nnd 
bodies. Among the Pandnvas we see Arjuoll. hero of tbc 
MalttJbhatala, if the Epic cnn be said to have a hero. as 
he blands in his chariot. driven by a four-armed Krishna. 

All the chief gods of Hindu mythology ore here. lndra 
on his elephant; Kubern on the shoulders of a yaksha: 
Yama in his bull-drawn chariot: Surya whh his' celestial halo; 
Shiva armed with bow and nrrow; Brahmn on the sacn:d 
goose; Varuna on a naga; there is a fight between Vishnu 
shown mounted on Garudu and the demon hosts riding on 
chariots drawn by monsters; Krisbna ban.ling with a demon. 
We sec also vivid scenes from the Last Judgment. The 
multi-armed god of the dead, Yama, on his bull, deciding 
the fate of the Individual. Not far off are his scribes wbo 
like faithf'UI runanuunliCs take down the dread verdicts be 
delivers; three garudas gt~ard the exits so that none might 
escape. Hell is a place of excruciating torment and torture. 
of burnings and beheading.s, and castings alive to dogS and 
vultures. It is to be noted that the pleasures of tbe blest 
are not propOrtionately ple~~Suroblc. 

One of the llne~t series of these reliefs shows the Churning 
of the Ocean, in wbicb the gods and demons p~~rticipate 
in a common venture to obtain the elixir of life, using as a 
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pestle the mountain Mundnra. as a rope 1he world·scrpenl 
Vasuki, und as 11 pivo1 lhc god Vishnu in bis incnrnnlion ~~~ 
Kurma. lhc 1or1oise. We see Vishnu bolh u, Kurma and 
os himself. poised obove the 1or1oise, his face Jumcd to the 
gods. directing operations. As the churning proceeds the 
whole seo fills with lhc denizens of the wnters. mon>lrous 
fish. crocodiles. gtant my~. mnnaJees. and lilllny other lesser 
inhabilanl\ of 1hc deep in onlcred agitation; Jben graceful 
female forms emerge. culminuling in Lakshmi. goddess of 
beauty nod wcallb. Only then does the elixir of life gush 
forth. which is the whole purpo:.e of all Ibis exertion. divine 
and demoniacal. The Churnlng of the Ocean Is one or the 
most pu1Liiog mytbical symbolisation~ produced by the 
Indian mind. No satisfactory cxplanntion or its significance 
hn' yet been given. 

'I hen there ore the ba;..rcliefs depicting the life and times 
or the Khmcrs us they lived and moved during the time or 
Suryavarman n. We see the 8JU11d review of lhe Khmer 
army by the monarch. the si?.C or llis figure indicating his 
importance. the king being repl"t:i>Cllted larger: it still bears 
lrnccs of gokl: above his bead is held lhe royal umbrel.ln. 
fifteen tiers higll. There Is a long procession o( wnrriors 
on the march. wearing plumed helmets and armed with 
spears and shields: there are elephants. horses and chariot.,, 
and soldiers. among them Thai men:enaries, with bows and 
arrows and spears. The chief priest is shown being c:nnied 
In state. others bear a portable altar containing the sacred 
fire: then a procession or priests wearing top-knots, chanting 
the sacred verses. The~ are the royal orchcstro. the court 
jesters. lhe buffoons; and a bevy of beautiful princesse.<~. 

grnce(ul as palms. on their way to the forest; a pageant of 
court ladies on palanquins beautifully oroamentcd. 

And. of course. lherc are the opSlJTQS or celestial dancers 

3675 
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and the dtvouu or female deities. shown in frenzied and 
fantru.tic movements. or Janauorously posed in attitudes of 
abandoned ease. They arc one with all those exqumte 
carved ~ human aod divine. that adorn the pilastm 
and the walls, from the outer faCllde to the cloi-tcred coun· 
yards or the temple. 

They are imbued with a spirit of restrained joy; in them 
we see at it\ best the cclebrnted Angkor Smile, dislllllt l1lld 
dreaming. or touched with u wann and sensual femininity Full 
or cbann. they arc •hown sometimes standing in bnguid 
repose. alluring as heavenly dancers ~c>uld be; sometimes 
walking. someumes dancing. \ingly or in aroups, arm1 
uffeclionately Intertwined, a linger pointing gracefully. the 
hand holding a Dower. or fixed in a conventional dJ.nce 
pose. 

Thetr hAir i' plaited and rolled up into a neat chlznDII 
over their heads in the shape or a cone; wme have nrn~te 
tinrns, others wenr great heud-drc'l.'ie:S Of fantll\tiC dc;]Jin, 
sprouting from their crown' like vegetation Jewels adurn 
their cars. neck~ wri~ts. waists, ankle<: dclic:ncly-clfVcd 
jewels. they might be the wor., or goldsmith>. so Pft:C~ IU'C 

the smallest details. 
They lire clothed only from the waist down. in dress or 

wide variety: o full clinaing skirt showing off the contoun 
of the delicntcly·moulded limb<: many vurietics of the Jmttf'OI 
with ~ or lace: or ju.t a slendu slip or apron banginJ 
down from the jewelled w.~i5tb:md. the outline or one con .:cl 
hip fully revealed to view. 

Those that are within reach have tbousnnds of bands pli..S 

over t11em yearly. A Buddhist monk who walk> nheod or us 
pnuses ne3r a dancer and holds a round breut in his band a 
moment. aently squeezes the stone nipple and passes on A 
French soldier does Ukewioqc. Countless bands which fiod 
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the rounded forms i~istiblc have made the bream ~hine 
like polished bronze. 

Notable among the acccss.>ries of Angkor Vat are the 
vaulted buildings that lie in 1hc spacious p:trk. They have 
been c:allcd, on slender evidence, libraries. Chou Ta-ku:m 
bpcaks of several books wrillen by 1he scnbes of Angkor. 
Not a scrap of 1bis liienllure remain~. We cannol help but 
r~t thal those perished tomes would be able to add linle 
to the VMt chronicle of the bas·rellefs thut arc the chtef glory 
or Angkor Vat 

Cambodian Dance 

The uunsnion from the stone dancer to the living dance 
is one that must be made. If possible against the bac!,ground 
of the Khmer ruins. An cvenin,·s entertainment was arranged 
and we saw n dance that everyone assured us was genuine 
Khmer. but which more reliable authorities tell us IS, ala,, 
the modem Cambodllln version of the Siamese interpretation 
of what mtght have been the Khmer dance. The true Khmer 
dnnce is lost forever.' 

What \>e see is intereSting enough. Tbe orchestnn squats 
in two rows on the ground. 11 consiRts of twin drum> and a 
double-headed drum which p1ttcr out a syncopated back· 
ground of highly involved rh)tbm that bOOn begins to bent 
iu pauem on tlte listener's brain: then: are bamboo Jtylo
phoncs shaped like little canoes upon which a tiny tinkling 
cadence or Uqutd sound is beaten with hammers of wood: 
there is a circle of bells bnealcJng in upon the music with lt.s 
own jingle; there is a 5tringcd instrument W.:e the Indian 
sitar pitched to a high plaintive key. and a Outc which drones 
out a slow monotony or serpentining notes. 

The sounds do not blend. There is no unified meraing 1>f 
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oo1es; there are no chords; only n succession of musical 
sounds. entin:ly linear and without harmony. Like Ctliocse 
music. and Siamese. from which it hus recently borrowed 
mucl!. Cambodian music uses the pentatonic scale. 11 is 
fragile. primitive, nostalgic. lt is not loud music: it is not 
shrnL Heard in the evening quiet amid the ruins it has a 
weird appeal untl ~,~ves hint of 1hc mystery or Angkor. evoca
tive and pathetic. l.ike the echo of a cry hcurd in a wilder
ness. 

The dance itself is slow-moving nnd graceful. It does no1 
feature nny acrobatic leaps nor does the eye have 10 foUow 
swift movements. The gestures nre stylised. hieratic and 
imricate. To those wbo do no1 .know 1he ritual cipher many 
symbols must remain meaningl<!s.~. But there is a strange 
beauty in the ccmplex pattern of each languorous movement. 
lt is an enchanting. ethereal thing. Something eerie about it 
too. Remote and reminiscent or rome prehistoric ritual of 
rorcery. The sudden set or the cryptic pose. head oddly poised. 
fingers bem incredibly back. knees Hexed. legs apart ... and 
tben tbe slow-moving readjustment to another fixed pose. 
11 is a surrealistic dream made Rcsh. to which the drone und 
tinkle of 1he orchestra form a fitting inc<~ntation. unearthing 
memories of wbnt mighl be our buried life. 

Tbe dancer pauses. immovably balanced on feet thnt seem 
oddly placed. head set as though listening. Then with a 
sudden twitch begins a gentle undulation of shoulders and 
arms and fingers in leisurely and rhythmic motion. graceful. 
plastic. like tbe nnga come alive or lhe swaying branches of 
thl:: palms that gently stir above our bends. The br~celets 
jangle faintly. The face remains motionless. Writes .Brod
riclc. " 11 seems that the Cambodians arc moved to a deep 
insurgent eroticism by tbe slow movements of the dance." 
He also adds. for tbe greater glory of tbe world of pink people, 
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" To u\ Westerners the whole dance may appear mthcr 
chaste"' 

1 be modem Cambodian dance-dr.urul tS only sup:rficilllly 
derived from the tmcient ritual~. At present Cambodian 
(olk·lorc and only rarely episodes from the epics provide 
tbe story around whicb tbe dnma is woven. The stories are 
os old a~ hoary legends recited at tbe d:twn or history. and 
ns new as today's romance. Here is one. We see a lovely 
princess. surrounded by a bevy or slender handmaidcns. The 
Princo: enters. and romance i~ in full bloom. But not without 
a struggle arc man and maid to bo: united. for on the stnge 
there now appears nn ominous figure who sends a chill through 
tile audience. We ure not favoured with this particular 
b:tlleL Let Helen C.andee "ho h.as seen n deliCribe her im· 
pressions. 

" There i!. o hush os the Giant odvnnccs. He comes slowly, 
witb mcnsured ~tep. but elastic. a malignant presence. puis
sanL magnetic. He throws bls bend quicl.ly n.s !bough look· 
log where to strike. He moves in O$bcs. witb cruelty present 
in every nervous movement. He stands a moment witb knees 
bent outward. and heels off tbe ground. and defies tbe world
evil made Oesb yet beautiful as a god. 

" At n lovely moment when the Prince is claiming bls 
Princess. the evil one sees her Thrills or cruel joy pass 
over bis body. He i' animated with spasms or wicked triumph 
and hi, muscles stiffen as by repeated electric shocks. Witb 
no word \poken. with no aid~ of the tbe;nre. this lone dancer 
in tbe jungle strikes deep into human emotions. Re thrusts 
forward nn agile 11rm ond seizes her, possesses her. 

"He thrills witb the triumph of it and with the humiliation 
of the Prince. From that moment be dances witb incrensed 
Inspiration. Holding the captive lady with one hand be 

i ' ZXIY p. 22. 
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places Ills steeled body between h11r und her lover. and in a 
series of thrusts and parryings defends his stolen quarry. 
Almost the audience can see blue fi!UDes around Lbe magnetic 
figure. For long he is viclor while u huddling crowd of lesser 
princes and princesses look on confounded. 

" But we lcnow the Prince is bound to win. Arter pro
longed atwcks he dmws from the King of Lbe Giants hls 
tender prey. The Giant is vanquished, yes, but he scorns 
his failure until it appears as a triumph. Pride and insolence 
animate his step and bearing. Thus holding himself he first 
dominates the audience. then passes proudly out of sight."' 

ThO!ie who have made this dancing famous are the liule 
Cambodian girls. St:trting her training in lhe severe discipline 
of the royal ballet before she is eight years old. under a 
martinet matron whose ideal is perfection. the modern Cam· 
bodi3n dancing-girl is a fuii·Redged " professional " before 
she has passed her teens. But her perfection is only partly 
due to her uaining. for she has been conditioned for her task 
by a tradition that is old in the land of the Khmers. and she 
is upheld by the pride of her profession. To her has been 
bequeathed from carJie.qt times that serious and classic poise 
that the Western ballerina acquite.$ only rarely and after pro
longed eft'on. Something in the blood transfigures a common 
villllge girl with no perceptible background into a divine 
dancer. elegant. grave and graceful. with gcslures so easy and 
effortless that a queen mighl envy her. 

The dress and make·up oi Lbe dancers is often quite elu· 
borate. The race Is whitened with a thin paste of rice· 
pOwder: the lips heavily pigmcnted with red; the eyes enlarged 
with kohl. A wide decorative collar is worn. aod elongated 
nail-sheaths. and a load of jewelled aecessorics.. bracelels. 
wnist.band, necltlace, car-ringS. anklets, and the greut painted 

I .UYl p. tt8, 
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crown, the ml..ot. Sometimes the danetr carries as much liS 

six to seven pounds or metal and gems. ofteo real gold. and 
pearls and sapphire$. 11 is noteworthy that many accessory 
omamerus wom by the Cambodian duncing.girl today ore 
imitations from Portuguese models!' 

And then there is a sampnt or lustrous silk whiob bangs 
from the w-.ai>t. The upper part of the body i~ modestly 
covered with a light embroidered blouse. 1t is tightly drawn. 
and flattens the ~om, leaving no suggestion or tltOie 
shapely rootours that form the most attractive feature or 
tbcar stone counterparts of Angl:or and its environs. For 
more claborutc ceremonies the dancers urc :.cwn mto their 
'!himmerini robd. some hour! before the dance commences. 
D~ing up the Cambodian ballerina is a long and tedious 
pro<:cs.~. 

Tbc bas-rellds at Angkor Thorn porttay scenes from the 
dance ritual and life or the Khmer ballerinas. thetr make-up. 
their dress, their baths und cxcrcls4. There is one nude 
dancing-girl shown performing a sort or grand bautnumt, Iter 
leg roised high. assisted by the supporting hand or her male 
instructor. Even the old Kbmcrs required limbering up! 

The Siamese. who ropied many things From the Khmers. 
took over wh:ll they rould or their dance ritual too. The 
a.ncient Khmer dance disappearod almost four centuries ago 
and was re-introduced only by the Siamese. with Siamese 
chorus. Siamese postures and Siamese dancing-girls. What 
is callcxl Cambodi~n dancing is so strongly infused with 
Siamese influences thot it belongs to a new hybrid category 
taking important elem~nts both from the T hais and from 
old remembe~ Cambodian foil: dances. 

1t is to King Sisowath t~at modem Cambodia owes its 
realiifiment to the past. This rever:Jon was based on what 

'axlv p. 20. 
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could be learnt from the bas-reliefs. and what could be used 
from the deciphered stelre. Many ornaments worn by the 
dancers are found in the Khmer bas-reliefs, some postures 
are duplicates of the Bayon carvings; the elaborate cere
monial mkot though taken from Siam was originally Khmer 
and replicas of this head-dress are frequently carved on 
Angkor walls. The renascent monarchy assembled from the 
stone illustrations as much as it could to give the Cambodian 
dance-drama an authentic relationship to the traditional past. 

The Siamese appropriated an immense quantity of cultural 
material from the Khmers, faithfully copied many of their 
ancient ceremonials and points of court procedure, and 
modelled their elaborate hierarchy of officialdom on that of 
the Khmer state.' One thing however the Siamese did not 
take over: the near-nudity and bare bosoms of the Khmer 
ballerinas. This was due both to Hinayana Buddhism as 
well as to Chinese influence. for the prudish Chinese frown 
upon the baring of the female breasts to the public gaze. 
The modem Cambodian dance has been infectea with this 
prudery. The dancers are all clothed with due regard for 
the proprieties. 

