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INTRODUCTION – THE KINGDOM OF STONE AND WATER

The story of the Khmer civilization begins not in palaces or in battlefields, but in the slow breathing of the land itself — in the rivers that flood and retreat, in the monsoon clouds that gather like living spirits over the plains, and in the endless green of forests where temples still dream beneath their roots. To understand the Khmer is to understand a people who turned water into architecture and landscape into cosmology, whose kingdom rose from the soil as both empire and myth. Long before the name Angkor came to signify the pinnacle of their achievement, the Khmer had already begun an intimate dialogue with their terrain, shaping and being shaped by it. Geography was destiny, but also devotion. The Mekong and Tonle Sap were not mere waterways; they were divine arteries through which the gods themselves were believed to move. From the high plateaus of Tibet, the Mekong descends through six countries before entering the low plains of Cambodia. Each monsoon, rising Mekong levels force the Tonle Sap River to reverse direction, expanding the Great Lake across its floodplain before the river reverses again in the dry season. This unusually large seasonal reversal shaped fishing, agriculture, transport, settlement, and ritual life. Khmer religious interpretation associated water, fertility, serpents, and sacred mountains in ways that later became visible in temple moats, reservoirs, naga balustrades, and the ritual geography of Angkor. The hydrological cycle was therefore both an ecological fact and a powerful field for religious meaning, but its practical and symbolic roles should not be collapsed into a single explanation.

Archaeology tells us that human settlements had long thrived along the Mekong basin before the first stones of Angkor were laid. The ancient communities of Funan and Chenla, known through Chinese chronicles and the traces left in canals and pottery, built their prosperity upon the same ecological foundations — mastery of river and soil, and the ability to read the seasons as scripture. Yet the Khmer transformed these practical necessities into philosophy. To them, the relationship between humanity and nature was not one of domination but of alignment. Every hill, spring, and forest glade possessed its own neak ta, a guardian spirit that demanded reverence. Mountains were seen as living beings; rivers as serpents — nagas — whose coiling currents connected the human realm to the divine. The naga princess Soma, in Khmer legend, married the Indian sage Kaundinya, founding the first royal line of the Khmer. In this myth of union — serpent and priest, water and fire, native and foreign — lies the entire DNA of Khmer civilization: synthesis, sanctity, and the relationship between earth and sky. Over centuries, this worldview evolved into what might be called a sacred geography — a belief that the land itself was a map of the cosmos. Mountains such as Phnom Kulen, where Jayavarman II would one day proclaim himself god-king, were identified with Mount Meru, the celestial summit. Streams carved with thousands of lingas became living prayers, blessing the fields below. The Mekong, winding through jungles and floodplains, was the serpent of creation, its waters carrying fertility to the rice paddies that sustained millions. The Khmer did not build temples merely upon the land; they built with it and from it. Each block of sandstone quarried from Kulen was an act of devotion, each reservoir a reflection of the heavenly sea. When they raised Angkor Wat, they were not constructing a building but re-creating the universe in miniature — a geography transposed into geometry, where the king stood at the axis of worlds.

The harmony between geography and cosmology fostered an extraordinary material culture. The abundance of fish in the Tonle Sap and the fertility of the floodplains provided surplus enough to sustain vast populations and monumental labor forces. Yet such abundance also reinforced the moral order of kingship. In the Khmer imagination, the king’s virtue was mirrored in the fertility of the land. When the floods came on time and the harvests were plentiful, it was proof that the monarch had pleased the gods and maintained rita, the cosmic law of balance. Drought or disaster, by contrast, signaled spiritual disorder. Thus, irrigation and ritual were two sides of the same coin: one ensured the flow of water, the other the flow of divine favor. The temples and barays that dotted the Cambodian plains were not only feats of engineering but also statements of metaphysical alignment — the physical manifestation of the idea that good governance was the maintenance of cosmic equilibrium. The Angkor plain still preserves the physical results of this approach. The horizon is punctuated by isolated phnoms — small mountains rising abruptly from the lowlands — each crowned with a shrine or stupa. Between them stretch the remains of ancient reservoirs, their embankments still tracing the lines of vanished lakes. Channels cut through the earth like veins, connecting temple to temple, field to field, heart to heart. the Khmer sought not to conquer the environment but to perfect its symmetry. Their world was a collaboration between gods, kings, and the land itself.

This union of ecology and divinity gave the Khmer a stability rare in the medieval world. While empires elsewhere rose and fell with conquest, the Khmer empire grew out of continuity — a continuity of ritual, of rice, and of respect for water. From this foundation, Angkor would rise not merely as a capital but as a concept: the physical embodiment of the Khmer universe. Its temples were not isolated sanctuaries but nodes in a grand celestial diagram, each oriented to the stars, each reflecting theological order in stone. Inscriptions describe how kings endowed these temples with lands, workers, and rice fields — microcosms of the empire itself. To build a temple was to map the universe; to rule justly was to ensure that its rivers and canals flowed in harmony with heaven. Yet beneath this serenity was dynamism. The same waters that nourished the Khmer world could destroy it. Monsoon floods could erase villages, and years of drought could crack the soil into dust. To master such extremes demanded both ingenuity and faith. The Khmer response was architectural theology: canals that imitated cosmic rivers, reservoirs that symbolized oceans, embankments that doubled as spiritual bulwarks. Every hydraulic innovation was framed within ritual, every act of construction sanctified by ceremony. The empire’s engineers and its priests worked in tandem, their crafts inseparable. When a baray was dug, it was consecrated with offerings; when a canal was completed, monks chanted blessings to awaken the spirit of water. Thus, technology itself became a sacred practice — an offering to the gods and a promise to the people.

