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The Khmer Empire in Southeast Asia

Angkor developed within the river, lake and monsoon systems of mainland Southeast Asia and within trading and diplomatic networks that linked the lower Mekong to other parts of Asia. The Khmer state drew on earlier political traditions associated with Funan and Chenla, on local religious practices, and on Sanskritic forms of kingship and worship. Its history is therefore best approached through several kinds of evidence at once: inscriptions, architecture, settlement archaeology, foreign accounts and the altered landscape around the Tonle Sap. Long before Angkor’s rise in the ninth century, the Mekong basin had witnessed a succession of early states and polities. Funan, flourishing between the first and sixth centuries, was one of the earliest recorded kingdoms of Southeast Asia, known to Chinese annalists as a center of trade and diplomacy. Its influence stretched from the Mekong Delta to the Isthmus of Kra, acting as a conduit for Indian cultural ideas that would later shape Khmer kingship and religious practice. By the seventh century, Funan had given way to Chenla, a loose confederation of polities that consolidated power further inland. Chenla’s rulers experimented with the use of inscriptions and monumental building in stone, foreshadowing the achievements of their Angkorian successors. It is within this shifting constellation of early states that Jayavarman II, the acknowledged founder of the Khmer Empire, carved his authority in the early ninth century, declaring himself a universal monarch through the cult of the devarāja.

The geography of Cambodia and its neighboring regions was critical in shaping Khmer political and cultural development. The Mekong River served as a highway for communication and commerce, linking upland resources to lowland rice-growing regions and ultimately connecting Cambodia with the South China Sea. The Tonle Sap, Southeast Asia’s largest freshwater lake, functioned as both a natural reservoir and a seasonal engine of agricultural abundance. Each year, the lake expanded dramatically during the monsoon season, flooding surrounding lands and replenishing soil fertility, before contracting in the dry months to reveal vast fields ideal for wet-rice cultivation. This rhythm allowed the Khmer to produce immense surpluses of food, which in turn sustained their labor force, funded monumental building projects, and fed armies that expanded the empire’s borders. The rise of Angkor also needs to be seen in the wider context of Southeast Asian geopolitics. To the east, the Cham polities of present-day central Vietnam were formidable maritime powers, often rivals and sometimes allies of the Khmers. To the west lay the kingdom of Pagan in Burma, with whom Angkor shared cultural affinities in architecture and religion. Across the seas, the maritime empire of Srivijaya dominated trade in the Straits of Malacca, controlling the movement of goods between India, China, and the Indonesian archipelago. Farther north, the Dai Viet in the Red River Delta provided another counterpoint to Khmer expansion. Angkor’s history is thus inseparable from its neighbors: wars with Champa, diplomatic marriages with surrounding polities, and participation in the international trading circuits that carried spices, ceramics, textiles, and ideas across Asia.

Rice agriculture was the lifeblood of the Khmer world. More than a mere subsistence crop, it underpinned the very structure of Angkorian society. Kings and elites directed the construction of elaborate hydraulic systems—barays, canals, and reservoirs—that transformed the floodplains into landscapes of engineered abundance. These works were not simply pragmatic; they were imbued with cosmological meaning. The barays mirrored the mythical oceans surrounding Mount Meru, the cosmic axis in Hindu and Buddhist cosmology. By reshaping the land to reflect the structure of the universe, Khmer kings demonstrated both their spiritual authority and their capacity to harness divine order for earthly prosperity. The success of this hydraulic civilization, capable of supporting hundreds of thousands of people in and around Angkor, explains in part the empire’s ability to dominate Southeast Asia for centuries. At its height, the Khmer Empire extended its influence across much of mainland Southeast Asia, encompassing large portions of modern Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, and Vietnam. Military campaigns brought Cham cities under temporary control, while western expansions reached into the Menam Chao Phraya basin of present-day Thailand. This territorial expanse was less a centralized empire in the Roman sense than a mandala, a political formation common to Southeast Asia in which power radiated outward from sacred centers. Authority diminished with distance, but as long as regional lords acknowledged Angkor’s supremacy and paid tribute, the system functioned. What distinguished the Khmer Empire from many of its contemporaries was its extraordinary ability to fuse political and religious authority through monumental architecture. Temples like Angkor Wat and Bayon were not only devotional spaces but also living symbols of imperial power.