The search for the modern counterpart of the stone apsara 
is a commoner pursuit in Siem Reap and Angkor than the 
travel books disclose. Those exposed limbs, so delicate and 
alluring. those rounded forms, divinely moulded : if only 
one could find their replicas today! We tell the sculptor in 
the words of the poet who preferred the living present to the 
inanimate past. 

"And that's your Venus. whence we turn 
To yonder girl that fords the born." 

But. alas, we soon discover that it is not only the dancers 
who are vitiated by the modern fashion of modesty. Today 

1 cvii p. 4, p. 176. 
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in Angkor and Sicm Renp we look about U5 in vnin for the 
~gbt or a Cambodian fem:Ue not properly clothed from neck 
to knee. We console ourselves with the t.hougbt that perhaps 
we shall Rnd one a liule olf t.he beaten lrnck. Sicm Reap. 
t.hough merely a village, i~ in a way quite as cosmopolitan as 
Satgon, for there is a smt•ll but ~teady stream or visitors from 
all paru of the globe. JUSt a~ keen llS we arc for eontmsting 
pictures of women. past and p~nL Tourisb anywhere will 
vulgarise the remotest village. und there are pcrhap, ot.hers 
like us who bl.ve helped to bring Siem Reap to t.he le•el of a 
peep-show. 

" Of medium height. well-shaped. in t.he flower of their 
youth. and admiroble to contemplate. you cannot look upon 
them wit.hout love." So rhap~odises an old te>Ct about the 
women or the land.' If a slight tendency to \lubbiness does 
not detract from shapeliness. the Cumbodian woman is well· 
shaped Mill. and a change from the weedy Annamitc. Indeed 
Osben Sitwell thinks the Cambodian the most beautiful race 
he has seen.' 

Tbe Cambodian girl moves about freely. smile\ easily: 
return.~ your gaze without that immodest Outtering and 
lowering of t.he eyelids t.hat used to be the stock·in·tmde or 
the man·made woman of vinue. East and W~L 

Her drcs:. is the sampot. Authorities say it is from Siam. 
Wlty. no one can guess. Authorities tell us all wns of 
curious t.hlngs on t.hc strength or t.heir knowledge or the an. 
cient te~ts and the hi~torians' histories. lt requires no know· 
ledge of mcdinev:U Siamese history to see plentiful evideDCc 
of t.he sompo1 J n tbe bas-rclicfs, which preceded Siamese 
innuences by centuries The SillllpOJ i~ like the Indian lung/ 
or the Malayan Sllrong: a length or cloth, often gaHy coloured. 
tied around tbe waist and banging down like n skirL Some-

1 l<AIV p. 19. • •et>: p. 30. • x.•iv p. 158. 
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11mes it is caught up between tbe less and fixed behind like 
a dhmi, in the fashion of the women or Mabarashua. Both 
men and women wear the same dress; both wear it either 
like a skin or secured between the buttocks; both crop their 
hair sbon and comb iL back. From u dist;ince it is often not 
so easy to dhtinguisb mun lrom womttn. e~cept for the plump 
glutCIII sh11pe of the female. 

Hut there is still no evidence or a display of bosom. such 
ti one '>CCS in some pans of lndin. J t is all very nice 
and prim and puritamcal. And for once this transforma· 
lion to decorum is not due to the inOuence of Christian 
missionaries. lt is Hinayana Buddhism that bas imposed 
this restriction. 

We stroll down the banks of the Slom Reap river one warm 
evening. Tall palms whose graceful fronds wave gently in 
the brec1e; heavy bushes growing wildly on the slopmg banlts: 
big water·wbeels turning lwly. We pause 3 moment to watch 
~ ingeniou. wattt-lifting contraptions: liule sections of 
boUowed bamboo an: attached to the rim of the wheel. and 
as tt turns the bamboo sections scoop up their fill of wattt 
and then empty them into 3 long wooden trough on the bank. 
We pass a cluster of pile houses buih upon stilts, reminiscent 
of Indonesia or the South Seas, and primitive bumped bridges 
like a scene from a Japanose print . . . . a little Chinese 
pagoda .. . . rice mills with shafts rotated by the gentle current 
of the river ... . groups of people bathing in the Stretlm 

.... boys and men ... . and women. 
Tbe Cambodian woman is dextrous in changing ber wet 

clothes in public. Sbe will emCT'Ile (rom the water. wet Sllmpot 
clinging to htt body, ~tcb out n graceful brown band. 
pick up o fresh sampot from the bank. drape it around her, 
bolding the ends in her teeth, c~pertly remove the wet drw. 
using the dry one os a screen. lt is over in n few seconds. 
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It is a warm, lazy evening. We continue our walk. There 
is a sudden sound of laughter. We look up. Seated on a 
projecting ledge of rock are two Cambodian girls. They 
see us and make no attempt at concealment. Here they 
are at last; naked to the waist, a la Bali, and shame
lessly sitting in the evening sunlight, proud of their youthful 
forms, two splendid specimens of Cambodian loveliness, like 
the stone apsaras come to life. 

"Women of the village, in groups of three or more, go to 
bathe in the river. Arriving at the bank they undress and 
enter the water. Even the noble women do likewise without 
shame. They can be seen from head to foot." So writes the 
scandalised Chinese Cbou Ta-kuan, describing them at the 
end of the 13th century, adding," When they have leisure the 
Chinese entertain themselves by going there to see." 

The drift of centuries and a change of race can hardly 
alter what must obviously be a common failing of the human 
male. 

Jayavannan VU 

The monarch who comes nearest to possessing the qualities 
that are commonly associated with Rameses II of Egypt, 
Asoka the Great, Caliph Haroun aJ-Rasbid and Louis XIV, 
was the Khmer Jayavarman VII (1182-1201). He was a 
devout Buddhist and a man of peace and bad renounced the 
throne in favour of his nephew, retiring to Champa to live 
a life of solitude and meditation. During this period the 
Khmer empire suffered its most serious vicissitudes. There 
were two revolts against the reigning sovereign: the first, the 
revolt of the lower class Rabus was overcome, the second 
resulted in the death of the king and the crowning of an 
usurper. 

In J 177 the ferocious Chams raided the outposts of the 
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kingdom and rillaged !be counuysidc They then sailed up 
the rooJe Sap to Yasodharapura and burned the public n::.i
dences and many temple8. d~troycd the stone sanetuari~ 
nod put the usurping king to dcnth lt was the greatest 
disaster the Khmers suffered since the attacks from Malaya. 

'I here was a period ol :1norchy Cor five years until Jayavar
man. then fifty one years old. decided to return to the king
dom to n::.tore order and save the country. 

Hi~ fil'>t tasl.. on ascending the throne was to avenge the 
temblc deed or his vandal encmi~ wbo bad demoyed the 
anctent capital of Yasovarman I . He ruc.ed a large army and 
went ronh to punish the Chams He waged a relentless war 
against them and suffered many reverses. but at last Cllptured 
the king and placed on the throne or Champa a prince or 
the Kambujan line. 

His was the greatest extent or the Khmer empire. covenng 
the whole eastern coast or lndochina as far north as Hue. 
the arCll on both sides of the Mekong as Car nonh ~ Vicn· 
tiane. the centtal Siamese pl.lln and the northern part or the 
Malayan penirn.ula. No kingdom in the biStocy o[ lndocbina 
has ever covered such an e~tent or territOry. 

Having humbled his enemies, Jayavarman V11 returned 
to Angkor to rebuild the city. employing the labour of about 
n third or a million m~n und th~: revenue or 13,500 villngc~. 
Cor n period of ten years.• 

Whatever be did henceforth was inspired by devotion to 
Buddhism. He made the centre or his oew metropolis. not 
the Brahmanical Pbnom B:tkhcng. but the new Buddhi\t 
temple or &yoo which be constructed With this as the 
rocnl point be set out upon a rorecr or construction that is 
without parallel in history. Admittedly mnny building~ 

attributed to him were in fnct reconstructed shrines rnised 

I Lulii p. 22S. 
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by his predecessors. but even so he remains one or the greo<u:.\t 
builders of all time. " He accompli<hed th10gs in building." 
s.1ys Silwell, "of whrch no man before or since has ever 
dreamed."' 

Uke a devoted follower or che Blessed One. he built over 
one hundred hospi!als, which were semxl by physicians. 
a~istants and nurses. both male and female. to care for lite 
ill and the aged. Nor were the ailments of che sedenmry 
mon~o•crlooked, for among the medical provisions we find 
hsced 1v.o lhousand boxes eonlaining a remedy for piles' 
He se1 up the tirsc sa/aJ or r~t-houses for pilgrim~. more than 
one hundred and twenty of them; he constructed a series of 
highways and hridg~. And finally. he buill lemples withou1 
number: tile Rayon. rhe magnificent Terraces of the Roylll 
Palace, Banreay Kdei. ease of which he sank che basin of che 
beautiful arlificial lake called Srah Srong; also his work were 
fa Prohm, Prah Kban of Angkor. Bantcay Prei, Ta Nei. 
Suor i'nlt. Vac N'okor. Krol Ko. To Prom Ker. Neak Pean, 
To Som .. .. 

What might sound like mere names out or a Mlltonie 
<tanza an~ most or them magnificent edifices chat could vie 
with the mighliest structures ever raised by man. 

Some di~ta nee outside this complex or temples thal he built 
around Bayon. within and wilhout Angkor Thorn. is the 
cemple or Banceay Cbhmar (Narrow Fortre$$). eighty miles 
north-v.-esc or Angkor in the region of Sisopbon and forty 
miles from 1ha1 town. Some authorities think that it was !he 
funerary temple of Jayavnrman Vll whose ashe~ resled under 
the dome ol the central sanctuary.' h is o;o far from the 
Khmer cenU'C that it appears 10 have been forgotcen by che 
C'.ambodi3ns themselves. A wide area for miles around the 
temple shows evidence of an extensive and dereliec metropolis. 

1 •cbt p. 9-1. • i p. 333. lWJ p. 227. 
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It is the most inaccessible and the most ruined of all the 
larger Khmer sanctuaries. The temple has fifty towers and its 
bas-reliefs, exquisitely carved, are among the finest specimens 
of Khmer art. The French savant, George Groslier, calcu
lated that if 44,000 workmen laboured for 10 hours a day 
they would have taken more than 8 years to complete the 
temple; after this was done, and since all the carving was 
executed after the walls were erected, it would have taken 
I ,000 sculptors more than 20 years to complete the decora
tion. In regard to mass Banteay Chhmar is the largest temple 
in the world. • 

Slave-labour 

An ancient Chinese record referring to the Funanesc says, 
"They take by force the inhabitants of the neighbouring 
cities who do not render them homage, and make them 
slaves,"2 and some form of this system apparently prevailed 
during the imperial Khmer period, for the erection of the 
enormous temples presupposes the existence of a vast and 
well-organised slave-system. 

The stone for the construction of Angkor was quarried in 
the Kulen hills, thirty miles away. From there it was trans
ported in blocks to the building sites by road and river and 
erected under the supervision of the master-masons. These 
operations were maintained for centuries and suggest an 
immense organisation, and the efficient management of large 
resources of man-power. 

Though this evidence is incontestable, it would be wrong 
to conclude from it that the system was analogous to the 
rigorous exploitation of slaves practiced by the Egyptians, or 
that it had the dreadful character of Assyrian slavery that 
made the armies of Ashur the terror of the ancient world. 

I X.XU p. 204. J XJtjj p. 29. 
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The Khmers knew of Kartikeya, the Hindu war-god, but this 
deity did not have anything like the importance of the Aztec 
and Inca gods of war. The Khmers took prisoners of war 
and imposed corvees on the inhabitants of the villages, but 
it was an order of slavery different from the sanguinary system 
that prevailed in Mesopotamia and Egypt. The vision of 
thousands of prisoner-slaves forced by the relentless lash to 
toil through the Cambodian summer to erect the great temples 
of the Imperial Khmers is not in keeping with the evidence 
we have. 

From inscriptions we learn that there were hereditary 
slaves attached to the temples, and domestic slaves who 1» 
longed to their masters: rich houses had at least a hundred 
of them, mostly aborigines, like the Lolo and Moi from the 
mountains. Though they could be dealt with arbitrarily 
they were as a rule well treated. It was a system more like 
that of ancient Rome, or mediaeval India rather than that 
of the pyramid-builders. There is no doubt that this feudal 
system caused much discontent among the people and forced 
them to neglect their fields, and that this contributed to the 
weakness of the later Khmers, led to an uprising of slaves 
and accelerated the downfall of the empire. But it was, 
nonetheless, a system under a comparatively benign dispen
sation. " For superstitious if for no other reasons," Norman 
Lewis reminds us, " the peoples of Indochina always trod 
very gently when it came to oppression of others. The spirits 
of their ancestors had to be reckoned with."1 

The Khmers built hospitals for their sick and sa/as for 
their pilgrims, and they looked after the welfare of the aged 
and infinn. The villages attached to a hospital could be 
punished for only one crime-the infliction of suffering on 
living creatures.2 All this does not mate happily with the 

1 luiii p. 287. 2 uii p. 233. 
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notion that they ruthlessly employed an army of slaves, sub
jected them to torture and mutilation and cared not a whit 
for their welfare: nothing in the Khmer chronicles justifies 
this conclusion and it is time that historians abandoned it. 

Handicrafts 
There must have been a considerable number of artisans, 
wood-carvers, inlay-workers, jewellers. metal-workers, weavers 
and other miscellaneous craftsmen in the Khmer country. 
In Cambodia tiU recently the arts were all but extinct. A 
few artisans survived in the villages, but even among them 
the old traditions were fast vanishing. There was no market 
for their handiwork among the Cambodians, and the Siamese 
court had ceased to extend their patronage after their in
fluence over Kambuja began to wane. Only stray foreigners 
and curious tourists bought tht!ir work. It was due to the 
labours of the Frenchman, George Groslier, that the old 
crafts were revived. As director of the Albert Sarraut 
Museum in Phnom Penh and head of the Service of Cambo
dian Arts he helped in the formation of old craftsmen's guilds 
and fostered the ancient arts, established the old traditions 
and techniques again, giving workers pride in their handi· 
work and reasonable remuneration for their labour. The 
market for their products was widened, and there is at pre
sent a growing demand for Cambodian wood-worR, silverware 
and silks. 

Today Cambodian silks are among the finest in the East. 
There are magnificent specimens in the Museum, but the 
sumptuous fabrics can be seen to best advantage only when 
as sampot or bodice they are worn by the Cambodian lady 
on ceremonial occasions. Then we can truly appreciate the 
excellence of the merging colours, the shimmering irrides
cence of the silver-blue, the pale-gold and the voluptuous 1 
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shades, emerald and old-rose merging and melting one into 
the other in a rich symphony of coloured magnificence. 

Angkor Thorn 

The capital of Jayavarman VII was a vast and moated 
metropolis almost eight miles around, with its high walls 
pierced by five majestic gates. It was built near the region 
made sacrosanct by the older site of Yasodharapura. Its 
name was Nagara Dham, or Great City, corrupted now to 
Angkor Thorn. In its heyday a million inhabitants 
lived within its walls, soldiers and slaves, merchants, priests 
and palace attendants, artists and astronomers, the latter 
including women, foretellers of the future and prognosticators 
of eclipses, labourers and sea-captains, fisherfolk and ravish
ing princesses, aU contributing to the matchless pageantry of 
the imperial city of the Khmers. A kingdom so magnificent 
its fame spread from Khotan to China, while in wealth and 
power it ranked with Ormuz and Golkonda. 