The spirit of this synthesis—between the practical and the mystical—permeated every facet of Khmer civilization. Art, too, bore the imprint of cosmic geometry. The reliefs of Angkor Wat are not merely decorations; they are carved religious programs. Each panel unfolds like a mandala, each figure positioned with mathematical precision to convey philosophical truth. The same aesthetic governed urban planning: cities were laid out as symbolic universes, their moats representing the cosmic sea, their towers rising like peaks of Meru. Even the orientation of roads was ritually significant, aligning the movement of people with the path of the sun and the order of the cosmos. For the Khmer, the built environment was an act of worship, and daily life itself a ceremony within a divine architecture. From the living waters of the Mekong Basin emerged a people who did not merely adapt to nature but made it a reflection of their cosmic order. As centuries passed, this reverence for geography and spirit matured into the political and architectural grandeur that defined the Khmer Empire. Civilization, for the Khmer, was not an accident of geography nor a by-product of trade — it was the deliberate organization of the world according to sacred principle. To build was to align with the universe, and to rule was to maintain its balance. Out of these convictions rose one of humanity’s most astonishing achievements: the civilization of Angkor, a realm where kings became gods, temples became mountains, and the landscape was given religious meaning.

The earliest Khmer states, known to history as Funan and Chenla, laid the groundwork for this transformation. Though their names survive only in Chinese chronicles, the ruins and inscriptions they left behind reveal societies already skilled in hydrology, trade, and the ritual art of kingship. In the port cities of the Mekong delta, merchants exchanged goods from India, China, and the islands of the Indonesian archipelago. Beads of carnelian and gold, fragments of Roman glass, and Chinese ceramics tell of a world connected by water and faith. Yet beneath this economic prosperity lay something more strong — the gradual absorption of Indian religious and political ideas into a distinctly Khmer worldview. Brahmins arrived with the Sanskrit language and the rituals of kingship; Buddhist monks brought the gentle doctrines of karma and compassion. But these were not imposed dogmas. The Khmer reinterpreted them, blending imported cosmology with the animist spirits of their soil. Thus, in the earliest myths of kings and nagas, of divine marriages between serpent queens and foreign sages, one perceives the synthesis that would define Khmer identity: foreign knowledge rooted in native spirit.

By the ninth century, political power was being consolidated under Jayavarman II, but the evidence for his career is retrospective. The principal account is the Sdok Kak Thom inscription K.235, dated 1052 CE, roughly two and a half centuries after the events it describes. It records a ritual on Mount Mahendra, generally identified with Phnom Kulen, intended to ensure that Kambujadesa would no longer be dependent on Java and that one ruler would hold universal sovereignty. The text associates this settlement with the devarāja rite and the Brahmin Hiranyadama. Modern shorthand often turns this into a simple proclamation of a “god-king,” yet the exact nature of the devarāja cult and the meaning of Java remain debated. What can be stated securely is that later Angkorian elites remembered Jayavarman II as a foundational ruler whose authority had been ritually established on a sacred mountain. Under Jayavarman II and his successors, the Khmer realm expanded, and its vision of kingship found form in stone. The capital shifted from site to site — Hariharalaya, Indrapura, and eventually Angkor — each city designed as a cosmic diagram. Temples rose as symbolic mountains, their towers mirroring the peaks of Meru, the celestial abode of the gods. Around them stretched moats and reservoirs representing the encircling ocean of creation. Every architectural decision carried theological intent. The Angkorian city was a model of the universe rendered in stone, and by dwelling within it, the people of the empire inhabited a sacred map. The boundaries of the kingdom were not drawn merely by military conquest but by ritual geometry.

The Khmer mastery of water, inherited from the delta civilizations, reached unparalleled sophistication under these divine kings. Through an immense network of barays, canals, and embankments, they turned the floodplain into a controlled cosmos of fertility. Each ruler expanded the system, linking reservoirs to rivers, ensuring the continuity of abundance even during dry seasons. The East and West Barays alone, stretching for kilometers, were not only feats of hydraulic engineering but also living metaphors for the cosmic sea. When seen from above, the Angkorian landscape reveals this sacred geometry: temples positioned at cardinal points, canals forming perfect axes, and reservoirs glimmering like mirrors of heaven. It is as though the earth itself had been reshaped to resemble a celestial diagram. At the heart of this sacred geography stood the temples, embodiments of both religion and statecraft. The temple-mountain, or prasat, was more than a sanctuary — it was the visible expression of the divine order that upheld the empire. Each king, ascending the throne, undertook the building of a new temple to assert his legitimacy and to inscribe his reign within eternity. Indravarman I built the Bakong, Yasovarman I erected Phnom Bakheng, and Suryavarman II crowned the era with Angkor Wat — each monument reflecting a new dimension of Khmer ambition. The stones themselves were imbued with power. Carved reliefs told the stories of gods and kings, blending history with myth until both became indistinguishable. The act of building was a ritual of renewal; to quarry, transport, and carve was to reenact creation itself. When the foundations were laid, priests recited hymns invoking the gods to inhabit the stones. When the towers rose, they were aligned to the paths of the sun and stars, binding celestial and terrestrial time.

Religion provided the framework, but art gave it voice. The Khmer aesthetic reached sublime heights in sculpture and relief. The dancers carved upon temple walls — apsaras with flowing hair and delicate gestures — embodied both sensual beauty and spiritual grace. They were not mere decoration but manifestations of the cosmic dance that sustains the universe. Warriors in bas-relief marched across galleries in endless procession, their forms disciplined yet fluid, capturing both the glory of kings and the inevitability of time. Even the smallest lintel or column bore spiraling vines and mythic beasts, transforming every surface into a field of meaning. Khmer art was never ornamental for its own sake; it was language — a visual theology carved into stone. Archaeology also complicates the impression that Angkorian art survives exactly as its makers intended. Stone surfaces have weathered, pigments have disappeared, sculptures have been moved, and many architectural settings have been rebuilt during conservation. The modern condition of a carving therefore has to be separated from its medieval condition. At the Bayon, conservation studies of the inner-gallery bas-reliefs have identified water movement through the platform behind the carved sandstone as a cause of calcite crystallisation and surface decay. Measurements of moisture and water absorption demonstrate a physical process that can erase carved detail without any change in iconographic meaning. This matters when reliefs are used as social evidence: missing lines, softened faces and damaged objects may be products of stone decay rather than deliberate ancient alteration. The reliefs remain unusually valuable records, but they are archaeological surfaces with conservation histories, not untouched illustrations preserved outside time (Uchida et al. 2012).