The Khmer achievement is even more striking when set against the environmental challenges of the region. Monsoon rains were both blessing and threat, producing abundance but also flooding and unpredictability. To thrive, the Khmer developed sophisticated systems of water control, balancing reservoirs and channels in a delicate dance with nature. Recent archaeological research, particularly the use of airborne LiDAR surveys, has revealed the astonishing scale of Angkor’s engineered landscape: a grid of canals, dikes, and embankments stretching for kilometers, testifying to centuries of cumulative effort. These works made possible a level of urbanization unparalleled elsewhere in the medieval world, with Angkor rivaling or exceeding contemporary capitals like Constantinople or Baghdad in size. The Khmer built with sandstone and laterite, carved epics from the Ramayana and Mahabharata into temple walls, and honored Shiva, Vishnu, and the Buddha, but they also inscribed their own history in Old Khmer, represented their own ancestors, and celebrated local deities. This blending of the cosmopolitan and the indigenous gave Angkor a cultural richness that continues to inspire scholars and visitors alike. Seen in its Southeast Asian context, the Khmer Empire was never a forgotten backwater but an active participant in a regional world of states, merchants, monks, and warriors. Its power lay not only in armies or temples but in its ability to mediate between the forces of nature, the demands of kingship, and the spiritual needs of its people. The grandeur of Angkor Wat and the enigmatic faces of Bayon are the most visible reminders of this legacy, but they are also symbols of a broader Southeast Asian story of adaptation, exchange, and resilience.

The modern history of Angkor is inseparable from the way outsiders recorded and interpreted the ruins. Angkor Wat and other temples were never unknown to Cambodians: monks continued to worship there, local communities retained knowledge of the sites, and regional visitors reached Angkor long before nineteenth-century European expeditions. What changed under colonial expansion was the scale of foreign publication, mapping, collecting and institutional archaeology, which recast Angkor for European audiences as a rediscovered monumental city. European awareness of Angkor can be traced to scattered reports as early as the sixteenth century. Portuguese missionaries such as António da Madalena, who visited Angkor in 1586, were among the first Europeans to describe its temples, marveling at their scale and artistry. His accounts, however, remained largely obscure, circulating in limited circles and never capturing the European imagination on a wide scale. Similarly, Japanese pilgrims are known to have left graffiti at Angkor Wat during the same century, testimony to the site’s continued relevance as a sacred destination in regional religious networks. These isolated encounters reveal that Angkor was never abandoned to oblivion, but without sustained interest from powerful centers of scholarship, it remained outside the mainstream of global awareness.

The turning point came in the mid-nineteenth century with the French naturalist Henri Mouhot, whose published travel journals ignited Western fascination with Angkor. Mouhot’s descriptions, laden with romantic imagery of ruined grandeur and “lost civilizations,” framed Angkor within the familiar European narrative of rediscovery. He compared the ruins to the greatest achievements of Greece and Rome, marveling at the artistry of the Khmer while lamenting their apparent disappearance from history. Mouhot’s writings captured a Victorian audience hungry for tales of exotic exploration, and Angkor soon became one of the archetypal “lost cities” in the Western imagination. This portrayal, though deeply flawed in its disregard for Cambodia’s living traditions, was powerful in shaping subsequent scholarship and popular fascination. While Mouhot is often credited with rediscovering Angkor, it was in fact Chinese envoys centuries earlier who had provided some of the most detailed firsthand descriptions of the city at its height. Zhou Daguan, a Yuan dynasty emissary who spent a year in Angkor from 1296 to 1297, left a meticulous record of Khmer society. His account, The Customs of Cambodia, remains one of the most important primary sources for understanding daily life at Angkor. Zhou’s observations of markets, rituals, women’s roles, and the grandeur of the king’s court provide rare glimpses into aspects of Khmer civilization that archaeology alone cannot reconstruct. Yet Zhou’s testimony, though invaluable, circulated mainly in East Asia and did not significantly shape European views until much later, when it was translated and incorporated into the colonial archive.

Systematic French study expanded in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, especially after the foundation of the École française d’Extrême-Orient (EFEO) in 1900. Louis Finot, Henri Marchal, George Coedès and other scholars catalogued monuments, copied inscriptions and developed chronologies that still shape Angkorian studies. Their work was produced inside the institutions of French Indochina, and the language of rescue and guardianship often supported colonial claims to cultural authority. The resulting archive remains indispensable, but it must be read alongside the political conditions under which it was created. Yet the historiography of Angkor is not only a story of colonial dominance. Cambodian voices and regional scholars also played vital roles in shaping understanding, though their contributions were often overshadowed by European authority. Monks continued to preserve local traditions and oral histories, ensuring that Angkor never lost its sacred aura. Cambodian intellectuals, especially during the nationalist movements of the twentieth century, reclaimed Angkor as a symbol of national identity and cultural pride. The placement of Angkor Wat on the Cambodian flag is a direct statement of this reclaiming: what had been framed as a relic of a vanished past was reasserted as the living heart of the Cambodian nation.