Marco Polo on his return from the capital of the Great 
Cbam, Kublai Khan, paused to visit Angkor in 1291.1 Five 
years later the Mongol emperor Timur Khan (or Yuen
Cheng) grandson and successor of Kublai and founder of the 
Yuan dynasty, who now ruled over the destinies of the people 
of H an, sent to this Khmer capital an embassy which ~ 
rived in 1295 after a long odyssey by junk and sampan. A 
Chinese scholar, Cbou Ta-kuan, was attached to this embassy, 
and he stayed till 1297 and recorded the chronicle of the 
Khmer people. His observation was keen, and except for 
an occasional patriotic lapse, as when he claims that Angkor 
Vat was the tomb of Lou Pan, a contemporary of Confucius 
and a patron saint of Chinese carpenters, his record is 
reliable. 2 It reads like the story of another world, of golden 

• .xxi v p. 156. ~ xcix p. I 05. 



palaces, and jewelled kings, of beautiful women, and a va~t 
panorama of glory and magnificence unrivalled. 

Tbt Ttnatr$ 

In the ~nue or Angkor Thom i' tbe &yon. and nonb or 
the Bayon lies lite great ··~n/ or plam which served liS lite 
Khmer Public Square. E:lst or llte square lie the twelve 
beautiful towers ot red lnterite whose function is unknown: 
they are llte Pr!IS4ts SUOt Prnt, or the Towers of llte Rope 
Dancers. and were thought to provide llte pinru~cles 10 which 
llte ropes of the troupe ot Royal Aeroba~ were attaebecl 
Others hold the view lltat they were used by high officiob 
for witnessing the games and other functions thnt took place 
in the square. Chou Ta-kuan says thnt t11cy hou.cd the liti· 
annts of any trilll whose outcome was left to " celestial juda· 
ment." The opposing pllftio. wm: placed tn opposite towers. 
and in a rew days llte guilty one would develop ulcer<;. tn.\h. 
carbuncles. catarrnh. feo;er ... . • 

In llte Public Square were to be loCCn lltc parode and page
antry that formed so important a part in the Khmer scheme of 
life. The tuna reviewed hi> troops and witneSSed llte pn> 
ecs!iions from a point of vanl3ge on tbe beautiful ternces 
that aligned the eastern focc of his palace. Seated here 
he wntcbcd the cavalcade or his conquering generals liS lltey 
passed down the ovenue from the Gate or Victory. 

The Terraces, which were the termini of a lo~g avenue 
leading from the eastern wall of the cil)'. are composed of • 
pladorm about fifteen feet high running northWilrds and 
fronting tbc &phuon and the Phimeanakas. for a length 
of over one thousand feet. broken by live stairways. 

A noga lxllu\tnlde tops the edge of the terraces and heroic 
friezes in medium rclid decorate llte outer v.'llll'l- The) 

I Uil p. U8. 
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conmt of life-sit.c elephants shown at an elephant hunt Ube 
Elephanr TerraeeJ; of a row of powtrful gorudas. wmged 
ami\ uplirred to suppon the coping. like exotic atlantes: 
they probably upheld !be superstructure of the palace which, 
like the Cambodian paJnccs of the present day. was made 
of wood and has now completely disappeared. It was upon 
this ferrace of Honour that the monan:b received !be gucsu. 
or state and foreign umbassadors as !bey ascended the 
stairway to present tbeir homage to the king. Here Chou 
Ta·kUOin wa\ granted an audience by the Khmer monarch 
Srindnwarman. wbom be saw framed within a golden 
window. richly curtained. Slender hand-maidens aently 
raised the embroidered fabric. the emissary from fimur 
Khan beheld the n1onarch.. . the cunains feU. 

Stone AnimJIII 

The n.-.:urrent de<:orative theme of the Angkor sanctuaries 
i~ toomorphic. There is goruda. the gryphon, V1lbitle of 
V'IMlnu. beaked and ~gled. aripping !be pediments 
with cruel •nd detennincd talons There is HanuJillln in a 
hundred poses: 11 dwuopolo or guardian in Banteay Srel. a 
mighty warrior, banling with the evil hosl< of Ravanu in 
Angkor Vat: bringing to the decimated champions the life
re.\luring herb. hill and all; building the bridge over to Lanka. 
There is the lion. Sinba. as a sentinel. guarding !be saoned 
gateways. plump, erect and canine. rampant and vigilant 
and ne~er relaxed. 

And. or cowse. there is the 110Ra. the ubiquilou. world
serpent which moves its slow length through Hindu mythe>
logy. religion and mel4phys~ You meet the 'mllkc in the 
f pics and the Buddha story. m local legends and popular 
tale.s. as well liS in esoteric symbolism. Tbe bigbest nstrnl· 
spiritual centre In nllln is symbolised by the coiled serpcm. 
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Kwtdtdini which sleeps nt the base of the spine. its tail in its 
mouth. ln Khmer art the naga assumes a position of major im· 
portance. It raises its live, seven, or ninc-he.aded hood at the 
terminals of the balustrades. temple approaches und gute· 
w:lys: it Jigures in the bas-reliefs or Angkor and Bayon. The 
entwined, mating bodies or two immense serpents give the 
name to the magnificent liule temple of Neak Pean. The 
gates lending to Angkor Thorn and Prah Khan are approached 
by an avenue Hanked by two rows of fifty-four giants and 
demons. holding up the body (If the world serpent with which 
tbey churn the sea of milk to obtain the nectar or imnlor· 
tnlity. You are greeted wilb the great fan-heads of the 
nagus thus upreared. 

Then there is the elephant: as Ganesh. offspring of Shivn 
and Parvnti. god of good luck and wisdom: or as the mount 
of kings and deities; or, singly and in groups with crowned 
heads, helping to uplifl a wall. each powerful trunk a 
4'01umn; or as n noble figure dominating the battlefield or 
the royal chase. as in the heroic life-size relief on the 
Elephant Terrace. 

1be Leper King 
The p!Jitform is continued ns the Terrace of the Leper 
King. named after the mySterious figure of a nude male who 
squa.ts upon it, facing the square that stretches out before 
him till it reaches th~ " Gate of Deulh ". 

Much speculative ingenuity has been exercised upon the 
significance of this lonesome figure. Some authorities think 
be is King Yasovarman I, founder of Angkor and builder 
or Phnom Bakhcng and other early masterpieces. who is snid 
to have died n leper. Speaking or lepers Chou Ta-kuan says. 
" Many lepers take up their position on the roads. but though 
they live and eat with them people do not catch the illness. 
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They say it Is n disease they ore accustomed to in the country. 
Once n k.ing caught it, nnd he w~e> not ~ornod for it." 
Others think that it is KuberJ, the god of wealth. who WliS 

also u leper.' But the figure shows no symptoms of the 
dread disease. A few hold that it is Sbivn ns Mnhnyogi, 
the Great Ascetic, but again. we find no sign.\ of emaciation. 
no sunken abdomen. no shrunk.eo cheeks, no protruding ribs. 
Still others, finding some slender evidence in an inscription 
on the plin!IJ. soy he is Ynmn, god of the underworld. sym· 
boUcnlly placed hete to preside over the roynl crematory 
located on the Terrace. • und perceive In his uptuniCd 
mouslllches a pair or demonlnctll tongs. 

Whatever his identity we C3JlJIOt tell whether he was a 
leper. His present aspect need not deccivc une. for the 
marks on his limbs and head ore lichen, rtot leprosy. 

He bliS n smile lhnt is nearly Bnyonic, and in the Khmer 
tradition, as though moved to smile by some iownrd uoder· 
standing. lt is un anractive figure, slightly l.orgcr tbnn life. 
size. One full hand rests on a lowered knee. You wfl.lk 
over and look into the crook o( his thighs. There is no 
evidence or male gentiUn. l:!e is shorn like a gelding. 

But that is only Khmer modesty. for the Khmers rnn:ly 
depicted the nude mole. When they did. they did not resort 
to the fig-leaf; they simply took care to divest him or all the 
slgnifiC4Jlt oppurtcnanccs of sexuality. But there is oo doubt 
about his gender, for the king bos a fine pair or upturned 
moustaches. and his smile. esoteric though it may be, is s.ug· 
gcstive of o. healthy lllllSCulinity ond hi~ exprcs.~ion is full of 
mischief. 

Tbe archaeologist Jean Commaille held chat the statue 
does not belong to lbe belvedere and that the Cambodians 
plllccd it there before lbe French occupation. • lt Is an 

I ull p. 212. • Xlll p. 132. • XXVI p. In. 
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unsentimcnral hypoth~:Sis, for beneath che placrorm whero 
tbe ldng squats we discover the most astonishing concourse 
or sculptured princesses in all Angkor. And what could 
be more appropriate, lhc scurdy male . • . . the lovely 
females. 

Cbou Ta-kuan gives us his opinion of che cause of lepro>y: 
il is due either to too much bathing or to " an excess of 
love-making:· Tbe scone htltl:m might confirm the view or 
those who hold t!Jat the scatue is that of a leper king. 

One might easily mi5S the seulptun:d seraglio for !here is 
n false oucer wall concealing iL Between outer and inner 
wall is a narrow passage. Uule more than two feec wide. You 
enter this one-track maze and urc in n world of your own, 
incarcenucd within two long wt~lls chat turn and 1urn 
abrupUy. and the blue serene. 

Wich only on occasional man among them, we find a 
group of handsome females curved in high reUcf on the 
ime£ior walls, scaled in scrried ranks in four rows one above 
the other, a veriU•blc congregation of loveliness. crowned. 
bejewelled and smiling. A bevy of Khmer beauties at cheir 
best. 

No one knows why ao ouc~r wall was built to conceal 1his 
inner frieze or ravishing girls. And why enrth wa; piled inco 
the space between the two walls. burying queens and con· 
cubincs, courtiers and king.~ Jn the rank: trOpic soil. One 
explanation occurs. Could il be chac wben che Kluners knew 
the end wns approaching. they concealed from their vandal 
enemies this prineess gallery. deceiving them with a false 
wall chac contained no oulef frieze und yet formed a decep
tive facade to the terrace? For. though laler bands have 
chipped off many wonderfully modelled noses and chins. 
and lclt several ugly indentations on Ute fair races. chese 
exquisile figures are llntong the best pri!Servcd in Angkor. 
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Ruins and Reconstruction 

You walk along the broad road fronting the terraces. A 
little further on there is a path on your left. You take it, 
following it for a hundred yards or so. A group of Buddhist 
monks have erected temporary shacks in a clearing. Fur
ther, a gigantic statue of Buddha confronts you. It is the 
Tep Pranam, and the site is that of a Buddhist monastery 
founded in the ninth century. You continue your expeditio~. 
The jungle is already closing around you. A narrow path 
leads you on. You reach the temple of Prah Palilay, guarded 
by two beheaded d~·arapalas and another small seated 
Buddha. The temple symbolically represents the forest where 
Buddha rested from his journey when he left Kosambi. It 
lies in a grove of dense forest. You are surrounded by 
monstrous trees, heavy undergrowth and giant creepers; the 
decaying walls are covered with moss. And all this only a 
stone's throw from the broad road leading to the Elephant 
Terrace and the platform where once stood the palace of 

the king. 
You may go the tourist's way, and visit all that is worth 

seeing according to the guides. But there are little out-of
the-way places that are somehow more alluring. One lies off 
the Grand Circuit, between Prah Khan and Neak Pean. If 
you follow the official cicerone you will miss it, for it is not 
on the regular route. No well-beaten path leads to the 
temple, and you have to fight your way to it through a wild 
tangle of vegetaion. Heavy undergrowth obstructs your pas
sage; thorns tear your clothes and skin. You hold out of 
your way stout twigs that swish back and stun you. A 
thousand stinging burs cling to your hands and face. Sud
denly above the tall grass rises the pediment of a small sanc
tuary. It is Prasat Prei. It is little. And it is of no conse
quence among the other gigantic temples in Angkor. But 
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you've bad your fun. You've recaptured In some smnll 
measure the thrill or the explorer who discovers a bidden 
city. 

Always Angk.or promises you the~ delights. A little off 
the beaten track and you are in the deeps of lhe awesome 
forest, your heart full of explorotQry urge,, for the jungle 
is u constant tcmptution. M:•ybe, you think. behind that 
wall of !tees there is an undiscovcr~ shrine. 

But the impulse must be resisted. You will only lose your 
way. and all to no purpose. The French have every shrine 
in the area recorded. numbered and cllnrted. Besides, with 
deceptive simplicity and a commendable sense or propriety 
they have cleared av<~y only so much of lhe jungle as inter
fered with their work of restoration. Roads have been built 
where necessary, broadened where they already existed, and 
lhe rest leH almost as Moubot found it. You are left with 
a thrilling sense of following immediately on bis traces. 

or course. there has been u considerable tlmount of re· 
construction. fn some cases a part or the temple has bad to 
be rebuilt from the dis.lodged material by a process known 
as anastylosis. Eacb block is marked and photQ&raphed 
nod its position planned; tlu: whole structure is then dis
mantled and, after the rubbish in the interstices is cleared 
away, set up again. All of which has necessitated the removal 
of debris. the clearing or trees and the shifting of centuries or 
rubble. For Angkor Vat a small army of worirJnen was em· 
ployed to pull out tbe masses of weeds from tbe moat, clear 
a way through the courty!lrds and the corridoi'S and rclicvo 
the ruins of obstructive growths and fallen stone. From the 
upper terrace tons of earth were removed, and to cut the 
entwining roots of the great trees special shllars three feet 
long bad to be used. 

Today you see abundant evidence or French imaginative 
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restraint. Whereas a more "efficient" dispensation would 
have torn down the obstructing jungle around the ruins and 
destroyed the entangling trees that crown dozens of sanctu
aries, the French have left nature as far as possible still in 
possession. In Prah Khan, Ta Som and other temples the 
trees still dominate the scene. The central sanctuary at Neak 
Pean was till 1935 in the powerful and picturesque grip of a 
gigantic lndia-rubber tree whose roots almost completely con
cealed it from view. When a great storm split the tree, there 
was no sigh of relief that now the sculpture hitherto hidden 
from sight had been brought to light, but a universal cry of 
dismay that one of the most romantic of Khmer monuments 
had been made commonplace. Indeed, without the jungle 
Angkor is just a shell and a museum piece. It was wise 
archaeology not to have been too meticulous about clearing 
the ruins. 

Neak Pean 

For the creation of the lyrical floating sanctuary of Neak 
Pean alone the Khmers would deserve immortality as a race 
of architects and sculptors of the highest excellence. From 
the centre of an artificial pool seventy five yards square rises 
a circular platform upon which a single-chambered shrine 
is built in the form of a lotus bud, with four of its basal 
petals ornately carved. In the pool before the door is the 
figure of Balaha, the saviour horse, to whom cling the mor
tals who would otherwise drown in the sea of mortality. 

Neak Pean receives its name, which means " entwined 
nagas ", from the bodies of two stone serpents which curve 
around the base of the platform, their beads raised on either 
side of the steps leading to the sanctuary, and their tails 
twisted together at the other end. It was probably a sacred 
pool. and associated with the worship of the serpent in its 



76 ANGKOR EMPIRE 

more esoteric phases, as the sexual symbolisation of the 
entwined tails would suggest. 