The religious life of the empire was equally dynamic. Though early Angkorian kings were devotees of Shiva and Vishnu, Buddhism remained a persistent undercurrent, often embraced alongside Hinduism rather than in opposition to it. Inscriptions reveal temples where deities of both traditions were worshipped together, suggesting a spiritual inclusiveness rare in the medieval world. This pluralism allowed successive rulers to adapt the sacred order to their own vision. When Jayavarman VII rose to power after the devastating Cham invasion of the late twelfth century, he transformed the empire’s soul. A devout Mahayana Buddhist, he recast kingship not as divine authority but as divine compassion. His monuments, from the enigmatic Bayon with its smiling faces to the sprawling monasteries of Ta Prohm and Preah Khan, reflect a new spiritual philosophy — the king as Bodhisattva, a savior who labors to relieve the suffering of his people. “The pain of his subjects,” reads one inscription, “was the pain of his own body.” In those words, we glimpse a ruler who sought redemption not through conquest but through mercy, whose monuments were hospitals as much as sanctuaries.

Under Jayavarman VII, Khmer political and monumental activity extended across large parts of present-day Cambodia and into areas of modern Thailand, Laos, and Vietnam. Roads, rest houses, hospital foundations, temples, and provincial centers connected the capital to this wider sphere. Angkor Thom’s gates were approached by causeways carrying gods and demons associated with the Churning of the Ocean of Milk, while the Bayon occupied the center of the walled city. Its famous face towers were constructed from masonry courses rather than carved from single blocks, and their identity remains debated: proposed interpretations include Avalokiteśvara, the king, Brahmanical deities, or a deliberately polyvalent royal-sacred image. Their placement and repetition are certain; a single definitive identification is not. The surviving road infrastructure gives physical scale to that programme. Archaeological mapping records raised embankments, laterite bridges, water tanks and masonry 'houses of fire' along major routes extending from Angkor toward Phimai, Preah Khan of Kompong Svay and the northeast. Their distribution shows regularised staging in some sectors, but the roads themselves are older than Jayavarman VII's reign. The Preah Khan inscription is therefore best read as evidence for the king's endowment of facilities along an inherited communication system, not as a claim that he created every road from the capital. Hendrickson's transport studies further show that the routes connected political centres with river crossings and zones of strategic resources, including metal-producing areas. This material network helps explain how stone, people, officials, pilgrims and military forces could move across a dispersed empire without requiring the modern fiction of uniformly paved royal highways (Hendrickson 2010, 2011).

Yet even at its height, the seeds of decline were sown. The very system that sustained Angkor’s prosperity — its hydraulic infrastructure — required constant maintenance. When political stability faltered, so too did the flow of water. The canals silted, the reservoirs dried or overflowed, and the delicate equilibrium of nature and state collapsed. External pressures from emerging Thai kingdoms and internal exhaustion eroded the empire’s vitality. By the fifteenth century, the capital had shifted southward, and the jungle began its slow reclamation. The gods receded, but their stones remained, enduring witnesses to a civilization that had turned landscape into liturgy. Recent geoarchaeology makes the chronology of decline less abrupt than the familiar story of a single fifteenth-century catastrophe. Sediment cores and palaeoenvironmental work from Angkor's water-management system indicate that parts of the network were already receiving less maintenance before the conventional 1431 date. At Angkor Wat, excavation and radiocarbon modelling likewise show changing occupation rather than instantaneous abandonment. These results do not remove warfare, political competition or climatic stress from the history; they change the scale at which those forces are interpreted. A huge dispersed city could lose administrative integration in stages, with some channels silting, some residential areas contracting and major temples continuing in use. Penny and colleagues describe a gradual decline in parts of the urban core, while Carter and colleagues show continued activity at Angkor Wat. The material record therefore supports transformation and demographic reorganisation more securely than a picture of the entire capital becoming empty at one moment (Penny et al. 2019; Carter et al. 2019).

When the Khmer kings fell silent and the great towers of Angkor were left to the slow embrace of the jungle, it seemed to the outside world that an empire had vanished. But disappearance is not the same as death. The spirit of the Khmer never truly receded; it transformed, flowing like the waters of the Mekong into new channels of memory and faith. The temples, though stripped of their royal patrons, remained sanctuaries. Monks lit incense before weathered statues, villagers offered rice at the feet of reclining Buddhas, and legends wove new meanings around old stones. The forest may have grown thick around the monuments, yet for those who lived in their shadow, Angkor was never lost. It was a living presence, a silent ancestor watching over the land. In the centuries that followed the decline of the empire, Cambodia’s heart shifted southward, toward the river junctions of Longvek, Oudong, and eventually Phnom Penh. Theravāda Buddhism replaced the royal Hindu-Buddhist syncretism of Angkor, emphasizing simplicity and personal devotion rather than cosmic kingship. Yet the imagery and architecture of the old empire persisted, reframed within the new faith. Angkor Wat, once the temple of Vishnu and the mausoleum of Suryavarman II, became a Buddhist monastery. The deities of old were reimagined as Bodhisattvas, and the naga bridges became metaphors for crossing from illusion to enlightenment. Even as centuries passed, the stones retained their sanctity. The Khmer did not reject their past; they absorbed it, transforming imperial memory into spiritual continuity.