Photography and visual documentation added a powerful dimension to the Western encounter with Angkor. Early images by explorers such as John Thomson in the 1860s, and later systematic photographic campaigns under the EFEO, disseminated Angkor’s grandeur to audiences who might never set foot in Cambodia. These images, often emphasizing the dramatic juxtaposition of jungle and ruin, reinforced the romantic idea of Angkor as a lost world reclaimed by nature. At the same time, they served as invaluable records for conservation work, capturing details that would later be damaged or lost. In the twentieth century, film further cemented Angkor’s place in global imagination, with its temples serving as backdrops for adventure narratives, from colonial documentaries to modern Hollywood blockbusters. The historiography of Angkor is thus a palimpsest of voices—Chinese envoys, European missionaries, colonial scholars, Cambodian monks, and modern archaeologists—all contributing to a layered understanding of the site. Each wave of interpretation reflected its own cultural context: Zhou Daguan’s pragmatic eye, Mouhot’s romanticism, the EFEO’s colonial scholarship, and the postcolonial reclamations of Cambodian identity. Even today, debates continue over ownership, interpretation, and the balance between tourism and preservation. What remains constant is the recognition that Angkor has always been more than a collection of ruins. It is a living heritage, continuously reimagined by those who encounter it.

By examining how Angkor was represented through time, we not only trace the evolution of historical scholarship but also confront the biases that shaped it. The myth of “rediscovery” obscures the continuity of Cambodian engagement with Angkor, while colonial narratives of stewardship underplay indigenous contributions. A critical historiography must therefore acknowledge both the distortions of the past and the agency of the Khmer themselves in sustaining and redefining their heritage. Only then can we appreciate Angkor not simply as an object of wonder for outsiders but as a center of meaning for those who have lived in its shadow for over a millennium. The reconstruction of Khmer civilization rests upon a mosaic of sources, each offering a different perspective on Angkor’s past. Inscriptions, chronicles, art, and archaeology converge to illuminate the rise, zenith, and decline of the empire, yet they also leave gaps and silences that challenge scholars. Understanding how knowledge of Angkor has been pieced together requires not only an inventory of these sources but also a critical awareness of their limitations. Archaeology at Angkor has never been a simple task of recovery; it is a dialogue between material remains, textual testimony, and the interpretive frameworks brought to bear upon them.

The most direct voices from Angkor come through inscriptions carved on temple doorways, stelae, and stone lintels. Written primarily in Sanskrit and Old Khmer, these inscriptions served as durable records of royal decrees, religious dedications, and endowments to temples. They proclaim the deeds of kings, list the lands and laborers allocated to sanctuaries, and sometimes describe rituals performed within the sacred spaces. The combination of Sanskrit, with its association to pan-Indic religious culture, and Old Khmer, rooted in the local tongue, reveals the dual identity of Angkorian civilization—cosmopolitan and indigenous at once. Inscriptions, however, are not neutral accounts. They are instruments of royal propaganda, celebrating victories, affirming divine legitimacy, and silencing dissent. While they provide invaluable chronological anchors and glimpses into administration, they leave the lives of common people largely unspoken, requiring us to read between the lines to reconstruct social realities. Complementing the epigraphic record are foreign accounts, the most celebrated being Zhou Daguan’s late thirteenth-century description of Angkor. His Customs of Cambodia stands as a unique ethnographic snapshot of a civilization near its height. Zhou records the layout of Angkor Thom, the majesty of the royal palace, the bustling markets, and the intricate etiquette of the Khmer court. Equally significant are his observations of gender roles, agricultural practices, and religious ceremonies. For aspects of Angkorian life invisible in stone inscriptions—clothing, diet, social customs—Zhou’s testimony is unmatched. Yet even his account must be approached with caution. As an outsider, Zhou filtered his observations through his own cultural expectations, sometimes misinterpreting what he saw or emphasizing details of particular interest to a Chinese readership. His text is indispensable, but it is one voice among many that must be situated in context.