Four square tanks are built outside the walls of the main 
pool at the cardinal points, each connected with the central 
basin by means of a gargoyle. The eastern gargoyle repre
sents a human head, a little masterpiece of Khmer sculpture. 

The study of Khmer portrait sculpture has so far been 
only superficially undertaken by scholars and still awaits 
closer attention. There are those magnificent heads, divine 
and devilish, which line the approaches of Angkor Thorn and 
Prah Khan, the gods grave, impassive, heroic, the demons 
frenzied and possessed, full of malignant energy and fierce 
passion; there are the noble figures of Buddha, Lokesvara, 
and the bodhisattvas, the sublime features of Visbnu, grave 
and god-like, and all that unclassified host of smiling figures 
that everywhere greets the visitor to Angkor. Wonderfully 
indeed, and with unmatched spirituality and expressiveness 
did the Khmer sculptors portray the features of their models. 

AU these fine specimens must, however, give place to the 
magnificent gargoyle on the eastern side of Neak Pean. The 
face is square and strong, the ears large, as tradition repre
sents Buddha's to be. the eyebrows form a gentle undulating 
line over the broad forehead, half of which is covered by 
a decorated coronet And the mouth is open in a spirit of 
joyousness as though it intones a prean of praise to the rising 
sun. 

Water 

" And sure the reverent eye must see 
A purpose in Liquidity." (R. Brooke) 

Neak Pean is a water temple and typifies the Khmer 
predilection for water. Where it was not readily available 
they employed ingenious engineering devices to brini it to 
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lhcir thre!ohohh. In the Khmer temples and palaces there 
is always a specinl area reserved for water. 

There are moaiS around the city and the sanctuary. The 
temple o( Angltor Vat .... three miles; tbe city of Ang)cor 
Tbom .... eight miles .... monts around Prah Khnn. Ta Kco, 
Banteay Kdei. l..ustrnl b'dsin~ for ceremonial ablution$, 
sacred tanks for the worship or the nnga. pools (or purifi<:a· 
tory baths: re~rvoirs and hydrnuli<: constructions wilhout 
number in tbe Royal Palace around Pblmeanakas. Bayon and 
Nealc Penn. In Ang)cor Thorn the basiru. and can~h arc in
tercommunicating, und an in~eniou~ hydraulic oystcnl main
IJiined a consiJint level in pool~ and ci~tern,. In the country· 
side around the capitnlthnrc were complete irrigation ~yMcm'>. 
artificial waterwnys. Hood-gales nnd sluices. all showing the 
Khmer preoccupation wilh water. 

The monaMic temple or B.•nteay Kdci Wll.\ ~ituatcd neat 

lhe artificial pool of Srah Srnng. 800 metres long and 400 
wide. Due east of Angkor !nom. lying between Bwttcay 
Kdet and Neak Penn is the huge: anificial 1'115CJ'Vclir called 
lhe Eastern Barny, five and a half miles long and one and one 
third miles wide; in the centre stood the pyrnmid-templc 
c:alled the East Mcbon. Today the lake iB dry. and in season 
is used for the cultivation of rice The WCMCrn BarJy, due 
west or Angkor Thorn. is another anificiul lake. nine miles 
by two, and in itS centre is the tiny Brnhmanical sanctuary 
caUed the West Mcbon; only nn excuse for the Khmer devotion 
to wnter. Alltborltics declare variously that these two lnrgc: 
spaec!l. or water were inland h11rbours connc:eted in earlier 
day6 with Tonic Sap, or that they were used for the &toragc 
or wutcr for irrigation during the dry season. or utilised foT 
tbe preservation and c:ullure of fish. 

If we study the bas-t'clicfs. and reftcct on the Khmer fasci· 
nation for water..SOCilC$, tbe Churning ot the Ocean. the 
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frct1ucncy with which the fish motif is apparem. the depiction 
of the makara or marine monster. crocodile. nutn<ttee. whale, 
or fishing, boating nnd sea-faring ~eenes. and the complex sys
tem.~ devised to bring water to their doorsteps we should hcsi· 
tare to accept too readily the facile theory of the experts. 
We shall have to go back to a remote and prehistoric epoch. 
when the appurtenances of a fish culture, with which perhaps 
fish-worship by n fish-totem tribe are a.~ociated, were deeply 
implanted in the Khmer )l!'ychc. Even today the most 
important Cambodian holiday is the great Water Fesli>al 
celebrated at Phnom Penh. the fish symbols Myli'Jed now, 
and barely recognisable.' 

The Forest Primeval 

1\ little outside the northern gate of Angkor Thorn ts the 
for1ified temple of Prab Khan. supposed to have been built 
by JayaY3rnlan vn. At one rime the sacred sword. Prah 
Khan, the palladium of the realm bestowed by lndra. was 
housed in this sanctuary, guarded day and night by special 
priests. The temple, almost as extensive as Angl.or Vat, is 
entered by four gates at the cardinal points, with avenues 
of deities and demons, each fac:e a vivid portrait. dignified or 
diabolical. For onc:e their opposing forces arc united in a 
common purpose, yoked by necessity to obtain the nectar of 
life. without which they will all perish, gods and demons 
alike. It i~ an old motif in Angkor, this fndian episode of the 
Cllurning. 

The temple within is n scene of havoc unbelievable. RCl!IIY 
10 savour its haunting atmosphere it must be visited early in 
the morning, and alone. Tben there steals over you the eerie 
thrill of the pioneer wbo accidentally stumbles upon the 
apparition or a descned city in a wilderness. 

' Xlfl p. 29t XXIY p. J4. 
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To the east of Angkor Tbom lie the temple of Ta Prohm, 
once rich enough to support over a hundred hospitals; and 
the monastic fortress of Banteay Kdei, studded with little 
hermetic cells shut with double doors operated from within 
to ensure absolute seclusion. These temples and dozens 
of others in this area evoke a similar feeling. and succeed 
in giving the lone wanderer the feeling of intruding upon 
unearthly scenes of cataclysmic desolation. 

From inscriptions on a stele recently discovered we learn 
that Ta Prohm and other temples were once the abode of 
thousands of priests attached to their service. Ta Prohm 
had I 8 high priests, 2700 officiating priests, 2000 acolytes, 
and a congregation of 66,000 men and women who came to 
worship, offer flowers and fruit to the gods, and money to the 
priests. The old legends were related in song and mime by 
600 dancing girls who were also lodged within the temple 
precincts. 

The bright oil lamps, the golden and garlanded images, 
the endless stream of worshippers, must have presented a 
vivid and spectacular pageant In the treasury was a caul
dron full of gold; another full of silver; about 50,000 pearls, 
over 4,000 precious stones. There were also five tons of 
gold crockery. The daily offerings included tons of rice and 
barrels of butter and rare oils. The paved galleries over
flowed with the press of people, and the courtyards buzzed 
with their chatter. More than 3,000 villages contributed to 
the temple's needs. 

Today .these places are the haunt of the lizard and the bat. 
The courtyards are choked with broken blocks of stone. The 
paved entrances overflow with a tangled mass of vegetation. 
As you pursue your course within the temples you catch a 
glimpse at the end of the corridors on either side, of a narrow 
shaft of light that brightens up a has-relief, or reveals a fallen 
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pedestal, a broken pediment, or a [ragment or statuary, all 
enmeshed in a network of strangling roots and creepers. 
Ou~&ide you see further architectural treasures, a smiling idol, 
a frnctured column. You bav~ an impression of mountains 
or rubble, eacb piece of whieb is part of a delicately carved 
moulding, a fragment or Vishnu's f11ce, tbe stump or a dvartJo 
pala's foot .... 

Giant trees cover the area where once the long. pro
cession or worshippers moved. Their ribbed roots fomt crazy 
paueros on the Roor of the courtyards. ·Some of the tree· 
t..-unks flatten out a few feet off the ground. and spread likG 
bat's wings to tb~ sprouting roots. Beneath your feet is a 
writhing, serpentinlng sea of these roots; the earth is thick 
with them; they lie athwart your path like a wall; tbey 
enrwine themselves around the columns: they break tbrougb 
ihe Doors or the sanctuaries; within their powerful grasp they 
clamp tbe tottering summits or the outlying shrines, growing 
above them like monstrous plumed helmets or a coiffure of 
luxuriant foliage. Creepers a od lianas twist themselves 
serpent-like around the stout trunks: litUe nests of orchids and 
epiphytes high up on the trees send out thin adventitious 
sprays or stringy roots boring into the body o[ the giant 
trees; ferns that mig.ht be from the Mesozoic era grow in 
profusion; black and velvety buuerflies Huller about. presenting 
a spectacle that might be a scene from some prehistoric period 
or from another planet. rather than our present, pr06aic. 
familiar earth. 

This you feel is the forest primeval. I t is a jungle scene 
of a past age. Tbe shelter of the earliest prima~ were 
arboleal haunts such as these. Beneath the leafy canopy the 
scene of man's bandlwodc is like the epbemcrnl ~n bug 
that lives for a day. 

As the wind rusUes the treetops hundreds o( leaves rain 
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about you. addmg another layer to the yellow sheet or leaves 
at your feet. fhcrc is suddenly no wind The la~~ leaJ 
nutters down. You bear it ran on its fellows with a crisp 
sound. And then there is n hush : a long enveloping solem· 
nity. One waits for :1 breuk in the monotony or the growing 
sile.nct!; for a sound in the distance: the call or a bird: a broken 
twig. 

None of these breaks the spell. The unnatural lull con
tinues You Lnow it is not peace. It Is on ominous and 
e.~pccl3nt quiet; R hush that is like the prelude to an unknown 
:1pocalypc<;e. The seconds pass ••• 

Into the b:lckground or your though~ a high whistle 
intrudes. So high you think it is n trick or the silence or 
your cnrdrums. And suddenly the place i~ olive with n tiny 
~lrrill noise that groWl in waves around you and fills thee 
ro~ all. Thi~ cicada symphony -ms to set in motion the 
whole pageantry of sound once more. The birds sing again; 
the wind rustles the treetops; the leaves, ochre and old gold. 
rau in hundreds with the sound or rain. 

In the distance you bear the honk of the Grand Hotel bus 
bringing a batch of tourists on the Grand Circuit. You 
wonder wbich is to be prefcrnd: the unbearable silence you 
have just experienced, or this impending cacophony of tourist 
voices that is about to shatter the forest quiet. 

The Bayon 

The Bayon ~ situated m tbe middle of Angkor fhom; ib 
outer walls form a rectangle of 700 by SSO feet. There are 
double galleries enclosing the counyard, in the centre of 
whicb the temple rises. 130 feet above tbe ground. Once it 
bad a tower or gold. 11 cannot be compam:l for size with 

.. Angkor Vat, but within i~ compass is conceived with 
much intricacy. Yet there is a logical amlllgcmcnt or its 
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main features, and the vestibules, corridors, chambers and 
galleries are all intricately and pleasingly interrelated. 

The galleries have has-reliefs executed on the walls, and 
like a picture-book they depict the varied life of the Khmer 
capital during the 13th century. In the interior galleries 
there are scenes from the epics, with the position of honour 
being given to Shiva; at the time of the bas-reJiefs the Bayon, 
originally a Buddhist temple, had been converted into a Shai
vitc shrine. The outer galleries of this stone panorama 
feature the warriors, princes, priests, women, workmen, 
dancers, boatmen, stone-cutters, hunters, and others who 
played the prosaic role allotted to mere mortals. 

Within the limitations of a restricted plan the creators of 
the Bayon attempted to construct as many marvels of archi· 
tecture and sculpture as human ingenuity could devise. lf 
the intention of the architect was to give the temple an as
pect of magnificence and wonder worthy of the gods, he has 
succeeded without any doubt. Rising from a fiat, central 
plain, and sprung from what has the appearance of a high 
sculptured plinth, the concentrated mass of mounting face· 
towers has an effect both weird and wonderful. It is a sculp
tured mountain, a bizarre pyramid of portrait-towers and 
gigantic faces, whose appearance gives one the feeling that 
the whole structure has been created by beings from 
another sphere. It is a spectacular achievement, belonging 
more to the realm of fantasy than religious architecture. 

Each stone tower in this forest of pinnacles has four faces, 
each face lightly touched by a smile, remote, mysterious, 
inscrutable. This celebrated Kluner Smile is a recurring 
feature of their portraiture. There are fierce and scowling 
demons, impassive Buddhas and Lokeshvaras, there are 
deities depicted in combat, and yakshas with features 
contorted with rage or pain. But Like a leitmotif in this 

' 



Ta Prohm. The Jun•ed tOIIII)'tlld~ ot•t'l{lmt•ecl u•ilh Jnie.\1.\ and ll'OI,hifJju:n. 

(sn: PAC~:; Ho) 

. I rtt.,ctulr of roo/1 .ICit't>lll 
tilt• {'('{f., U'ht·re tilt' hermit.\ 
mt•ditalt'cl. 

(~1 r I'At.t-. Ho) 

Lt·/1 : Roof, f1kt· Xaw"· 
and ln·okt•u blor/1' of .,tone 
imfJede your JnOJ!,I'f'\.1. 

{;..1 1 I' \f.l Xn\ 





7.6NI rli 81 

!ICUipt:ural opera is the complacent Khmer smile. Dcpicled 
once il would call for no special comment. But ulwuys and 
everywhere it greets you. ind~.cribablc In Its simplicity and 
gentlenes~. 1t lightens up the has-reliefs ond puts a 1ouch or 
animation tnto the cold sculptured stone. Tn Banteoy Srei, 
Ta Keo. Prah Khan, 1he Terraces in An!lkor Thom, Angkur 
Vat, everywhere, you meet the Khmer smile. sometimes mi.,. 
chievoU> 2nd gay. sometimes aloof and contemplative. seduc· 
uve or frigid. perhaps even sinisler. as Pierre Loli found n.' 
but always mysterious and fascinating. 

The faces in the towers of the 83yon arc: said to represent 
the Living Huddha of Mahayana in hi~ incamauon ns Jaya
vnrma.n VII. 11 is an apposite identification. for there is 
sometlling divine and remote about this human and under· 
stAnding 'itnile. 

Each fttce is square. 1he nose broad and wilh wide nos
trils: the eyes are open and yet seem nl times to hnve lowered 
lids: the lip; are full and curve into a smile. gentle and full 
of wisdom: in the changing lighl the expressions vary. becom· 
ing aloof, imperturbable, imperious. But there is no sug
gestion of a sneer, no diabolical wirk at human foibiClo; 
only a calm smile or bliss and beatitude. 

Leonardo had musicians play for his model to caplure the 
smile that made his Mono Uw famous. 1t wns surely some
thing more: than a passing inducement or this sort that served 
to inspire: the model\ or the Khmer sculplors. These smiles 
must have been everywhere ar()und them. They must Blso 
have been within, to enable them to infuse the stone racn 
with sucb a 5Uggestion or tr.lnquilliry. There can ~ no d()ubt 
that the Khmer sculptors who fixed those features in the 
hard rock are worthy of being placed in lhc front rank or the 
world's artists. 

' luiil p. US, 
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In Siem Rt':tp a modem temple allcmptS a copy ot the 
famous smile an a sculpun:d group over its gateway. The 
p;uhetic 6gures cun only anmace nnd grin. 