To outsiders, however, this continuity was invisible. When European travelers first heard of vast ruins hidden in the Cambodian forest, they interpreted them through the lens of their own myths — as lost cities built by vanished peoples, as mysteries awaiting rediscovery. In the mid-nineteenth century, French explorers arrived, their imaginations steeped in the romanticism of the age. Henri Mouhot, whose journals would capture Europe’s fascination, described Angkor as the equal of Greece and Rome, yet he echoed the colonial prejudice that such grandeur could not have been the work of the modern Khmer. In his words, the ruins became symbols of a lost golden age, their builders imagined as a vanished race. Thus, the colonial narrative of rediscovery began — a story less about Angkor itself than about Europe’s hunger for wonder and authority. But the Khmer had never forgotten. Long before Mouhot’s voyage, monks chanted in Angkor’s sanctuaries, and pilgrims made offerings at Ta Prohm and Bayon. The “lost city” existed only in the European imagination. For the people of Cambodia, the temples were part of daily life — shrines where spirits still dwelled, where the voices of ancestors echoed through galleries of stone. The colonial claim to discovery was therefore a misreading, one that displaced cultural memory with an imported myth of revelation. Yet even within that distortion, something remarkable occurred: the ruins, through the gaze of outsiders, reentered the global imagination. Angkor became a universal emblem — of mystery, endurance, and the creative power of humankind.

The French colonial project in Indochina soon made Angkor its crown jewel. The École française d’Extrême-Orient (EFEO), founded in 1900, undertook systematic excavations, translations, and restorations. Scholars such as Georges Coedès, Henri Parmentier, and Maurice Glaize mapped and cataloged the temples with scientific precision. Their work saved Angkor from further decay, even as it framed it through a colonial lens. The temples were treated as objects of study, their sacredness suspended in the name of archaeology. Sculptures were removed to museums in Saigon and Paris; lintels were displayed in world expositions as trophies of empire. Yet these same scholars also rekindled awareness of Khmer brilliance, producing the first coherent histories of the civilization. In preserving the ruins, they inadvertently preserved Cambodia’s pride. The twentieth century brought both glory and tragedy. Independence in 1953 renewed pride in Khmer heritage; scholars and artists looked to Angkor as proof of Cambodia’s capacity for greatness. But war and turmoil soon followed. During the Khmer Rouge regime of the 1970s, the country descended into darkness, and even the temples were not spared. Mines and conflict scarred the landscape, monks were expelled, and cultural memory seemed once more endangered. Yet through all these trials, the stones endured. When peace returned, the temples became not only archaeological sites but symbols of resilience — of a people who, like their monuments, could withstand the storms of history. Today, Angkor is both an archaeological landscape and a living religious and cultural setting. Visitor numbers have fluctuated sharply with political events, global travel, the COVID-19 pandemic, and subsequent recovery, so claims that a fixed number of millions arrive every year quickly become outdated. Angkor was inscribed on UNESCO’s World Heritage List in 1992, when the wider site was also placed on the List of World Heritage in Danger; it was removed from the danger list in 2004. Conservation therefore operates within a landscape that remains Cambodian in ownership, residence, worship, administration, and memory while also carrying international heritage obligations.
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CHAPTER 1 – GEOGRAPHY AND LANDSCAPE
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The Mekong Basin and Tonle Sap

The story of the Khmer civilization cannot begin without first understanding the land and waters that nourished it. Before kings and temples, before the rise of Angkor’s monumental stone sanctuaries, there was the river. The Mekong, coursing from the icy heights of the Tibetan Plateau down through the jungles of Indochina, is not merely a river in the geographical sense—it is a lifeline, a pulse of seasonal rhythms that determined when people planted, when they harvested, when they fished, and when they prayed. In the Khmer imagination, it was also a sacred artery, a cosmic channel that tied the earthly world to the heavens above. The Mekong Basin provided not just the physical space for one of the greatest civilizations of Southeast Asia, but also the symbolic and spiritual landscape upon which the Khmer worldview was projected. A firmer documentary point of departure is provided by the combination of archaeology and later written testimony. Settlement work in the Mekong delta, including surveys discussed by Miriam Stark, shows long-lived occupation and exchange before Angkor, while Zhou Daguan's account of 1296-1297 records an urban society still tied to waterways, boats, markets and seasonal movement. These sources do not prove that every Angkorian reservoir served a single centralized irrigation scheme, and modern scholarship has moved away from that older simplification. They do show that water management, transport and settlement were inseparable features of the Angkorian environment and should be treated as archaeological and historical problems rather than only as cosmological symbols.

Remote sensing has materially changed the scale at which this landscape can be described. A 2012 airborne laser-scanning campaign mapped about 370 square kilometres around Angkor and penetrated forest cover sufficiently to reveal roads, canals, ponds, occupation mounds and formal grids that were difficult or impossible to recognise from the ground. The result was not simply the discovery of more temples. It showed that the monumental core sat inside an extensive low-density urban system in which residential mounds, water features and agricultural plots were physically connected to the ceremonial centres. The earlier Greater Angkor mapping programme had already demonstrated that the archaeological city extended far beyond the famous enclosures; LiDAR supplied the topographic detail needed to see how those components fitted together. This evidence makes it safer to speak of Angkor as an inhabited engineered landscape rather than to infer a city solely from its surviving stone monuments (Evans et al. 2007; Evans et al. 2013). The Tonle Sap, the “Great Lake” of Cambodia, is inseparably tied to this riverine world. Fed by the Mekong’s seasonal floods, it behaves like no ordinary body of water. Each year, with the monsoon rains, the Mekong swells and reverses the flow of the Tonle Sap River, causing the lake to expand more than fourfold in size, submerging forests and creating a vast inland sea. Then, as the waters recede, the current shifts once more, draining back toward the Mekong. This pulsing hydrological miracle has been described as the beating heart of Cambodia, for it is in this rhythm that fish multiply in staggering abundance, soils are replenished, and life is sustained. For the Khmer, this was not a coincidence of geology but a manifestation of cosmic order—nature itself rehearsing the cycles of death and rebirth that defined their spiritual universe.