Archaeology has been the other great avenue for reconstructing Angkor’s past. The French École française d’Extrême-Orient (EFEO), beginning in the early twentieth century, pioneered systematic study and conservation. Their scholars mapped temple complexes, documented inscriptions, and initiated restoration projects. Techniques such as anastylosis—the careful reassembly of collapsed structures—transformed the way Angkor’s monuments were stabilized and presented to the public. While these efforts were often framed in colonial terms, they laid the groundwork for modern archaeology and preservation. Later decades witnessed an internationalization of research, with Cambodian, Japanese, Australian, and American teams contributing to an ever more complex picture of Angkorian society. One of the most revolutionary developments in recent decades has been the application of remote sensing technologies, particularly LiDAR (Light Detection and Ranging). Airborne laser scanning has revealed the full scale of Angkor’s engineered landscape, exposing vast networks of canals, reservoirs, embankments, and previously unknown temple sites hidden beneath forest cover. What once seemed like isolated monuments are now understood as parts of an enormous urban complex, among the largest in the premodern world. LiDAR has shown that Angkor was not simply a city of temples but an intricately planned metropolis whose lifeblood was its water management system. This technological leap has shifted interpretations of Angkor from a purely ceremonial center to a functional urban capital that rivaled or exceeded the largest cities of its era.

Material culture excavated from Angkor adds further depth to the narrative. Ceramics, tools, jewelry, and inscriptions on everyday objects reveal the economic life of the empire. Imported Chinese ceramics testify to Angkor’s participation in long-distance trade, while local pottery traditions shed light on domestic practices. Sculpture and bas-reliefs are equally crucial, serving both as religious iconography and as visual records of Khmer society. The famous reliefs at Angkor Wat, for instance, depict not only mythological battles but also scenes of daily life—processions of warriors, churning of the sea of milk, and celestial dances—that give texture to the world the Khmer imagined and inhabited. Archaeological interpretation, however, is always bound by methodological challenges. The humid climate of Cambodia accelerates the decay of organic materials, leaving behind stone temples but erasing wooden structures and perishable artifacts that once formed the bulk of Khmer life. This preservation bias creates a distorted picture, privileging elite and religious spheres over domestic realities. Moreover, the overlay of centuries complicates the dating of monuments, as temples were often rebuilt, expanded, or repurposed. Determining precise chronologies demands careful cross-referencing of inscriptions, architectural styles, and stratigraphic evidence.

The politics of archaeology have also shaped knowledge production. Colonial-era scholarship emphasized monumental grandeur while sidelining local narratives. Later, during Cambodia’s turbulent twentieth century, research was interrupted by war and political upheaval, with many sites looted or damaged. The Khmer Rouge era left deep scars not only on Cambodian society but also on the country’s cultural heritage. Only in recent decades, under the auspices of UNESCO and with multinational collaboration, has a new phase of research and restoration flourished. Today, Cambodian archaeologists play a leading role in the study of their own heritage, balancing international expertise with national stewardship. In the twenty-first century, Angkor has become a laboratory for interdisciplinary research. Climate science, geology, and paleoecology intersect with archaeology to understand how environmental factors contributed to Angkor’s prosperity and decline. Studies of tree rings and sediment cores suggest cycles of drought and flooding that strained the empire’s hydraulic systems. These findings add ecological dimensions to historical explanations, underscoring the vulnerability of even the mightiest civilizations to environmental change. Digital humanities projects, meanwhile, are making Angkor’s inscriptions, maps, and 3D reconstructions accessible to global audiences, democratizing knowledge once confined to scholarly elites.

Few ancient sites have captured the world’s imagination as powerfully as Angkor. For travelers, artists, writers, and filmmakers, its towering spires and vine-entangled ruins have become emblems of mystery and majesty, symbols of both human achievement and impermanence. Yet Angkor’s image has not been static; it has been reshaped across centuries, refracted through the lenses of colonialism, nationalism, art, and popular culture. To understand the Khmer civilization not only as history but as a continuing presence in the modern world, one must trace the ways Angkor has been imagined, appropriated, and reinterpreted far beyond the forests of Cambodia. The earliest wave of fascination stemmed from European romanticism in the nineteenth century. Henri Mouhot’s writings, which described Angkor as a “lost city” reclaimed by jungle, spoke directly to Victorian tastes for adventure and ruin. This imagery resonated with Europe’s broader obsession with antiquity, aligning Angkor with the grandeur of Rome and the mystery of Egypt. Painters, engravers, and early photographers contributed to this vision, emphasizing decaying temples overgrown with strangler figs, creating tableaux where nature and culture seemed locked in eternal struggle. In these images, Angkor was not simply a historical site but a metaphor for the rise and fall of civilizations, a cautionary tale for industrial Europe itself.