Kbnai and Khmer 

Some scholars find Muyun und Aztec' inftuences in the 
grott;;ques of the sculptured carvings. in the stylised stone
"'')ai; and in the chiselled foliage or Angkor. and see in the 
pyratrudal temples a rescmbbnce to the Mexlca.n teoc01lli. 

tr any such remote anftuences are 10 be invoked. then 
Per.ia or Egyp~ can exhibit more likely soun:es than Central 
America or Mexico, though most of them antedate the 
Khmers by centuries 

!'here is a suggestion or the Pharaohs in the Khmer pas
~ion for building. Each ouccessive ruler raised ut lcMt ooe 
temple. if he reigned long enouah for it. • Tbe Khmis. u~ the 
Ancient Egyptians were called. built them as tomt»truetures. 
the Khmers in order to house the soul-sluiJ. Each ruler was 
endowed with this soul~uiJ. divinity inc.lmate in the ~ina, 
and for each Icing a temple WOIS required to safegu31'd and 
nourish the precious element. More than eight hUlldtW 
monuments exist in Cambodia. dedicated to the gods. for 
the worship or the Buddha. for the pence of the ancestral 
spiril~. or for the habitation or the soul·stulf. 

There are other aspects or the Khmer way that also put 
you to mind of Egypt. The looming portals, the solimrY 
monumenlJll doorways. as in the pynunidol brick-temple ot 
Bakong (near Roluos, 880 A.D.l; the long vista of doors. 
decreasing in the distance to a lilllc oblong of light Ill the 
far end. S'JCh as one 5ee5 in Angkor Vat and the Bayon: they 
remind one or pictures seen or Old Egyp!illD temples. with 
mas.~ive pylons gu:ardlng the entrances. Both Egyptians and 

1 x:di p:i. • niv p.. 141 
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Khmers built in u simple. massive. monumental style. with 
great blocks of stone; the capital' square. the lintels heavy. 
to support the weiJlht of the supcmruc:tun:. 

Then there arc those standing fi&urcs. recalling the statues 
of the Nile Valley. Rat-footed. immutable. hieratic. C!lpcc;ially 
when you suddenly come upon them ranged in Ion& hoes in 
the shadowed galleries; the rigid stance. the heavy joint•. 
so o.n:haic, so eternal. In the has-reliefs the feet tlJ'e shown 
in profile. sideways, in such a Slyle as would have plea~ 
the tastc.!l of the Egyptian priest-sculptors. The Khmer COO· 

ventions SC4!m to have been fixed early, and with only slight 
variations these were followed for centuries. There wn 
little attempt at innovation. ~ though its needs were dietated 
by immutable norms set down in n remote po~1. This lasted 
till the time of Jayavnrman vn whose artistJ. burst forth into 
new fonns. After they bad had their say in altering the 
time-honoured conventions Khmer art seemed to have lost its 
potency. 

Khmu Art 

Seemingly. the art or the Khmers has no discernible 
origins. no sources in any art form except the superficial 
origins that can be traced to Malaya, Oceania, India, Java. 
Assyria. Sumeria, Egypt. Persia . ... the names can be ex
tended to form an impressive list. Like Joy.~vannan ll it 
was .. a great lotus which has no stem ". 

But it is sublime and overpowering. Unmatched and un· 
matchable anywhere. Egypt may be vaster. Greece more 
graceful. lndiJI more exuberant. China more ornate. But 
none or these has the eerie and almost 1111Carthly grundeur of 
some or the art masterpieces seen in the Khmer ruins. Jt 
is like the fantastic creation of some super-civilized roce of 
prehistory. and has qualities at once drcam-lilce and real. 
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Indeed, so strange does Khmer :~rt appear, so trance-like 
a.nd olbcr-worldly that one observer concluded that Khmer 
urt W:IS born of drug-taking, and Angkor was an opium-dream 
in stooe.• And yet another, beholding a sudden vision o{ 
lbe a~piring towers as though in Oight heavenwards, held lbat 
lbe whole of Ibis weird civilisation was maintained by sup
plying to lbe Chinese marlcet, for fashioning into the tillr.tS of 
Chinese brides, the wings of the kingfisher.' ln lbe presence 
of Angkor no lbeory seems too fantastic. 

T he Bayon, " the most imagioatl ve and singular monument 
in the world," according to Sitwen,• was lbe last of lbe great 
creations of Jayavarrnan VD. and we see in it how lbe ex• 
cessive energy of lbe Khmers has overreached hseU. Already 
we can discern symptoms of decline, for it was at once 
" brilliant and neurotic.''' Khmer art has arrived at a Oarn· 
boyant and baroque stage, reHecting lbe exuberant and vivid 
personality o( lbe ruler. The empire has unlimited resourcd 
and the king utilises them lnvishty to make magnificent build· 
ings on a gmndiose scale and of fantastic and claborntc 
design. Everywhere we begin to see lbose images of immense 
size. those faces of gigantic proportions. towering gateways. 
li.ke lbe vestibule or a remple. naga.r,. gods and demons of 
titanic <Umensions. All very spectacular, awe-inspiring, 
haunting ..• . nod marked witb tbe stigma o( incipient decay. 

The Life of tbe People 

Cbou Tn-ku11n des<:ribes tbe daily llfe of lbe people some 
time after lhe reign of Jnyavarmrm VII. Though bis utti• 
tude is superior he feels no triHe to be bcnealb his notice: if 
he was sometimes prudlsb he was none the le~ curlou.~. 

tie was struck with the art of Kambuja and writes with 
appreciation of the magnificent temples be saw around him 

' I.U. ' u1Jt p. 116. • xax p, 16 •txxlii p. 14, 
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The art of religion is one thing. the art of life is another. 
Chou 1'n-kuan was not ravournbly impressed with the man
ne.rs of the people. whom he found course and barbarous; it 
made oo difference whether they were scnmen. villagers or 
city-dwellers. 

He describes the inbabimnts as black and ugly. though 
some of the palllce women, sheltered from the sun nre " white 
as jade." Both men and women, including queens and prln· 
ces~reS go about barefoot. and naked above the wnist. 

Debauchery is rife and is not ueated a_, n crime. The luw 
i!. lenicnL A thief is dcah with by his c.1ptivc wbo inDicts 
n beating on him on the spoL For certain crimes amputn· 
tion of fingers and toes Is not uncommon. Trial by ordeal 
is frequent, and for heinous offences !he criminal is buried 
alive in a ditch. Comments Chou Ta-kuan. " It is bar· 
barous!" 

Tbe royal apartments and the houses or the nobnity are 
roofed With lead, the rich h;lVC tiles Of yellow cartbernwore, 
and the ordinary people roof$ of lhalch The houses have no 
facilities for sewage disposal. but 1wo or three families dig 
and use a ditch and then go to the pond to wnsh themselves. 
always using the left hand for the purpose. as the right hand 
is reserved for food. When they see !he Chinese using 
paper they make fun and shut tbetr doors. And anOiher 
tbiog the visitor will notice Is that in this country women 
pass water while standing. Say~ Chou Ta-kuan, " lt is ridi· 
culous!" 

ft is the custom for parents 10 send for priests to deftower 
their girls. 11 tbey are the daughters of rich people this Is 
done between the ages or seven and nine, virgins of lesser 
degree befon: lhey are eleven. Only priests are regarded as 
suffiCiently powerful to resist !he penls or lhc blood-lltboo, 
and they alone exercise the jus primtr ntiClis. The priest 
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receives a fee of wine. rice. ~ilk. linen. atea~ or silver. tbougll 
111 the case of poor girl' be perfonns lbe wlc gratis. regard· 
lng il u a work o( charicy. He may only deflower one airl 
a year and when once he ha~ been engaged he must refll5e 
all other requeslS. 

On the night in question the parents give n great lxlnquet. 
to which friends and relatives 3re invited. The musicians 
=te as much noise us possible and everyone joins in, ereat· 
ing a terrible din: lbe SOllnd is deafening for on tlili ru&bt the 
people are allov.-ed to maLe •~ much noise as lbey ple:ue 
Tbe priest llnd lbe girl sll In two pavilions separately. Wben 
lbe moment arrives the priest enters the girl's pavilion and 
deftowers her wilb his hand; he then souks his hnnd in wine. 
and the relatives and friends all marlc their forebe11ds with 
h, and those who wish sip the wine. Some say lbnt the 
priest has actual sexWll relation~ with the girl, but Ibis 11 
not c:ennin. Tbe Chinese cannot understand lbese things 
~ly and so lbe exact truth cannot be known. Before the 
ceremony the girl sleeps with her parents, now she is free 
to move about and go -.here she pleases. The c:onstant 
pn1yer or the girl's parents now Is. " May men desire you I" 

Many persons have mistresses, and some men ore to be 
found who will actually marry women who have served 
them in this m3JIJier. This shocking custom gives rise to 
no shame or astonishment. tf the huslxlnd goes away on 
business for even a few ni&bts lbe wile will set up a woeful 
plaint saying that she 11 not an angel and cannot be ex· 
peeled to sleep alone. If she takes a lover and the huslxlnd 
dlseovera them in lbe act, he is aUow.:d by law to punish lbe 
guilty man by pressing his feel in a vice until lbe lover 
promises him sufficient monetary compensation. 

Chinese traders like lbe country, sinc:e houses arc easy to 
rumish and manage. commerce is simple and direct, liule 
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clothing is required. rice is plentiful. and women an: willing. 
There are many bomoselluals to be seen in the mar\;el plnce. 
trying particolntly to auract the Chinese for rich presents. 
"ll is hideous." Chou Ta·kuan expostulates, "It is vile." 

After the delivery of a child the mother makes a prepara
tion of cooked rice and sall and applies it to her sexual 
par1S for twenty-four hours. so that tbe swelling subsides. 
One young woman belonging to the family with whom Cbou 
Ta-kuan stayed, carried her child in her arms to the river 
and bathed him. the day after delivery. The women. con
cludes the visitor from China. an: extremely lustful. and are 
eager for the embrace at all times. even a day or two after 
tbey have given birth. AD this tells on them. They mlllljl 

early, indulge excessively, and ate old hags before thirty. 
Chou Ta-kuan's record reveals a sociely in which women 

played a conspicuous part. They moved about freely, con
ducted RlOSt of the trnde,' look an aotive part in state affairs 
and orten held high political omce, including Lhal of judge:• 
Chinese writers as a whole praise the women or Cambodia, 
not only for their frcodom but also for their knowledge of 
astrology. and for their acquaintance with politic:u and ad· 
ministrative affairs. 

Women were free to worship on their own, and could 
aspire to be teUgjous teachers.' We hear of an Un1n (wife 
of Shiva) being fashioned by l ndravarmiln I, and consecrated 
by the women of the palac:e. • 

The genealogies or the Khmer kings were matrilineal in 
ohnractcr,• nod so was the succession to the pontificate-both 
striking faciS in a Brahmanical dispensation. Many Khmer 
kings, including BhaYllvarman T and Suryavnrman 1, claimod 
the throne by virtue of descent from the female line, even 

1 .ulJ p. 247. I xxjj p, 135, 1 xxii p. 217, 'XXif p. 102. 
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when lqitimate claimants in the direct male line existed 
BhavaVllJ'III3ll I married Kambuja-n<jalaksbmi. queen of 

ChCJlla. born in the maternal family of the Chenla kings.' 
She was not the only ruling queen of Kambuja. for we leurn 
that Jayadev! wife of Juyuvum1un I succeeded her husbund 
on his death in 680 A. D. • 

Again, it is recorded that Jayovormno VllJ dedicated the 
temple of Mangalartha in A.D. 1295 and bestowed upon it 
the re\·eoue of three village. To secure lhe perpetuity of 
the cull be establisbed n hercdit:uy chief and provided that 
if the male line should become extinct. the female line \hould 
have the qualil)' to celebrate the cull.' 

Finally, according to Geo11Je Coedes, Queen Mnhendradcvi 
had, by two different hu.,bnnds, two sons who ruled as Rn· 
jcndravurrnan 11 and lfaNhOv11rrnan ll.' whicll indicates a 
50Ciologlcal pbeoomenon unheard of in a Hindu society· the 
remarriage of wid~. 

Goldta T wiligJit 

North or lhe Bnyon is an encl0$ure about 600 yards long 
and 300 yards brood, within which were situated the Royal 
Palncc. and the other subsidiary buildings where the palace 
women were accommodntcd. Most of these buildings. in· 
eluding the royal palace, which were of wood. have perished. 
burned by the Thai invaders. eaten by tropical insects. rotted 
by the heavy tropical rain. 

In the cenll'C of the encl0$ure is the ilCrial p&lace of Phi· 
mcanakas. dedicated to Vi~nu From ilS pynunidal plinth 
rises the sanctuary of laterite and sandstone, accessible: from 
four sides by 8ighlS of thirty steps of almost vertical steepnc5>. 
The tiny room that crowned this structure WBS once of gold. 
And up the ensrcm flight of stepS the Khmer king would 

' •~h p )9 • n ii p S7 uil p. 24). • nli p. tlJ. 
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mount every night. enter his gilded chamber and there sleep 
w11b the scven-bcaded serpent queen incarnate in the form 
or a woman. representing the soul oDd prosperity or the 
realm. 1 Chou Ta·kuan who relate\ t11e legend adds. ·· 11 the 
M:rpcnt queen does not appear then the king's end is nigh. 
Jr tbc Icing fails to visit the tower a mischance bdtills the 
realm." lt was 11 fertility rite. oneicntly prncticed in these 
renlms to assure an abundant supply or rain and a rich hnr· 
\tsL, 

The palace enclosure was a walled luxury paradtsre .. a plea· 
$ure-gardcn and a pork. h \VQ$ also a region or mystery. and 
the Chinese envoy could not lenrn much of what went on 
inside. so zealously was the palace guarded. " I have beard."' 
he recounts. " that within the palace ate m:my marvellous 
chambers. but the vigilance is very strict and it is impossible 
to penetrate within." 

He spealu of a part or the palace where on o raised do.is 
the jewelled beds sparkled, ODd or a palanquin or gold, with 
banners and By-brushes witb handles of gold. There were 
wonderful pools for the worship of the sacred serpent, os 
well as for the bathing of the palace beauties. And wbo were 
the<;e women? Chou Ta~"U3Jl tells ~A: "Any f11mily whic:h 
hns a beautiful daughter. never fails to take her to the palace. 
and daughters of high officials ore offered as concubines." 
At the cimc of the ambassador's visit many or the fairest 
flowers of the Khmer realm sem:d tbe pleasure or the 
monarch Srlndravarman. 

"The sovereign ha~ five wives ", writes Cbou Ta·kuan. 
" ooe ror rhc household. and four (or the four cardinal 
points.~ He also hod, "for more pcecise rc:odings.~ says 

Durant, some four thous:md concubines. 
There were rwo golden cowers at Angkor, and a bridge 

1 .uiv p. 17 2. • .ocui p. t 4 
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of gold. Gt>ldeo frames adorned the council chamber 111<1 the 
room where lbe kill8 sal in audimcc had cnbCments of gold. 
The royal crown was a high pointed tUira of the finest gold. 
The monarch wore a gown of thickly llowl!red brocade; on 
his neck festoons of large pearls. on his flngen. heavy 
rin&~ of gold, set with bright scones: on his wri>ts and ankles. 
bnacelets of opalcscent jewels which ~istened like lhe sun. 

The palms and soles of the monarch were &tnined vermil· 
lion. Nu other male of the realm might use this stain lt 
Wll\ re:.o:JVed for the king aloi'IC ... and for the noble ladies. 