Long before Angkor, human communities clustered around these waters. Archaeological traces in the Mekong delta reveal settlements dating back millennia, suggesting that mastery of the river and lake’s cycles gave early societies the chance to flourish. These were not static fishing villages alone but dynamic hubs of exchange. The waterways acted as roads before roads, linking interior uplands with coastal zones and, eventually, with the wider world of South and East Asia. Funan, one of the earliest polities known from Chinese chronicles, owed its prosperity in no small part to this aquatic network. From the Mekong estuary, ships sailed toward India and China, while inland craft pushed upriver, connecting mountain valleys to the sea. The Khmer inheritance of these networks was both material and mythological: the river was at once a trade artery and a divine serpent, a naga winding across the land. The imagery of nagas—serpents inhabiting rivers and guarding thresholds—threads through Khmer mythology and temple iconography. In Khmer origin legends, a naga princess marries an Indian Brahmin, giving birth to the Khmer people. The serpent race becomes protectors of the land and mediators between humans and the watery depths. The Mekong and the Tonle Sap, with their annual flood reversals and abundance of fish, could easily be imagined as the dwelling place of such beings. It is no accident that bridges at Angkor are adorned with balustrades carved into naga bodies, or that water was ritually harnessed within barays, immense reservoirs reflecting the cosmic ocean. The geographical features of Cambodia were not neutral backdrops—they were animated presences, infused with sacred power, folded into the architecture of empire.

Seasonality ruled the Khmer world. When the southwest monsoon swept across the region, carrying rains from the Indian Ocean, the Mekong swelled and the Tonle Sap rose. Villages adapted by building houses on stilts, while farmers took advantage of the rich alluvium deposited across floodplains. The expansion of the Tonle Sap created flooded forests, nurturing ecosystems that sustained tens of thousands of households. Fishermen set their nets, and entire communities engaged in the harvesting of fish that could be dried, fermented, and traded across the region. To this day, prahok, the fermented fish paste of Cambodia, is a culinary inheritance of these cycles, a reminder of how the natural abundance of the basin shaped not just diets but identities. For the Angkorian state, these cycles were a guarantee of surplus. Surplus meant stability, stability meant temples, and temples meant legitimacy for kings who claimed divine sanction. To grasp the importance of the Mekong Basin and Tonle Sap, one must also appreciate the geography of contrasts they embody. The lowland plains stretch out in fertile expanses, while the horizon is broken by isolated mountains, the phnom that rise like sentinels over the floodplain. These natural features became sacred landmarks, chosen sites for temples and shrines. Phnom Kulen, for instance, north of Angkor, is revered as the birthplace of the Angkorian empire, where Jayavarman II declared himself devaraja, god-king. Yet its sanctity was not only political; the mountain’s streams, carved with lingas and sacred symbols, flowed down to feed the plains, literally and symbolically fertilizing the land. Geography and religion were interwoven: the Mekong and its tributaries, the Tonle Sap and its forests, the mountains and their springs—all formed a sacred geography where kingship and cosmology converged.

From an ecological perspective, the Tonle Sap stands as one of the most productive freshwater ecosystems on the planet. The extraordinary biodiversity, particularly of fish species, made it a natural granary for Khmer civilization. But for the people who depended on it, this was not only a matter of calories and protein; it was a manifestation of divine generosity. The gods, through the rhythm of the floods, bestowed abundance. Just as the Nile shaped the worldview of ancient Egypt, so the Mekong Basin and Tonle Sap shaped the Khmer cosmos. Inscriptions speak of kings ensuring prosperity by aligning themselves with the cycles of water and by sponsoring temples that mirrored Mount Meru, the cosmic axis, surrounded by oceans. The very layout of Angkor Wat, with its moat encircling the temple mountain, is an architectural translation of this watery worldview. Geography, ecology, and cosmology were never separate domains. Yet the same waters that gave life could also bring ruin. Floods could be destructive, sweeping away villages, crops, and livelihoods. The delicate balance between too much water and too little posed continual challenges. The Khmer responded with ingenuity, constructing canals, embankments, and reservoirs to channel and store the floods. Hydraulic engineering became both a practical necessity and a political instrument. A king who could tame the waters demonstrated his cosmic mandate. The Mekong and Tonle Sap were thus not only ecological systems but also arenas of political authority. The state’s ability to mobilize labor for irrigation works testified to its control, and its collapse centuries later has often been linked to failures in managing these same waters. Geography was not passive—it demanded negotiation, adaptation, and reverence.

Beyond subsistence and politics, the Mekong Basin and Tonle Sap also facilitated cultural exchange. Traders brought not only goods but also ideas, beliefs, and artistic forms. The rivers carried Indian merchants, Buddhist missionaries, and Brahmanical priests into the Khmer heartland, where they mingled with local traditions. The diffusion of Indian epics, the Ramayana and Mahabharata, and the rise of Hindu deities like Vishnu and Shiva in Khmer temples were enabled by these waterborne networks. The Tonle Sap, lying at the heart of the kingdom, became both a literal crossroads and a symbolic mirror of the cosmos. Just as the waters expanded and contracted in their eternal rhythm, so too did the Khmer imagination expand outward toward India and China while remaining rooted in the rhythms of its own soil and floods. Today, as one drifts across the Tonle Sap during the flood season, the sense of living amidst a moving, breathing organism is palpable. Villages float upon the waters, their schools, temples, and markets shifting with the seasons. The rhythm of life is synchronized to the pulse of the flood. This is not a new adaptation but an ancient one, echoing the life-ways of the Angkorian era and beyond. The Mekong and Tonle Sap are not frozen relics of the past—they remain inhabited landscapes that continue to define Cambodia’s identity. The Khmer saw their world as a dialogue between water and stone, between river and temple. Without the basin and the lake, there would be no Angkor, no Khmer civilization, no legacy of temples rising above the jungle.