The twentieth century expanded Angkor’s symbolic reach. French colonial administrators used the site as a showcase of their cultural stewardship, presenting themselves as custodians of a fallen empire whose glories they claimed to revive through archaeology and conservation. At the same time, Cambodian nationalists reclaimed Angkor as the ultimate expression of Khmer identity. When Cambodia gained independence in 1953, Angkor Wat was placed at the center of the national flag, an enduring emblem of continuity between ancient grandeur and modern statehood. This dual appropriation—colonial pride on one side, national pride on the other—illustrates how powerful Angkor’s image had become in shaping political identities. Beyond politics, Angkor has inspired countless works of art and literature. Poets and novelists from André Malraux to contemporary Cambodian writers have used the temples as settings for meditations on time, memory, and cultural survival. Malraux’s ill-fated attempt to loot Banteay Srei in the 1920s, followed by his later novels invoking Angkor, epitomizes the tension between exploitation and fascination that has marked Western engagements with the site. In the Cambodian diaspora, Angkor has become a symbol of resilience, a reminder of cultural heritage maintained in exile. For artists, whether local or global, Angkor is not merely a ruin but a canvas upon which questions of identity and loss are inscribed.

Film and popular media have perhaps done the most to cement Angkor in global consciousness. From early colonial documentaries to Hollywood blockbusters such as Lara Croft: Tomb Raider (2001), the temples have served as atmospheric backdrops for tales of adventure, mystery, and fantasy. These cinematic portrayals often trade in exoticism, presenting Angkor as an enchanted labyrinth or a stage for Western heroism. Yet they also ensure that Angkor’s silhouette—the lotus-shaped towers of Angkor Wat or the enigmatic faces of Bayon—is recognized worldwide. Tourism, driven in part by these representations, has transformed Angkor into one of the most visited heritage sites on Earth, a status both blessing and burden for Cambodia. Angkor’s symbolic power extends beyond aesthetics or entertainment. For many Cambodians, it is a spiritual anchor, a reminder of continuity amid upheaval. During the Khmer Rouge years, when cultural heritage was systematically attacked, Angkor remained a silent witness to destruction, its survival offering a sense of endurance when human institutions collapsed. In the decades since, Angkor has been mobilized in reconciliation and nation-building efforts, a shared heritage that transcends political divides. The presence of Angkor Wat on the national flag and currency underscores this centrality: the temples are not relics but living emblems of identity.

Globally, Angkor has become a touchstone in debates over heritage preservation, cultural ownership, and sustainable tourism. UNESCO’s designation of Angkor as a World Heritage Site in 1992 brought international attention and funding but also introduced tensions between global stewardship and local agency. Conservation efforts, while essential, sometimes risk imposing external values on how Angkor should be preserved or presented. For Cambodians, Angkor is not just an artifact to be protected but a sacred landscape still used for worship, pilgrimage, and ritual. Balancing these perspectives is an ongoing challenge, revealing how contested global imagination can be when it collides with local lived realities. The resonance of Angkor in the global imagination also lies in its universality. To historians, it is evidence of statecraft and empire; to architects, a marvel of design and engineering; to artists, a source of aesthetic inspiration; to spiritual seekers, a sacred mandala in stone; to tourists, an adventure into the sublime. Each of these perspectives carries its own truth, and together they make Angkor a global heritage site in the fullest sense. Yet this universality also risks flattening its meaning, turning Angkor into a consumable image divorced from its cultural context. The challenge for scholarship is to recover Angkor as both a global symbol and a Cambodian reality, resisting simplifications that reduce it to mere ruin or tourist spectacle.

A study of the Khmer Empire and Angkor inevitably confronts the problem of scale. The monuments are vast, the historical span stretches for centuries, and the cultural layers are dense with meaning. To write a single volume that captures all these dimensions is both an ambitious and necessary undertaking. The purpose of this book is not to provide a mere catalogue of temples or a traveler’s guide, but to situate Angkor within the wider history of human civilization, to explore the dynamics of kingship, religion, society, and environment that produced one of the world’s most extraordinary cultural landscapes. The scope of this book is deliberately broad. It begins with history, tracing the rise of the Khmer from the early kingdoms of Funan and Chenla to the apogee of Angkor under rulers such as Suryavarman II and Jayavarman VII. It then turns to religion, for Angkor cannot be understood apart from the cosmologies of Hinduism and Buddhism that animated its temples and shaped its kingship. Architecture is treated not only as a record of style but as a manifestation of ideas—Mount Meru in stone, cosmic oceans in reservoirs, myth rendered in bas-reliefs. Society and daily life are explored through inscriptions, archaeology, and foreign accounts, recovering voices that often fall silent in monumental narratives. Finally, the book examines Angkor’s rediscovery, restoration, and modern significance, acknowledging that its story did not end with decline but continues into the present as a site of identity, tourism, and heritage debate.