The king is nn u&urper who has killed hill predcecssor and 
imprisoned his son in a d11rk chamber after mutilating him.' 
So when he ventun.s forth any distance from the royal apan· 
mcnts he lakes the precauhon of &hc:athing his body in a suit 
or armour. "that even if knives and arrows should strike his 
~n lhey could noc wound him." His c:sc:ort consiru of 
the royal household cavalry. lbe Mandard bearers and tbe 
palace musfclnns. Then come five hundred palace girls, 
holding aloft greal tapers. which even in broad daylight are 
kept !ighled. Anocher retinue of girls carries the royal plate 
of gold and silver. ond a complete \Cl of omumencs. They 
aU have gold ornaments and arc clad in rich brocade of in
tricate design. and have flowers in their hoir. After them 
comes the king's private guard, a regimenc of girls caTTYing 
lan<:es. shields and bucklcn The king's wives and con
cubines come nexc in order. in palonquins. in earriages drown 
by goalS, in borse.cnrriuges. or on elephants. Their parusnls 
are made of red I&ITeta from China wilh fringes rcacbing the 
JTOund and handles of gold. The elephant~' tusks are cased 
in gold; the saddle<lotb, harness and caparisons are shot 
wich gold thread. 

At the end of tbe procession comes the king. his shoulders 
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bare. and boldine otlolt in his ncbr hand the Prab Khao. or 
sncrcd sword. It was given 10 the Khmers by Tndra himself, 
and is the mOSI precious relic of the: realm. Today it is lepl 
In state in Phnom Penh, gu:uded by special priests eallcd 
baku.r. The hilt of the sword is of gold, and the blade. about 
three feet long. of iron. Upon the bill an: wrought figures 
in relief. or l ndnl. Shiva and Vishnu. 

If the kill8 is on a short visit to some ne;~rby place be 
uses a golden palanquin carried by four palace maidens. 

Tbe king givel> IWO audiences C\'Cl')' day for ;Ufajn Of \IJUe. 

A long note on 11 conch shell announces his approach. Two 
palace girls tih the curtains at the golden window. and the 
king appears, his long black locks intertwined with jasmine 
stems and decked with jasmine flowers, bis body scented with 
Slllldalwood perfume and musk. Ministers and people pros
trate themselves and touch the earth with their foreheads. 
Seated on a lion skin be inclines !be royal ear to mancrs of 
state. When the business is over. or when the king Is tired. 
he signab to hi:. maids who let !be cunaius ft!L 

Tbe maturity of the Kbmers when Cbou Ta·kuan visited 
the capital was past its peak. The effeminacy of the sover· 
etcn. the luxury of !be sutc, were but symp1oms of a uoi· 
versa! decay. The Chinese ambassador with tine pen:cption 
.enscd the approoch of the dissolution of the Khmer empire. 
In 1312. fifteen years after Cbou Ta..Jruan departed, the 
Siamese renewed their relentless anacks on the K hmer 
capital. 
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In the eighth month of tbe year. so the chroniclers tell us. 
a strnngc custom was observed in Champa. Armed men "ere 
posted in lonely parts of the capita I at night: they sprang 
upon the loiterer and stray wayfarer, quickly covered his 
head with a hood, and with a small knife cut hint open and 
removed his gall·bladdcr. This annual levy of gall, made 
on innocent victims. was collected in n jar. mixed with wine 
and drunk by the king. Cue was taken, snys Chou l'n·kunn. 
to see that no Chinese gall was added, bcenut.e once the gall 

of a Chinese victim rolled all the precious liquid that had 
been collected. so tba.t it could not be used. 

Human gall was reputed to be an elixir of forlitudc and 
hardihood. and the annual rite was not confined to Champa. 
There is nothing to show that the Khmers praeticed the 
eu\tom. even tbougb they were at this time in dire need or 
some potent elixir to fortify their declining courage. The 
Cbams and the Thais. their traditional enemies, were relent· 
lcssly hammering at the toUering $tructure or the empire. 
Tlte Khmcrs were not even inn position to defend themselves, 
leave alone retaliate. ror Chou Ta.k-unn observed that "they 
possess neither bows nor arrows, neither balli~tics nor cannon. 
neither armour·plates nor helmets; und they have neither 
tactics nor strategy."' 

The lir\t major indication of their w~kness had been felt 
a\ early a~ 1177 when a Champa king rawged the Kambujan 
countryside, put to the sword thousand~ or inhabitants. and 
burned lbe capital city. lt was no consolation to the Khmets 
that in 1190 Jayav:1rman VT1 made Champa a Khmer pro. 
tectorate, which it remained for thirty yean. for in 1220 the 

1 Ull p. 2A9. 
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le: Khmers again lost part of Cbampa, after a series of bloody 
battles, and also large areas in the west and south to the 
growing power of the rebellious Thai. The strength of the 
latter tribes was considerably enhanced by the influx of fugi
tive Thais from Yunnan fleeing before the Mongol armies of 
Kublai Khan. By the end of the 13th century the Mongols, 
or their now subordinate Thai princes ruled practically all 
lndochina, except Kambuja. And when the Mongol general 
sent two envoys to the Khmer court they were imprisoned and 
not allowed to return. A Chinese chronicler, writing more 
than two centuries after this period, says that Cambodia 
did not on a single occasion render homage to the 
Mongol Emperor. 1 It was left to the Thais to exact this 
subjection. 

In 1290 the Thai princes under King Phra Ruang drove 
out the Khmer viceroy of Sukothai and set up the indepen
dent state of Syam. Soon other considerable territory was 
lost in the Menam valley and in Ligor. The Thais started 
ravaging the region of the Great Lake and the environs of 
Angkor, and many skirmishes are recorded in the chronicles. 
Sometimes the Khmers defeated their enemies: the name Siem 
Reap, which means "Vanquished Siamese," commemorates 
one such victory. When Chou Ta-kuan visited the country 
in 1295-97 he noticed signs of attenuation as a result of re
peated Thai incursions. War was weakening the outer 
defences, and luxury sapping the fibre of the once mighty 
Khmer empire. 

In 1312, fifteen years after the Chinese ambassador re
turned to China, the Thais attacked from the west, the Chams 
from the east The Khmer king retaliated against the Thais, 
"whose town," it is recorded, in the last Sanskrit inscrip
tion of Cambodia, " he tore away as if it were brushwood." 

1 xxtj p. 242. 
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ll wu~ n vainglorious boost. bcc!ausc for him und his successors 
there was now no question or queUing the rebellion or 
~lcitrant princes, but a desperate struggle for surviv:tl. 
The Cluuns and Thais were like vultures ouacking a tooth· 
less and cmacialed lion. 

In 1357 there wa~ anotlt<:r destructive attack, led by King 
Ramadhipati who bcseiged Angkor and captured it afler a 

resistllnee lasting sixteen months. Titc Siamese army 
devoslllted the counll)' and rook 90,000 prisoners. Freed 
at Jo~1 from the yoke ol lhc Khmers. Ramndhipotl rounded. 
on lhe ruins or on ancient town. the new city of Ayuthia, 
rivulling the older Siamese capitol or Sukolhai This became 
tbe centre of a new kingdom or 1hc Thai. but like the other 
capilnls of Indochina it did not survive very tong. In the 
couNe of the next few centuries proud Ayuthia, "lhc Invin
cible," was bei">CII to be bumbled by rcpc:lled sackings, and 
finally deslroyed by the Burmese. 

Tbe Siamese onslaughts on the Khmer captllll were cruel 
and pcrsi;tent. J nvasion followed invasion, partlcularty 
largc-;,cale attacks taking place in 1394. 1420 and 1432. In 
the last assault a final shattering blow was delivcrocl by 
Paramaroja rt of Ayuthia. The city withstood a seige of 
scwen months, until two monks went over to the enemy and 
gAve lhcm information that enabled them to capture il Ang· 
kor fell again, the wonderful temples were plundered. the in· 
habitants deported and the ccnlre of the Khmer empire im> 
coverably ruined The loss was fabulous. For the Tbab the 
gain was incalculnbtc. Two pagodas erected near Ayuthia 
by the grateful Thais honoured rhe memory or the two rene
gade priests. 

Authorities th10k that thil> catasuopbe was rono ... ed by an 
ntraordjnary Oooding or the Tonic Sap, far in excess or the 
usunt annual rise, which broke the dams and damaged the 
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irrigation systems. By 1432 Angkor was finally and definitely 
abandoned. Cambodia limped on through the succeeding 
cemurles, but the Khmer empire was prostrated. The Khmers 
fell, never to ri;,e again. 

The Scavenging 

What remains or the Khmer monuments. imprc1-.~ivc though 
it is, representS but a fraction of the glory of the Khmcrs. 

From the beginning the city of Ang}(or was a prey to her 
covetous neighbours. and to contlioting religious systems. 
The first capito.J at Ang}(or bullt around Phnom Bakbeng 
was destroyed and burnt by the Chams in 1177. The black
ended bdc.k of the sancturies north of Anglcor is proof of 
Siumese incendiarism in early Khmer days. Other vand~l 
waves dismantled the roofs for iron and lead. or r•vaged the 
sanctuaries in search of the go!d and silver and precious 
stones which the Khme111 were known to have concealed 
under certain slabs or ~lone.' 

When tbe Siamese captured Angkor they carried off the 
emo:rald Buddha of Angkor Vat. and it remains today 
.Bangkok's chief trtasure. Siam apparently continued her 
pilferi11g for centuries. for Mouhot records that his visit to 
Angkor coincided witlt that or tbc King of Siam's repre
sentative. who bad orders t(l bring back a choice piece of 
Angkor statuary. a commission that was doubtless not 
unusual. 

To the periodical depredations of rival armies were added 
the ravages due to religious rivalry between Buddhists and 
Hi ndus. In Cambodia the religion or the benign Buddha in. 
spired some surpriBing acts of vandalism, intolerance and bru
tatlly. Many were the beautiful grollo~ and shrines the Bud· 
dbists wiped out. Temples tbaL were ioo large to demolish were 

I xxjj p. 202. 
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cleared of all evidence of I Jlndu worship, the images des· 
troyed, the fanes convened. Similarly, when Hindu =ctlon 
'let in, a new ""ave of de>.truction took place: the stele 
of Sdok·Kak-Titom records that Suryavarrnan I was obliged 
to call in the troops against the frcliJied mob who were 
tearing down the statues of the Buddhist saints. Ln the 13th 
century 3 gigantic ~tatue of Buddha. seated in the folds or a 
~~nt whose 'iCVCn hoods rcxc like an aureole above his 
b~Jd, W!lli smashed to pieces and tbc fragments cast into a 
puud. All the other subsidiary statues of the bDdllisullwu 
aod lnlusllvor(lj were also hacked to pieces and replaced 
by the pballus. 

Finot thinks it not unprobable that the Kambujan pei!SiiJltS, 
when they were freed from the yoke of their masters by the 
Thai victory. carried out a systematic mutlllation or the 
monuments in a frenzy of b:ltred. 

Often the temples were dismantled in 3 more metbodiclll 
ra,hion, in order to provide building material for the neigh· 
bourlng towns. or for newer temples. The bloekg of limllnitc 
and S<~ndstonc that formed the stair to the top o( the Sbaivitc 
temple or Phnom &kber:g wen: used in the building of the 
pteSent citadel of Siem Reap. 

Our appreciation for o:d places and ruined monument~ is 
11 very rccem convention. Only men with 11 profound set~ 
of history regret the clearing up of derelict temples. or arc 
troubled when battered antiqu~ are put to some practlc31 
u~. Perscpolis wns used for the building or Shiraz; the 
Fontm for the conMruction of modern buildings in Rome:• 
the Turks U5ed the precious Pentelic marble of the Parthenon. 
after they had partially destroyed it. for the building of their 
homes Tbe Great Pyramid or Emt wblcb today is terraced 
into step. was once covered with a 6ne polished sand~tone 

1 ;uvl p. ltS. 
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which was removed to rebuild Cairo after an earthquake. 
As recently as 1830 a Viceroy of India, Lord Bentiock, whose 
rule was distinguished by wise government and numerous 
social reforms, such as the abolition of sati and the suppres
sion of the thugs, wanted to break up the Taj Mahal and 
sell it by auction, and was only dissuaded from doing so 
by the low price of marble. 1 In the 18th century, under 
orders of the Raja of Banaras, over sixty cartloads of precious 
material from Sarnath, including fifty statues and a com
plete stupa of Asoka, were thrown into the river near 
Banaras to act as a breakwater for the construction of a 
bridge, and similar material was also used for the building of 
a bazaar.2 The slow demolition of Angkor is only part of a 
larger area of havoc. 

With the coming of the French and, in their wake, the 
tourists, another outbreak of pilfering occurred in Cambodia. 
Tons of material were systematically looted and carted off 
for private collections and public museums to Saigon, 
Hanoi, Phnom Penh, and most of all to France. The Musee 
Guimet of Paris contains the finest specimens of Khmer art 
outside Angkor. 

There must be a vein of acquisitive vandalism in all of 
us, for so many tourists have told of the urge they felt to 
hack off a fragment of a has-relief or appropriate a tiny carved 
figure smiling in a hidden niche. Doubtless many still suc
cumb to the temptation in spite of the official prohibition, 
yearly depleting Angkor of many precious pieces. What 
must it have been a few years ago when the Khmer ruins 
were an open house for the world of civilised vandals and 
curio collectors? Anyone without let or hindrance was free 
to enter the sanctuaries and pick up and take home whatever 
his heart desired; help himself to any odd piece that caught 

1 cxi. ' lx.xvi. 
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his fancy; behead a Buddha he disliked or lop off the breasts 
and noses of the apsarlb out of sheer sadisllc exubernnce. 
Wind ~tnd rain. nod the tropical fury of the midsummer sun. 
and the relentless pressure of ~ myriad probing roots have 
perhaps done less irren1cdioblc damage to Angkor than 
enthusiastic collectors. loving savants and ovcrfond admirers 
of art who hllve •objected the Khmer masterpieces to bar· 
barous mutilations. 

n e Khmer 1\f'macle 

When the run story of 1he Khmer empire comes to be 
written it will surely form one of the most fascinot· 
ing cpiliO<Ies of history. Till o few dccndc:s ugo even 
tha: name was unknown to lh() world. Their architectural 
achievements were hidden in the deeps of the jungle, In one 
or U1e remotest regions of the enrtb's sudace. The builders 
or this magnificent empire Slllrto:d as a village community or 
lndocbinese aborigine.. ...:ulcd on the lower reaches of the 
Melcong river and the Great Lake in the early centuries of 
the present era. 

A small spark from the west carried by a group of mer· 
chant adventurers ignited 1he genius that lay dormant within. 
The Khmers grew into o mighty naaion, extended their empire 
from the Gulf of Slam to !he China Sea, despatched cmiS$UriCS 
to the princes or China and India, developed a rule or 
gcat enlighlenment. and evolved a culture of out5tnndiog 
refinement. piety nod sen,itiviay. They were a people 
or gigantic: energy and artistic: power, sensitive 10 
profound anistic impui)<!S. wbo built on a grand scale 
witb dignity, simplicity nod strength, and created a style 
of nrehit~'Cture unmatched nnywhcn: in the world. 