To the Khmer, geography was never inert. Mountains, rivers, forests, and plains carried within them the presence of gods, ancestors, and spirits. The land itself was a living organism, and its features were perceived as nodes in a sacred network connecting the human realm to the divine. In Khmer cosmology, the world was mapped as a mirror of the universe: mountains rose like cosmic peaks, rivers flowed like celestial streams, and forests thrummed with unseen life. The very landscapes of Cambodia became scripture, written not with ink but with stone, water, and earth. Foremost among these landscapes were the sacred mountains. Phnom, the Khmer word for mountain, carried both geographical and spiritual weight. Rising abruptly from the floodplains, these highlands appeared as solitary islands in a sea of fertile fields, commanding attention. Phnom Kulen, north of Angkor, is perhaps the most revered among them. Known in inscriptions as Mahendraparvata—the Mountain of the Great Indra—it was here, in the ninth century, that Jayavarman II is said to have performed the consecration ritual declaring himself devaraja, the “god-king.” The choice of a mountain was no accident. In Indic cosmology, adopted and adapted by the Khmer, Mount Meru was the axis of the universe, the abode of the gods. By enacting his ritual on a mountain, Jayavarman II aligned his kingship with cosmic order, planting the foundation for Angkor’s sacred kingship. But Phnom Kulen’s importance was not only political. Its sandstone quarries provided the very material from which Angkor’s temples were built, and its streams, carved with lingas and sacred imagery, flowed down to irrigate the plains. Thus, it was at once a cosmic axis, a resource base, and a spiritual fountainhead.

Other mountains too carried sacred resonance. Phnom Bakheng, overlooking the Angkor plain, became one of the earliest temple mountains, its tiers symbolizing the slopes of Meru. Phnom Chisor, further south, crowned with a temple dedicated to Shiva, commanded sweeping views of the Mekong floodplain, blending strategic vantage with cosmic symbolism. Even smaller hills, rising like islands amid the flatlands, attracted shrines and hermitages. The Khmer vision of geography was not democratic—certain places vibrated with divine energy more than others. These sacred sites acted as anchors, rooting the kingdom’s spiritual geography into the contours of the land. If mountains served as the pillars of Khmer cosmology, rivers functioned as arteries of life and symbols of divine abundance. We have already glimpsed the centrality of the Mekong and Tonle Sap, but the Khmer saw sanctity not only in the grand waterways but also in streams and springs. Rivers were understood as embodiments of nagas, the serpent deities, guardians of fertility and thresholds. In temple carvings, nagas stretch across causeways, their multiple heads forming protective balustrades. To cross a naga bridge was to enter the sacred space of the temple, leaving behind the profane world. The rivers of Cambodia, winding through forests and feeding rice fields, were seen in similar terms: as liminal thresholds between human and divine domains. Bathing in sacred streams was itself a form of purification, a ritual echo of cosmic renewal.

One of the most evocative landscapes shaped by this worldview is Kbal Spean, the “River of a Thousand Lingas.” Here, a mountain stream descends over rocks carved with countless lingas—the phallic emblem of Shiva—arranged in grids upon the riverbed. As water cascaded over these sacred symbols, it was imbued with sanctity, carrying fertility and prosperity downstream to the rice fields of Angkor. Alongside the lingas, carvings of Vishnu reclining upon the cosmic serpent Ananta and of Brahma emerging from a lotus reinforce the sense of rivers as cosmic channels. Kbal Spean is geography as scripture, the physical terrain itself inscribed with divine myth. The Khmer did not merely build temples upon landscapes—they inscribed the landscape itself, ensuring that water, earth, and stone bore witness to their cosmology. Forests too held their share of sanctity. Dense, teeming, and at times forbidding, the forests were believed to shelter spirits—neak ta, guardians of place, who required offerings of incense and food. These local spirits were not displaced by the grand deities of Hinduism and Buddhism but rather integrated into the Khmer religious ecology. A village shrine to a neak ta could stand alongside a temple to Shiva, both serving as vital nodes in the web of protection. Forests were also sources of medicinal plants, timber, and game, and their liminality—neither fully cultivated nor fully wild—made them fertile ground for ascetics and hermits. The recluses who withdrew to forest hermitages sought communion with the divine, echoing Indic traditions of rishis, while also embodying indigenous Southeast Asian reverence for the wild.

The Khmer also encoded sacredness in agricultural landscapes. Rice fields, stretching in grids across the floodplains, were more than economic spaces—they were sanctified by rituals of planting and harvest, linked to fertility deities and ancestors. The cycle of sowing, transplanting, and reaping was accompanied by festivals that bound communities together and reaffirmed the cosmic rhythms of the year. Kingship, too, was measured against these cycles. A ruler who secured abundant harvests demonstrated his harmony with the gods; famine, by contrast, was read as a sign of divine displeasure. Geography, therefore, became a moral text as well as a material one. Kings ruled not only people but also landscapes, mediating between gods and earth. Sacredness could even be found in stones. Certain boulders or outcrops were venerated as embodiments of divine presence. Phnom Santuk, a hill in central Cambodia, became a pilgrimage site for Buddhists, its stairways lined with carved images. Rocks were believed to retain spiritual potency, as if they held within them the condensed essence of the earth. When Khmer builders quarried stone for temples, they were not simply extracting material; they were drawing out sacred matter to be reshaped into cosmic architecture. The act of carving a temple mountain was thus not one of desecration but of transformation, redirecting the latent sanctity of stone into monumental form.