The aim is to balance depth with accessibility. Each chapter is written to provide scholarly rigor, drawing upon epigraphy, archaeology, and recent scientific advances, yet also to invite readers who may be new to Khmer studies. Where technical debates exist—such as the chronology of certain temples, the function of barays, or the causes of Angkor’s decline—these are presented not as obstacles but as opportunities to appreciate the complexity of historical reconstruction. Rather than a single authoritative narrative, the book embraces multiplicity, reflecting the fact that Angkor itself is layered and contested. This book is also comparative in outlook. Angkor is considered in its Southeast Asian context, alongside Champa, Srivijaya, Pagan, and Dai Viet, highlighting both common patterns and unique achievements. It is set against global benchmarks of civilization—Rome, the Abbasids, the Maya—not to diminish its distinctiveness but to underscore its place in the wider human story of empire, urbanism, and cultural imagination. The Khmer Empire was neither peripheral nor isolated; it was a center in its own right, connected to maritime and overland routes that linked Asia into an intricate web of exchange.

A central theme throughout the book is the integration of environment and culture. Angkor’s greatness was built upon the harnessing of water, the rhythms of monsoon agriculture, and the transformation of landscape into cosmological order. Its decline, too, was bound to environmental stress, political fragmentation, and the limits of hydraulic management. In tracing this interplay, the book aims to illuminate broader lessons about the fragility of civilizations and the delicate balance between human ambition and natural constraint. The chapters are structured to move from the general to the specific, from the sweep of history to the detail of individual monuments. Early chapters establish the political, religious, and social frameworks of the Khmer Empire. Subsequent chapters examine Angkor’s temples region by region—Central Angkor, Eastern Angkor, the Barays, Roluos, Banteay Srei—allowing each to be situated within its historical and symbolic context. The final chapters turn to modern times, considering how Angkor has been rediscovered, conserved, and imagined, and how it continues to function as a living heritage for Cambodia and the world.

Finally, the appendices provide resources for further exploration: bibliographies of key works, glossaries of architectural terms, translations of selected inscriptions, maps, and genealogical charts. These are not afterthoughts but integral tools, offering readers both orientation and depth. The purpose of this book, then, is threefold: to narrate the history of the Khmer Empire, to interpret its cultural and architectural legacy, and to situate Angkor within both Cambodian identity and global imagination. It seeks to do justice to the grandeur of the monuments while not losing sight of the people who built, worshipped, and lived among them. It acknowledges the achievements of past scholarship while embracing the insights of new methods and perspectives. And it invites readers to see Angkor not as a frozen ruin but as a dynamic legacy—rooted in the past, alive in the present, and carrying lessons for the future.
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CHAPTER 1 – HISTORY OF THE KHMER CIVILIZATION
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The political history that preceded Angkor is reconstructed from uneven evidence. Chinese dynastic histories preserve notices of Funan and later Chenla; inscriptions in Sanskrit and Old Khmer become more numerous from the pre-Angkorian period; archaeology supplies evidence for settlements, trade and temple construction that written sources do not record. These materials do not describe a simple succession of unified kingdoms, but they do show the political and religious conditions from which the Angkorian state emerged in the ninth century. Funan, flourishing from the first to the sixth centuries CE, is widely recognized as the earliest known polity of mainland Southeast Asia. Chinese annals, particularly the records of the Liang Shu and the Nan Qi Shu, provide our primary testimony about Funan, since the kingdom itself has left almost no written records. To the Chinese, Funan was a distant but significant tributary state, ruled by kings who received envoys, sent embassies, and presented exotic products such as ivory, rhinoceros horn, and aromatic resins. These accounts emphasize Funan’s role as a hub of maritime trade, situated at the crossroads of routes linking India with southern China. Archaeological evidence supports this portrayal: excavations at sites such as Óc Eo in the Mekong Delta have uncovered Roman coins, Indian beads, and Persian glass, testifying to a vibrant cosmopolitan economy. Funan, though shadowy in details, appears to have been one of the earliest Southeast Asian societies to benefit from the “Indianization” process—the selective adoption of Indic writing, religion, and kingship models that would later flourish at Angkor.