Then. os dnlmuticnlly ns they emerged from obscurity. 
they faded. Military strength helped their ri~c: military 
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weakness hastened their decline. The original impulses. both 
mili!Jlry and artistic. lost their puissance. The Khmers d is
persed, unable to withstand the repeated blows or the Siamese 
and Cbams. They abandoned their cities and their sanctu· 
aries. and these were taken over by the jungle. 

Tropical insects destroyed what timber remained: tropical 
rain rusted the iron braces which were used to clllmp the 
stone together, and when these perished the stone blocks hnd 
nothing but their own mass and position to support them. 
J nto tbe crevices the winds blew the spores of the jungle 
plants that lodged and sprouted within. Slowly the foresl' 
enveloped the temples and palaces where the mighty Khmers 
had once prayed and feasted. During the course of the 
p:.ssing centuries the jungle silently took over the realm. first 
ll1rowing u sct-een of (,lcnse foliage around the whole urea, 
then creeping relentlessly to the auack, spreading its fantas
tic and destructive roots over the courtya.rds and into tho 
shrines, dislodging the massive walls, pulling apart 1Uld tearing 
down. as though jealous and frenzied at these incomparable 
works or presumptuous man. Sometimes the trees spread 
athwart the sanctuaries or squatted over their gatewdyS in 
lriumpbant majesty. 

The Khmer empire w:.s hidden nnd humbled. The Khmer 
palaces became a legendary apparition in the wilderness. The 
glories of lhcir achievements were consigned to oblivion. So 
completely forgotten were they that even the people wbo 
su<X:ee<led them did not know the story of bow tbe s1onc 
monuments came to be there. The temples bad always 
existed, for had not the great gods built them? 

The <:awe of tbe Kbmu Collapse 

What caused the downfall or the Khmer empire. and why 
did its glory fade so suddenly'/ 
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Many lheories have been advanced corn:eming lhe decline 
1nd fall of nations. and in the Mocy of lhe Khmer colla~ 
we cnn find evidence to suppon most of lhese hypothcws: 
economic decline. " barbarian " invasions, morul decay. or 
just the natural termination or the alloucd span of Khmer 
national life. 

T his 1351 0rg1111ic theory ;macks a little o£ the mystical. but 
has many advocates. Lib man. say lhe champions or this 
lheory, a nation has a pcnod of infancy, growlh, maturity and 
decline. Wise and judiclow living might prolong the maturity 
or bolh men and nations. but a single empine lasting forever 
is as Inconceivable as an e''crlasling mnn. Some nations are 
long-lived; Egypt has the longest record for mnturity. Other 
nnlions never reach maturity. being aborted al conception 
or strangled at birth. 

The salient Cb;llllcteristic-. or uny civilisation are alwa)"' 
fixod by an elite consistirlJl of the nobility and the priests. 
These two classes lhc world over have ever tended to ~trict 
their prerogatives to lhernselve!o. and the whole apparatu.' or 
hcrodilllly privileges i~ eakulated to serve this end Ulti· 
mately it spells iJs own doom. smce decay is inherent in endo
gamous groups. Whnt we call n civilisation or a culture 
has hitherto been mainly whnt these privileged clw;scs lmve 
made it. So. lhougb it is true to speak of the peasunls living 
on from nge to age, it b l~timate to say tiult the potenttal 
of any nation or culture is of lim1ted vitality and dunuion. 

Encb period in 1he hmory or o people ;,. matkcd from its 
pn!dcces:.ors by features oaly rarely produced from within 
nselr by tbc slow P"occs;, of evolution. Civilisation ha' it~ 

origin in a merging of peoples. wbom cireumstnnces. such " 
lrade or conquest. have brought logether in a common en· 
vironm.eoL Tlwre is n fusion, a term of incubation. followed 
by the emergence or o new and vigorous racial type. capable 

• 
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of producing those distinguishing features of a culture pattern 
that mark it from others. The great historical epochs aU 
have a period of preparatory miscegenation out of which are 
formed the elements that blossom forth into a new creative 
synthesis. All civilisations are fusions of older components. 

The nations commonly associated with enduring civilisa
tions, such as China, India, Egypt, and to a lesser extent Persia. 
are found on analysis to possess a series of cultures united 
by a continuous use of common religious and linguistic sym
bols, and by the factor of geographical location. Indian 
history, for instance, is marked by a constant synthesising 
of heterogenous elements introduced at various stages of her 
development. Whoever the original inhabitants were, 
Negritos, Australoids, Proto-Malayans-the Dravidian peoples 
early mixed and merged with them. To this interfusion were 
added ingredients from Aryans and Mongols of various kinds, 
Persians, Huns, Greeks, Bactrians, Afghans, Turks, Euro
peans .... At each stage, and wherever it occurred, there was 
a cultural mutation, a new outlook, a changed technique, that 
produced in the course of a few generations the characteristics 
of a cultural phase. The historical epochs are mainly racial. 

According to the exponents of this organic theory of the 
collapse of empires, Europe too has been periodically ener
gised by the "barbarian" reserves on her eastern borders, 
and they hold that fresh infusions alone can account for the 
phenomenal rise of the Saracenic kingdoms; when racial pride 
isolated the Islamic nations each passed through a period of 
maturity, then went on to its decadence, assisted by a highly 
gifted but barren intelligentsia, and finaUy stagnation. 

The emergence of the " half-breed " in the regions of south
east Asia does indeed provide a clue to the sudden dynamic 
energy of Further Indian civilisation between the 5th and 8th 
centuries A.D. Modern geneticists have dubbed this hybrid 
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vigour "heterosis·· nnd its full implications In the study of 
the growth and propagation of c1vilised techniques still await 
elaboration. 

Tbc Khmers fell for the same reason that Assyrla fell, and 
Rome, nnd the Caliplmte. Internally the racial potential was 
neutraltsed; luxury corrupted the ruling class~:S. barbarians 
bOI.JUSMl<l the borders. The intelligentsia withdrew into 
themsel= and turned to bamn pursuits. Theologian~ 

occupied the highest posts. and grammarian~ ronked next 10 
gods.' 

In architecture the traditional norms failed to satisfy the 
monarch and his architects, and they sought the &timulu.~ or 
the &igantic. the baroque and the fantastic. And here was 
another reason for the Khmer collapse-the building-mama 
or the Kambujan kings. The lo~ of territory nod revenue 
resulting from the military operations against t.he Tluli and 
the Chams put a funher sllain on lhe resources of the king
dom by reducing its wealth and depleting its manpower. 
Even the maintenance o( the hundreds of already existing 
monuments wllS o tlllilt burdensome in itseU. but when to 
lhis was added the st.rain of erecting larger temples and more 
imposing sanctuaries. the weight of their construction and 
upkeep rnust have been well-nigh insupportable. 

The conditions were thus ripe for the collapse or the 
empire. and the final coup was delivered by Hinayana Bud· 
dhi~. whi<:h had slowly and unob>trusively entered the king· 
dom from Siam, and dislodged Mabayana. l n Chou Ttl· 

kuan's tirne it bad become the leading religion or Kambuja. 
and by 1350 lhc king himseU had adopted it Pali replaced 
Sanskrit. and a more simple. ;trait-laced and passi\"e reli&ion 
replaced the effulgent MAhayan:J of tbe earlier Kbmers. 

Among the oppressed masses its egalitarian. pas<>ivc, and 
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mediuuive teachangs mull! have ~n slowly working as a 
potcm und dangerous lc;wcn. h preJ)(Ired tbcm ror rhe1r 
renunciation so !hat, in Finot's words, they "willinsJy laid 
down the cru>hing burden of their glory."' The two traitor
ous boozes wbo went over to the enemy were surely repre· 
scntativc of a large proportion of the populace. who must 
have wela>med the invasion as a debverance from a long 
oppression. and a gladsome awuk~ning Crom " the nightmare 
of temples.''' Summins up the cause of the downfall Brigss 
says. "Tbe wonderful period of ancient Khmer civilisation 
ended, not so much bcclluSc the KhmenJ ·got licked • as 
~use they • got religion •. "' 

" Where is balm for the wounded bean?" asks the Franco. 
Cambodian Eurusian novelist and writer Mnlchali·Phnl, and 
11<: answers. " With tlle very gentle, very poor and Buddhist 
peopk: of Cambodia."' 

Tbe Khmers were blollcd out: many of their princes slain. 
their populations deported; or perhaps the people nod of 
their own accord. a~ if the capital ""re ridden with the pJague 
- the plague of their past. Only m part would it be true to 
call the modern Cambodians their descendants. For of those 
wbo fashioned the miracle of their civilisation only a. few 
scatte~red ~n~cc.. remain. For the rest. a meek a.nd simple 
people have taken over, and grievou~ly neglected. their price· 
less inhentllllCC The Khmers pa\Scd from the stage of history 
which they had occupied for so brief a period with such bril· 
liance. 

• uli p. 2GO. • nu p. 261 • xxn p. 260. • xxiv p. 137. 
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After the final overthrow of the Khmers the remnant 
groups assembled themselves under a prince and moved 
from Angkor. Their migration was not merely a sign of 
homelessness; it was an old Khmer habit, this weakness 
for shifting the capital. After Angkor, Basan, then Chatur 
Mukha, Pursat, Babour, Lovek, Udong and finally Phnom 
Pen h. 

In the year 1370, less than twenty years after the attack 
of King Ramadhipati, during the season of the flooding of 
the waters, a woman left her hut in search of fuel. She lived 
on a phnom or bill one hundred feet high, near the spot where 
the muddy waters of a stream flowing from the Tonle Sap 
joins the mighty Mekong river. At this spot the woman. 
the Lady Penh, saw a log floating towards her. She dragged 
it in and carried it home. Splitting it she discovered. 
embedded in the pith, an image of the Lord Buddha which 
she set up on the summit of the phnom. 

The story of the Lady Penh spread about. A shrine was 
raised for the sacred icon and a village grew up in the loca
lity, called Phnom Penh.-The Hill of the Lady Penh. In 
1434 King Ponhea Yat selected it as his royal residence. 
Near the environs of the bill he erected a stupa to preserve 
another sacred reminder of the Lord Buddha, a hair from 
the urna or mole which is traditionally supposed to have 
grown in the centre of his forehead. The stupa is now the 
centre of worship of the Hinayana Mobanikay sect. The 
whole region is auspicious. Besides its sanctity as the locality 
of these precious relics, it is also notable for another fact: 
the river near Phnom Penb flows northwards for a few 
months in the year. then back in a southerly direction. To 
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this changed current the watc" or the Tonle Sap contribute 
a con.,idcrable quota. In the 1110nth ol Asocb INovember· 
Occ;embcr) the waters start flowing southwards. Tbe Cambo
dmns celebrate the turn or the waters with a pic~urcsque 
rc~ua. Like the Ion£ boals of the ancient Funancsc, the 
how and stem of the Cambodian river craft used for the 
occasion today. resemble the head and tail or a Hsb.' and ref'er 
b.~ck to hOtuc ancient tlsh-totem ritual. Perhaps the spot 
was regarded as sacred long before the piou, Lady Penb 
hauled in the encased Buddha; perhaps it is a site hallowed 
by aboriginal rites and prehistoric n>.~ociations.' 

Tile AllldiiiCR 

Phnom P~nb did not become the capital or Cambodiu Cor 
some time, though it continued to grow in importance. J o 
I S28 King Ang Chu ng made Udong his hC¥dqullcters. wcl· 
coming to his court the first Portuguese mh~ionarics. but he 
vi'lited Phnom Penll regularly Cor the annual oblatioos. 

His conm:clion with the Old Khmer monarchy is fictitiou,. 
He was reputed to have repulsed the Siamese, but this legend 
was doubtless fabricated to establi~h his claim to the throne 
In all likelihood he came or Aonamate stoclo; 

Wbcn the Khmer lnow Cnmbodian) kio&5 emerge into .the 
limelight we liod a new clement on the eastern borders in the 
place of the Ouuns.. These are the Annamese. who within 
the space of a few centuries wete able. painl~y and without 
bloodshed, to appropriate more territory from the prostrntc 
and helplcs,~ Cambodians than the Chams were llblc to do at 
the height of their power. 

A century after the successim of King Aog C'hang. Cam
bodia fell virtually under the Annamcse yoke. King Cheua 
11 (cir 1620) who now became " ruler of the territory of the 
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108 ANGKOR EMPIRE 

Khmers" had served a short apprenticeship in the Siamese 
court, but be did not take to Siamese ways. His predilection 
was for the Annamese. On ascending the throne he married 
an Annamese princess, and she, like an ardent patriot, 
brought with her her family, friends, advisers and an army 
of sycophants and courtiers. High offices were given to the 
Annamese~ an Annamese factory was set up, and an advance 
post created for aggrandisement by commercial means. 

By 1698 Annam bad annexed Saigon, till then in Cambo
dia; by the middle of the following century the Cambodian 
monarch had to cede to Annam, Tan-an and Go-cong; in the 
following century Tra-vinh and Soc-trang. Before the end 
of the century the heir of the Khmer empire, harrassed, 
persecuted and humiliated by the voracious Annamese tied 
to Siam for protection. His successor on the throne was an 
Annamese puppet. By 1813 the Annamese were entrenched 
in Phnom Penh and were creeping north and west over the 
body of Cambodia. It was perhaps a conquest not quite 
agreeable to the conscience of the Vietnamese, for even today 
they hold special ceremonies and offer a kind of token and 
symbolical rent to placate the spirits of the original owners 
of the territories they now occupy. 1 

Vnder promise of assistance the Siamese swallowed up large 
areas themselves, so that what remained of Cambodia after 
the Annamese had finished became virtually a Siamese posses
sion. Even as far back as 1794 Siam had annexed the western 
provinces of Sisophon, Battambang and Siem Reap, includ
ing the whole of the region of Angkor. 

During the same period the French began to be busy in 
Indochina, and transformed Cochin China into a separate 
colony of their own. In many ways it was a blessing for 
the Cambodians, for it set a term to Annamese expansion it! 

1 lx:<iii p. 287. 
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in the rich rice province of Cambodia King Ang·Duong 
(I IWS-59). who bad been " crowned •• by repre5CIItatives of the 
courts of Bungkok and Hue, gladly accepted French protec
tion to csoape the threat or his ambitious neighbours. If 
nothing else. it left the Cambodinns in possession of all the 
wbite elephants they captured, which before this they were 
obliged to \Urrcndcr to the Anrnmese Emperor.' 

Norodom, son ol Ang·Duong by a m~ang or coocubine. 
succeeded t.o the throne. As a child he was >ent as a bOSillile 
to Banskok and be spoke Siamese Ouently; in fact he acknow· 
lcdged hi~ allegience to the Si1mese king Siam posscs'ied 
the royal crown Knd Norodom was preparing to go to Bangkok 
to be crowned there when the French Intervened. They hnd 
tnken the Cambodians under their a:gis. 