Across the Khmer world, landscapes were layered with multiple meanings—economic, political, and spiritual. A mountain might serve as a quarry, a fortress, and a temple all at once. A river might irrigate crops, transport goods, and purify souls in ritual baths. These overlapping roles reinforced the interdependence of nature, society, and cosmos. The Khmer did not perceive a divide between sacred and profane space as rigidly as modern distinctions suggest. Instead, the sacred suffused the everyday. Even the roadways that connected Angkor to distant provinces were lined with shrines, ensuring that travel itself unfolded within a sacred geography. A defining feature of this worldview is its sense of balance. Mountains, rivers, forests, and fields each played their part in maintaining harmony between human society and the divine. When balance was achieved—through rituals, offerings, and temple construction—prosperity flowed. When neglected, the equilibrium could collapse, resulting in drought, flood, or political upheaval. The Khmer cosmos was fragile, demanding constant renewal. Geography was not destiny in a deterministic sense; it was dialogue, a continual negotiation between land, gods, and kings.

Today, the sacred quality of Cambodia’s landscapes remains palpable. Phnom Penh itself takes its name from a hill (phnom) and its associated legend of Lady Penh discovering sacred statues. Pilgrims still ascend Phnom Kulen to bathe in its streams, just as their ancestors did a thousand years ago. Villagers continue to honor neak ta with offerings beneath great trees, acknowledging the unseen presences woven into the land. Even as modernity transforms the countryside, the deep association between geography and sacredness endures. For the Khmer past and present, to walk upon the land is to traverse a living temple, where mountains are Meru, rivers are nagas, and every stone holds memory of the gods. The Khmer world was never isolated. Though its temples and cities rose from the fertile plains of Cambodia, they were woven into a vast network of roads, rivers, and maritime channels that linked the Mekong Basin to the wider world. Geography made this possible, for the same rivers and landscapes that nourished Khmer agriculture also served as pathways of exchange. The Mekong River, running like a spine through the heart of mainland Southeast Asia, opened northward toward Laos and Yunnan, southward toward the delta and the South China Sea. The Tonle Sap, with its pulsing waters, functioned not only as a natural granary but also as a hub of inland transport, feeding goods into the arterial system of canals and roads that sustained the empire. Connectivity was the lifeblood of Khmer power: it brought in goods, ideas, and technologies while projecting influence outward into neighboring polities.

The Mekong delta, in particular, was a threshold zone of immense importance. It was here, centuries before Angkor, that early states like Funan flourished, as recorded in Chinese chronicles. Situated at the crossroads of maritime trade between India and China, Funan became a clearinghouse for goods moving across the seas and upriver into the interior. Ships brought beads, ceramics, and cloth from India, while Chinese traders sought exotic forest products: resins, spices, ivory, and rhinoceros horn. From the uplands, local communities supplied timber, iron, and animal skins. This commerce did more than enrich coastal rulers—it threaded Cambodia into the great trans-Asiatic trading world. By the time Angkor emerged, the pathways had already been laid, and the Khmer inherited not just waterways but also a commercial imagination that understood wealth as something to be gathered from afar and redistributed at home. Inland, the Khmer built an extraordinary network of roads to complement their waterways. Archaeological surveys reveal straight embanked highways radiating from Angkor toward distant provinces, punctuated by rest houses and hospitals. These were both logistical conveniences and statements of imperial control. A road that stretched into the countryside proclaimed the reach of the king, just as much as a temple did. The highways connected Angkor to its satellite cities, ensuring that rice, tribute, and labor could be mobilized efficiently. Alongside the roads, canals served both irrigation and transport functions, creating a latticework that turned the Angkor plain into one of the most intensively managed landscapes of the medieval world. Traders, pilgrims, soldiers, and officials all moved along these arteries, knitting the realm together.

The road system can likewise be tested archaeologically rather than treated as a literary image of imperial reach. Mitch Hendrickson's reconstruction combines inscriptions, place-names, bridges, embankments and associated masonry structures to show that the principal routes developed over several centuries rather than appearing fully formed under a single ruler. Raised earthen roads linked Angkor with provincial centres and with zones supplying iron, stone and other resources, while bridges and water tanks mark the physical course of routes that have otherwise been altered by later transport. The famous houses of fire associated with Jayavarman VII belong to this already developing communications network; they are evidence for a late-twelfth- and early-thirteenth-century programme imposed upon older arteries rather than proof that the king created the roads from nothing. The distinction matters because the surviving infrastructure records long-term movement, provisioning and administration, not one isolated burst of royal construction (Hendrickson 2010, 2011). At the center of this system stood Angkor itself, not simply a ceremonial capital but a hub of exchange. Goods flowed into the city from all directions. From the Mekong delta came salt and fish; from the western mountains, iron and precious stones; from the northern uplands, forest products like cardamom and lac. Beyond material goods, the roads and rivers carried intangible cargo: texts, rituals, and artistic motifs. Brahmin priests journeyed from India, bringing Sanskrit scriptures and rituals that were localized within Khmer society. Buddhist monks traveled between Angkor, Sri Lanka, and China, embedding the Khmer world within pan-Asian religious currents. Khmer ambassadors appeared in Chinese courts, bearing tribute, while Chinese records in turn describe the wealth and grandeur of Angkor. Such exchanges reveal a civilization both rooted in its geography and open to the currents of global connectivity.

Maritime trade was especially crucial for projecting Khmer influence. The South China Sea and the Gulf of Thailand were crowded with ships from China, India, and later the Arab world, and Khmer ports became vital intermediaries. Ports along the Mekong delta, such as Oc Eo in the Funan era and later Angkor Borei, served as conduits through which foreign goods entered the Khmer heartland. These were not faceless harbors but cosmopolitan nodes where merchants, interpreters, and pilgrims mingled. Archaeological finds at Oc Eo include Roman intaglios, Indian beads, and Chinese ceramics—a testimony to how far Khmer trade networks extended. By Angkorian times, Khmer kings harnessed this maritime wealth to sustain their monumental projects. The stones of Angkor Wat were not purchased with rice alone but with the profits of trade, redistributed through royal patronage. Connectivity also carried ideological weight. By aligning themselves with international networks, Khmer kings projected their own legitimacy. To sponsor a temple that echoed Indian cosmology or to patronize Buddhist monks who traveled to Sri Lanka was to position Angkor not as an isolated kingdom but as a participant in a universal order. The inscriptions of Khmer rulers often boast not only of domestic conquests but also of diplomatic ties and far-flung campaigns. Suryavarman II, builder of Angkor Wat, is recorded in inscriptions and Chinese annals as a ruler whose armies reached into neighboring polities and whose embassies reached China. The very scale of Angkor’s monuments proclaimed a kingdom plugged into global flows of wealth and knowledge. Connectivity was not an afterthought; it was part of the Khmer self-image.