The documentary basis for Funan is external rather than royal Khmer historiography. The Liang shu and related Chinese dynastic histories describe embassies, rulers, tribute and trade connected with Funan, while excavations in the lower Mekong delta supply the material counterpart to those notices. This distinction matters: the Chinese texts establish that Chinese courts recognized a polity called Funan, but they do not provide a continuous internal history of it. Michael Vickery’s work on pre-Angkor Cambodia and Miriam Stark’s settlement archaeology are therefore useful correctives to older reconstructions that treated the Chinese notices as a complete political narrative (Vickery, 1998; Stark, 2006). The legends surrounding Funan’s origins reflect this synthesis of local and foreign elements. Chinese sources recount the tale of Hun Tian, a foreigner—perhaps Indian—who married a local Naga princess, symbolizing the union of external influence with indigenous legitimacy. The naga motif would endure in Khmer mythology and temple iconography, where serpent balustrades stretched like protective guardians along temple causeways, recalling the primal marriage between land and water, foreign and local, divine and human. Even in these early centuries, we see the symbolic grammar that would define Khmer civilization: political authority legitimated through sacred unions, cosmology embedded in political narratives, and kingship framed as a bridge between worlds.

By the sixth century, Funan’s dominance waned, giving way to Chenla, a term that appears in Chinese records to describe the successor state or states in the interior regions of modern Cambodia and Laos. Unlike Funan, which had been oriented toward maritime trade, Chenla was more land-based, consolidating power along the Mekong valley and its tributaries. Chinese sources speak of “Water Chenla” and “Land Chenla,” reflecting either a political division or two related successor polities. While historians debate the precise nature of this arrangement, it is clear that Chenla represented a shift in the center of power from the coastal delta to the inland riverine plains that would later cradle Angkor. Archaeological and epigraphic evidence sheds greater light on Chenla than on Funan. For the first time, we encounter inscriptions in both Sanskrit and Old Khmer, etched into stone stelae, commemorating royal deeds, religious dedications, and temple foundations. These inscriptions provide not only names of kings but also genealogies that sought to anchor rulers in divine and heroic lineages. Among the most prominent rulers was Bhavavarman I (r. ca. 550–590 CE), who expanded Chenla’s influence and established new centers of power inland. His successor, Mahendravarman, and later rulers such as Isanavarman I, left inscriptions that mark the beginnings of the epigraphic tradition which would blossom under the Angkorian kings. These records proclaim devotion to Shiva and Vishnu, evidence of Hinduism’s deepening roots in the Khmer world.

CHRONOLOGY, REGNAL DATES AND THE LIMITS OF PRECISION

The chronology of the Khmer kings is far firmer than it once was, but it is not uniformly precise. Regnal dates are reconstructed from inscriptions, dated dedications, genealogies and references to earlier rulers, and some reigns can be anchored closely while others remain approximate. A date carved in a temple inscription may establish that a king was ruling in that year without proving the exact day his reign began or ended. Later king lists and retrospective genealogies can fill gaps, but they also carry political purposes. For that reason, dates such as 802 for Jayavarman II or c.1218 for the end of Jayavarman VII's reign are best understood as conventional scholarly anchors rather than modern civil-register entries. The distinction is small in appearance but important in method. Temple dates require the same discipline. A consecration inscription can date the formal dedication of a sanctuary, while construction may have begun years earlier and continued afterward. Angkor Wat is the clearest example: its association with Suryavarman II is secure, but the enormous building and carving program extended over a long period and was not finished uniformly. Later repairs, additions and religious alterations further separate the date of a monument's foundation from the date of every visible feature. When the book gives a single year beside a temple, that year should therefore be read as a documented milestone in a longer building history.

This approach also prevents false precision from entering comparisons. Architectural style is useful for dating monuments, but style itself is not a calendar. Carving forms overlap between reigns, workshops can preserve older conventions, and provincial monuments may not change at the same pace as royal foundations. Epigraphy, archaeology and stylistic analysis are strongest when they converge. Where they do not, the disagreement is evidence rather than an inconvenience. A historically mature account of Angkor can therefore use approximate dates openly, identify the source of firmer dates, and leave genuinely uncertain sequences unresolved instead of manufacturing exactness. Temples of the Chenla period, though modest compared to the grandeur of Angkor, are critical in understanding the evolution of Khmer architecture. Built largely of brick with sandstone lintels and decorated with early carvings, they represent the first attempts at monumental construction in durable materials. Sites such as Sambor Prei Kuk in modern Kampong Thom province showcase Chenla’s architectural achievements. Once the capital of Isanavarman I, Sambor Prei Kuk contained dozens of brick towers, arranged in temple groups dedicated to Hindu deities. The site’s intricate brickwork, octagonal towers, and early lintel carvings prefigure many of the motifs that would later be perfected in Angkor’s sandstone masterpieces. In these temples, we see the Khmer genius for embedding cosmological symbolism in architecture already beginning to take form.