Like Napoleon, Norodom placed the crown on hill hc"d 
with hi\ own bands at a grand ceremony at Udong. The king 
had other headgear too, hi~ favourite being a diamond-studded 
bowler bat of Portuguese de<ign. He was whimsical but 
pliable. He confirmed his condition or wardship to Napoleon 
rn by a ueaty which be signed in 1863 promising him mililllry 
aid in exchange for freedom or tr11de. The French authori
ties found him a ruler after their own hearts. They named 
the l;uge.o;t a venue in Saigon alter him. and presented him 
with n statue of himseU, which was, In fact. a suuuo of 
Napoleon Ul whose head hKd been knocked orr and replaced 
with a rougbJy.S(;U)ptured head of the Oambodian kins. 

ln 1884 the French imposed a new convention by which the 
kingdom was incorporated in "hat bcc:ame the lndochinC\e 
Uruoo. under direct French admimstr.ltion The Frnnco
Silllllose Convention of 1902 retroceded to Cambodia tbe 
provinces of M'lu Prei and Tonic Kepu. Two years Inter. 
by mean~ or another con\~ntion. the port of Krat and the~ 

' lxxili p. IS, 



110 ANGKOR I!MPtRH 

territories to llle south, as wcll as the islands o[ the coa.'it from 
the region of Lem-sing, passed to <:ambodia. On March 23. 
1907. Siam. under o treaty with France, reLrOCeded to 
Combodla the provinces or Bnt!llmbang, Sisophon and Siem 
RcHp-areas containing the chief ruins of the Khmer empire. 

In I 909 King Sisowalh. half-brother of Norodom. personally 
tOOk over. willt great ceremony, the custody of Angkor, an
cient capital of the imperial Khmers. 



EPILOGUE 

After almo~t 111.0 centuries or subjection to Siam, Combodta 
r«overed some •mall measure o( individuality. parndoxicol 
a\ it may seem, only during ibe period of French suzerainty 
over lndocbina. Cambodian nationalism rcccivcd its inspinl· 
lion from French sources, and the Cambodian renaissance 
started under French tutelage. 

Now that ibis period is drawing to a close ibc future or 
Cambodia is full or uncertainty. A foretaste of what might 
be in More for the country wa\ had during the recent 
Japanese occupation. At that time the fortunes of 
Fmnce were nt their lowc,t ebb; m Europe 'he fell a victim 
to ibe might or Germany. and consequently there was 
little s.hc could do to resist JapoDCStC aggression in the 
Far East 

A$ a result o[ Japanese intervention m South·East Asia 
certain areas in C:tmbodia. including Battnmb:lng. Sisophon 
and Siem Reap. were ceded to Siam in 1941. The "Free 
Cambodian" nationalists, known liS the ls:.nrnks (guerillas). 
who were violently oppo5Cd to this cession, took to the 
maquis, and were thus among the lint to resist the Japanese 
and their arbitrary expedients in Jndocbina. Their aim was 
complete and unconditional independence.. 

The Japa.~ pretended to regard these bush-lightets as 
only a minor nuiSI•ncc. but secretly lived In terror of their 
ulleltpccted raids and death-ddyina tacti~. Wbcn Allied 
successes made the Japanese realise tbat thcit days were 
numbered tbcy hw.tlly set up puppet regime:> and declared 
lodocbina "free." In the mill~ the Co.mbodian king nsencd 
his tndcpcndena: on March IS. 194S. After the 6ml defeat 
of Japnn lhe Washington ConferenCI!. bckl In tbe following 
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year, rcsLOred to Cambodia !be areas that Japan had bestowed • 
upon lbe Siamese for their co-operation iu A1lislic eo-pros
perity. 

Jt wa.• one of France's great misfortunes that she, who gave 
the lead in modern movements for freedom and fraternity. 
should not al lbis junclure. even lo make a virtue out of 
necessity as lhe Brltisb did in lnctia, have renounced ber 
claims io her " lillle casement on the Pacific."' It was a 
grievous error of judgment that led her to believe that Tndo
china was worth holding. She fell for the prestig~arguments 
or the old school of colonialiSIS who were unaware of the 
new spirit that stirred among Asian peoples, and for the 
strong commercial interests that had ~-ollaboratcd witb the 
Japanese. 

Forluuately lbe mood did not endure, and a new policy was 
formulated, envisaging the handing over to the peoples of 
Indochina the care and control of their own destinies. 
"Cambodia for the Cambodians" is not, as some cynics 
think. a reductio ad ab.furdum or the larger principle o[ 
Asia for the Asiatics. Historically, geographically. cultural· 
ly. linguistically. Cambodia has a case for Independence. if 
such a case were any more in need or 11dvocacy. But lt is 
true !bat the alternatives with which tbis new state is ruccd 
are precariously balanced. 

Her neighbours. even with the best intention.~. cannot 
resist the overflow o( their rapidly expanding populations 
into the rich, S!lltrSely·peopled areas of Cambodia. It was 
in lhls way that the Anoamese appropriated Cocbln China. 
With the march or events Cambodia might huve to surrender 
her share in the control of the port of Saigon and in the 
na vigalion or the Lower Mekong. The economy or the 
country i~ already !be monopoly of foreigners, for the 
Chinese and Vietnamese. along with a handful or Cbam 
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Mu~lims and French, control the fish. rice and 1imhcr tn1de 
of the country. 

Perbnps lhe Vielnamcsc and Siamese. wbo were virlually 
in ~ion or Cambodia bc:fore 1hc French np~aml. will 
wke up their old posi1ions again. Alway\ provided, or course. 
lhat their ambili(IRS nre not lh\\artcd by the ChinCbC. who 
loom like a storm-<:loud over the whole lndo-Chinese punin· 
hula and lhe Soutb·E.,n Asian he>rit.on. 



• 



L I ST OF THE KHMER RULERS 

showing the chief monuments built by them 

The Fonan Period 
The First Kaundinya (Huen) Dynasty. (A.D) 
Liu-ye (? 180-190), Queen. 
Huen-lien (Indian name Kaundinya (190-198). Came from India, 

defeated Liu-ye, married her and they ruled together. 
P'an Dynasty. 
P'an-h'uang (I 98-217). 
P'an-p'an (217-220), son of preceding. 
Fan Dynasty: Fan is probably part of a Chinese transliteration of 

the Indian suffix " varman ". 
Fan Shih-man (220.228), general of P'an-p'an; chosen k.ing by people 

after that k.ing's death. 
Fan Ching-sheng (228-230), son of preceding. 
f"an Cban (230.240), cousin of preceding, whom he murdered. 
Fan Ch'ang (240), cousin of preceding, whom he murdered. 
Fan Hsun (240-288), murdered his predecessor. He was a general 

of Fan Chan. 
Unknown (288-310). 
Unknown (310.357). 
Chu Chan-t'an (357), usurper: his Indian nGme was probably 

Chandana. 
The Second Kaundinya (Pa-mo) Dynasty. 
Chiao Cben-ju (Kaundinya 11) (420). Usurper from P'an-p'an in 

Malaya. 
Che-li-fo-pa-mo (Indian name? Srindravarman) (430-440). 
Unknown (440-470). 
She-yeh Pa-mo (470-514), Indian name Jayavarman. Capitals at 

Na-fu-na and Vyadhapura, now Angkor Borei. 
Liu-t'e Pa-mo (514-545), Indian name Rudravarman. He was a 

Buddhist. On his death (545) political troubles broke out and 
many feudatory states became independent, among them Chenla. 

The Cbenla Period 
Srutavarman (cir 500), usurper; the first semi-historic king of the 

Kambujas. 
Sreshtbavarman (545-560), son of preceding. Capital at Sreshtha

pura, now Badom. 
Rudravarman (560-575). 
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l..ambu)anpl>l<shmi (S7S·S80l. female mat<~ cousin oC Smhtha· 
Vlllmllll. 

llllavavarmllll I (S80-S98l. u•urpc:r, mam<d P"'c<dl.,_ Uha'lVU· 
man wu descended rrom • c·oUotcral lmc oC the royal hc>u<o. 

MahcndntVIrmllll (or SllrO'Ienl) ($98-610), brolhrr or pr...-.din&
Copilol at Bbavapu111 (l'rcl Nokor). 
A an,.t senoml. Capitol at Sumbhupuru (Sambor on the Mekong). 

lsatlllvannan I (611}.6H), 50n n( pr<O<dlng. Subdued tl1e I••• lorri· 
IOtitS o( Funllll. In 627 Funan diuppeared lJ' a Y~'\.\..'\1 41.\tc. 
Capillll al lsanapunl (5.lmbor o( Sl'uoa Sou). Munummt: l>•m· 
bor Pm l.uk (630). 

Bbavavarman U (63S-6-10l. captt•l at S.mbhupunr 
la)'aYllrrn&n I {640-6801. 
IA)'adevt {680-611S), v.idow of above. 
fJ,,.., Chmla. 
Pu_dlkarahha (716·730), lllllrned the raanmg quttn of Sambhu-

pura. Capitllls •• 'iambhuputu and Anindilapura (near Ankor1). 
S•mbhuvorm•n (7S0). 
Rojendmvarman I (760). 
Mahip:uivarm•n (780) SOil or above. lie Wa!l behcllded hy the klna 

of Z..baj (lova). 
loyovarnllln I-bis (780-?802). 

Tbe Angkor Period 
ll)avarrnon n (80!-8.5-1). IIIUrp<r Capit•l• •• lndntpUnl CThbona 

Khmum), Harihlmlaya (l..ola. near Roluos). Amartndrapura (At 
Yom), Mllhmdraporvata. lofl)nllmtnll: At Yom. (giU). Tcmplo 
nn Phnom Kulcn Car 8SO~ 

Jo)'avarrnan Ill (854-8771, son or aboVe; • Vilhnull<. C•pe~>l at 
Horiharalaya. 

lndravarrnan I (877-839), malern~l cc.msln of pret.edlna. Cnpll•l •• 
Harihamlaya. M nmmiM/1: Pruh Ko (879). &kons (881 ). 

Yo..,varmon I (889-910), IIQn of prececlinJ, Copilal at YosocJharupuro 
(The n,., Angkor). Monummlf • L<>lol (893). Proh va1enr (891). 
Phnom lhkhcns (900). Phnom Krom (cir 910~ Phnom S..k 
{eir 910). 

H.ntuvarrnan I {910-!)Zjj, aon of pr«<din~o O.pital at Yowlha· 
rar<tru Monum,nt Pr.ll:ll Kra-.n 1921~ 

lunavannan 0 (92S.!12B), bnnlhtr or pi'O<'<dinJ. 
layavarrnan IV {928-~11. bnnlh<r·ln~aw of YOSO\'armllll I C~peral 

a1 Chok Gafl)'ar CKob Kcrl. Monum•nu: Koh Ker (innup 
(Y31-9SO). The Rahal (or R-rvoir). Pn&S!ll Thom. Praul Bon· 
lroy P.r Chan (937). 

Ra~ndravannan 11 (944·968), hulf·brolhcr of pre~ing, Capll•l ol l 
YaJOdh.llrpuro Mm1mmt"" · llLksci Chamkrong (~7). l!m.!ihm\ 
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Mebon (952). leak Neang (960). Prc Rup (961). B:uuay Srci 
(967) Sl411<d. PhUJ1C!n•b.• (9681 startecl. 

Jayanrmon V (968-1001) soo ol obo>o. Mon111rr<trts: Bantay ~rcr 
(915) complotecl. Ta Keo (1000) started PhlmaJUku (continued!. 

Udayodltyov>rllllln l (1001-1002) maternal uncle of prcc<din&. 
JayaviraVllrmun (1002) brotber or above. 
Suryavarman I (1002·1049) usurper from Uaor. lluddhi!lt. Capital 

ot Proh Khan ol Kompons S\>111. LAter ahrltod to Anpor. built 
around central temple or Phlmunakas: The Second Angkor. 
Mcrnrmr<nrt : Ta Ken (completod) l 005. Phln=n.:rk .. (complctod) 
lOOS. North and South Klcang<. Phnom Clut<>r. Proh Vlhl"llr. 
Vlll Pbu (in pW). West<m Bara). 

Udayadityavaman 11 (to.l9-t066) amt·n<phew ol prcadin~o Capt'"l 
at the S<cood Angkor. Mt>~~umnt : llaphuuo (l060l. 

H•rsh•••tm.ltl ill (1066-l08S), brotllcr uC prcc<ding. MtH1umm11: 
w .. tcrn Meboo. PlumaJ (in port) 

Jaya-.nnrlll VI (1085-1107) 1m1rpcr. Capttal at Second Angk<>r. 
Momu11tnr.r: l)eng Mealca. Prah Palilay. 

Dharanlndravamlan l (1107-1112), brothtr of pn:cediog. CApitol ilt 
Sceood Angkor. Mt>IIIJIIIMI4: Pruh Pithu. Chnu Sly 1evodo. 
Thommanon. 

Suryavanuan ll (1112-1150) nephew er pn:c<ditl[l. M<lnUIIH'IIIS: Oon
teay Somro (cmbdl1sh<.l). Pn1h Khan of Kompong Snr (cmbd· 
tiJh<d). Anakor Vat (5laned). 

HAI'Ih:a>amun IV {115().51). COOSln of abo•e. 
Dharanindrnannan ll (I J.jt-1160). Cousin of proccdinr: a Buddhi.t. 
Yll'IOY>rm&n 11 (lt6G-li6S). nephew or ~.-IIQI. 
Tribhu•anQdityavarman (IIM-IIT7). u•urpcr. 

, lo)-avarrnan VII (1181-lliS) liOtl of Dhu•nindro••rm:tn ll. Fc,..,nt 
8lkldhist. Capitol~ the Third Angkor. Anakor lhotn .. built arouo~ 
the B.lyon. Mnnummts: BanlA:ay Chlun•r. B.lnt<Oy Kdel. B.lntuy 
Prel. O>yon. Krol Ko. N<ak Pean. Pol~co (Tornu:H). Proh Kh•n 
or Anakor (1191). Pn~.~at Prol. Srah Sl"•na rrerr.lcc). Suor Prat. 
To Nel To Prohm (1186). Ta Prolun Kel. Ta Som. 

lndravarnun 11 (l2tS-l243). son of pre<>Odlnfl. 
Jaravannao VIII (IZ4J..IZ9S). Mt>nummt: Manplurlha (Loo"n u 

Temple 417) (1295). 
Snodravarman (l29S-l308). SOO·in-t.w "' pnececllng. Vint of Chou 

To·kuon U29S-1297l. 
Srindrajaynannan (I 308-1327). 
Ja)'llvannan IX or lo)'aV;lrman r • ....-.... (I )27-1)30). 
Panam4tbaketmtllja (1330-13'1). 
Hou l!ui-Na (7-1391). 
Satnlo< Pralt Phoyo (7-14().1). 
Nlprcan·b•t (1405-1409). 
Lamponv Paron~ora)~ (1<109-1416). 



till 

Sorijo"' (1416-142$). 
Blrom Racha ( 142$-29). 
Dhorrruooko (1429-31}. 
Pooha Vat (1412). 
Foil <J/ Antlu' (1412). 
All& ~"I I CUI6-1.566). 
C1li Clxtta I (cor 15110). 

ANOKOil EldPIItll 

Pr<S llama Cbona (cir. 1$94) n<l'hew or preenhnJ. 
B>romo RachA Cdr. 1596), '"" o( C"hf Chru• I 
Chi Cbeuo 11 (1618-1626). 
Ran13 Tblpdi Cb•n (1642·1617). 
Alii Tona (17SS-InS). 
Ontei (1758-JnS). 
All& Ent (17791794). 
Ans-Cban• (119o4-1134~ 
AIIJ Wei Cl 815-184S) dauahter <>f p.-..'t<lina. 
Ana Dunna (18-IS·I8S9) uncle of f'RC<dins. 
Norodom (1859-1904) IOn of preccdong. 
SIJowarh (19().1.1927) brother or pr<ccdin&
Si>ow:tth Moni•ooc (1927-1941) aon <>f pr<ccdini-
Norodom S.h>DOUI: (1941· I "'" or prtccdinl-
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