Yet these routes were not only external—they shaped Khmer society internally. Regional centers across the empire were linked by the same roads and canals, ensuring that cultural and political influence radiated outward. Temples erected in provincial towns mirrored those at Angkor, though on a smaller scale, binding distant communities to the symbolic heart of the empire. Local elites, tied into these networks, offered loyalty to the king in exchange for patronage. geography and connectivity reinforced hierarchy, ensuring that the kingdom was both centralized and expansive. A villager in a remote province might never visit Angkor, yet he lived in a world where goods, officials, and rituals circulated along routes designed to reinforce imperial cohesion. We must also recognize the fragility of these connections. Roads required maintenance, canals demanded dredging, and maritime ports were vulnerable to shifts in trade winds or regional politics. When these systems faltered, the empire’s cohesion weakened. Scholars have linked the decline of Angkor in part to disruptions in trade routes as maritime commerce shifted away from the Gulf of Thailand toward other centers in the fifteenth century. As new polities rose in Ayutthaya and elsewhere, the Khmer heartland lost its privileged position in regional exchange. Connectivity that had once sustained empire now facilitated its eclipse. Geography, which had enabled Khmer power, also made it vulnerable to changing currents in the wider world.
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CHAPTER 2 – DISCOVERY AND REDISCOVERY
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Early Indigenous Knowledge and Chinese Sources

The temples of Angkor, with their immense towers rising above the forests of Cambodia, are often described in the language of rediscovery—as if they had lain forgotten until European explorers stumbled upon them in the nineteenth century. Yet this notion of “lost cities” is itself a product of colonial imagination. For the Khmer people, the ruins were never truly lost. They remained integrated into local memory, ritual practice, and oral tradition long before foreigners began to write about them. To understand the discovery of Angkor is first to listen to the voices that never forgot: the villagers who farmed rice in the shadow of temples, the monks who maintained shrines within decayed sanctuaries, and the storytellers who wove the epic stones into the myths of their ancestors. Indigenous knowledge about Angkor existed in multiple registers. At the most immediate level, villagers living near the great temples saw them as part of their everyday environment. Though kings no longer ruled from Angkor after the fifteenth century, the stones endured, overgrown with jungle yet never absent. Local communities reinterpreted them in Buddhist terms, rededicating shrines, setting up new statues, and holding festivals that blended old Hindu iconography with contemporary devotion. Angkor Wat, in particular, never ceased to be a living temple. Even as dynastic centers shifted south toward Phnom Penh and Longvek, monks continued to inhabit its galleries, and pilgrims continued to arrive. The Khmer people did not need rediscovery—they inherited Angkor as part of a inhabited landscape.

Oral traditions reinforced this inheritance. Folk legends explained the origins of the temples as the work of giants or celestial beings. One enduring tale tells of the divine architect, sometimes called Preah Pisnukar, who built the temples overnight at the command of Indra. Another strand of lore attributed the monuments to a vanished race of mighty beings, ancestors of the Khmer, who possessed supernatural powers. Such narratives did not represent ignorance but rather a different mode of historical consciousness. For local communities, the ruins were both reminders of a glorious past and thresholds to the sacred. Legends transformed crumbling sandstone into vessels of memory, ensuring that the temples were never reduced to mute stones but continued to speak through story. This indigenous knowledge was also recorded, albeit indirectly, in inscriptions and chronicles. By the post-Angkorian era, temple inscriptions had become difficult to interpret for villagers who no longer read Sanskrit or Old Khmer, yet echoes of their meanings persisted in ritual practices. Royal chronicles, composed centuries later, remembered Angkor as a golden age, a time of divine kings and monumental temples. Such chronicles did not preserve precise historical facts in the modern sense, but they testify to the enduring presence of Angkor in Khmer cultural identity. Even when political power shifted and kingdoms rose and fell, Angkor’s memory continued to anchor Cambodian self-understanding.

Parallel to these indigenous frameworks, Chinese sources provide another crucial lens on the Khmer world. Long before European colonial scholarship, Chinese envoys, merchants, and monks recorded their impressions of Cambodia and Angkor. The most famous of these accounts is that of Zhou Daguan, a Yuan dynasty envoy who visited Angkor in the late thirteenth century. His Zhenla fengtu ji (“A Record of Cambodia: The Customs of Cambodia”) remains an invaluable window into Angkorian society, describing not only the grandeur of temples but also the rhythms of daily life. Zhou Daguan wrote of the king’s processions, the markets, the role of women in commerce, and the rituals that bound the kingdom together. He observed details of clothing, food, and architecture, creating one of the most vivid external portraits of Angkor at its zenith. Zhou Daguan provides the strongest surviving eyewitness control on later Angkor. The Yuan envoy reached the Khmer capital in 1296 and remained until 1297; his Zhenla fengtu ji, translated directly from Chinese by Peter Harris as A Record of Cambodia: The Land and Its People, describes the palace, temples, markets, trade, clothing, boats, festivals and royal processions. His testimony is not a neutral census of Khmer life, but it is contemporary observation rather than nineteenth-century reconstruction. It therefore provides a documentary boundary between what can be said about late-thirteenth-century Angkor from an eyewitness and what belongs to later oral memory, colonial description or archaeological inference.

Chinese records extend beyond Zhou. Earlier dynastic histories speak of Funan and Chenla, the precursors to Angkor. These texts describe tributary missions, exotic products, and the political landscape of mainland Southeast Asia. The Liang Shu (Book
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