Religion was central to Chenla’s political and cultural life. Inscriptions describe kings as paramesvara or paramavishnu, exalted devotees of Shiva or Vishnu, whose temples were endowed with land, rice fields, and laborers. The cult of the linga, the phallic emblem of Shiva, dominated Chenla’s religious landscape, embodying both fertility and royal authority. Local deities, ancestor spirits, and animistic traditions, however, did not disappear. Instead, they were integrated into the Hindu framework, producing a syncretic religiosity uniquely Khmer. In many temples, one can detect the coexistence of Indic gods and indigenous guardian figures, evidence of a cultural fusion that gave Khmer spirituality its distinctive texture. Politically, Chenla was less centralized than the later Angkorian Empire. Power appears to have been distributed among regional chiefs and rival lineages, with periods of unity followed by fragmentation. Chinese records even describe Chenla breaking up into multiple smaller polities after the eighth century. Yet this political instability should not obscure Chenla’s importance. It was during this period that the Khmer began to experiment with the structures of kingship, administration, and monumental religion that would eventually coalesce under Jayavarman II. Chenla may not have produced an empire, but it provided the cultural and institutional scaffolding upon which Angkor would be built.

By the early ninth century, political authority in Cambodia was being reorganized, but the older textbook picture of a simple Chenla collapse followed by Jayavarman II's sudden unification is too neat. The decisive account of Jayavarman II comes from the Sdok Kak Thom inscription K.235, composed in the eleventh century, long after the events it describes. Its account of a break from “Java” and the establishment of rites associated with the devarāja belongs to an eleventh-century memory of the kingdom's foundation, not to a surviving contemporary proclamation from about 802. The location and political meaning of “Java” remain disputed. What can be stated more securely is that Jayavarman II became the ancestral point from which later Angkorian kings traced a new order of sovereignty. The figure of Jayavarman II stands at the threshold of Angkorian history, both historically elusive and symbolically foundational. While the pre-Angkorian polities of Funan and Chenla had experimented with kingship, territorial control, and temple construction, it was Jayavarman II in the early ninth century who transformed these precedents into the architecture of empire. Through a combination of political unification, religious innovation, and symbolic declaration, he inaugurated the Khmer Empire and embedded its monarchy in divine legitimacy. The institution most closely associated with his reign—the devarāja cult, or “god-king” cult—became the keystone of Angkorian kingship, endowing the monarch with sacred authority and ensuring that his rule transcended the merely human.

Our knowledge of Jayavarman II is drawn primarily from inscriptions written long after his time, most notably the Sdok Kak Thom inscription of 1053, composed more than two centuries after his death. This inscription recounts the establishment of the devarāja cult on Mount Mahendraparvata (modern Phnom Kulen), where Jayavarman II is said to have conducted a ceremony with Brahman priests declaring him a universal monarch (chakravartin) independent of foreign powers. The text is not a straightforward historical chronicle but a legitimizing narrative, composed to secure the authority of later kings by linking them to the mythical founder of empire. Yet even through this retrospective lens, Jayavarman II emerges as the figure who crystallized the idea of Khmer kingship as both worldly and divine. The strongest documentary warning comes from the Sdok Kak Thom inscription, K.235, dated 1053 CE. Its account of Jayavarman II belongs to the eleventh century, roughly two and a half centuries after the events it describes. The inscription is indispensable because it preserves the court tradition concerning the king’s movements, the ritual on Mahendraparvata and the priestly lineage attached to the royal cult; it is not, however, a contemporary chronicle of the early ninth century. Any reconstruction of Jayavarman II has to keep that chronological distance visible rather than treating the inscription as an eyewitness record.

The circumstances of Jayavarman II's rise remain uncertain because the principal foundation story is retrospective. K.235 says that the ruler had been in “Java” and that a rite was performed so that Kambujadeśa would no longer be dependent on Java, but neither the identity of that Java nor the precise historical relationship is settled. Older histories commonly identified it with the Sailendra sphere in Java; other readings have considered places in the Malay world or a more complicated political memory. The safest reading is therefore not that a documented foreign occupation ended in 802, but that eleventh-century Khmer elites remembered Jayavarman II as the ruler who established an autonomous and sacralized kingship. Geographically, Jayavarman II moved his capital several times before establishing a lasting base at Hariharalaya near present-day Roluos. Earlier centers, such as Indrapura and Amarendrapura, suggest that he was consolidating power across different regions, negotiating with local elites, and seeking auspicious locations tied to religious geography. The eventual choice of Hariharalaya, near the Tonle Sap and the fertile plains of Angkor, foreshadowed the later concentration of imperial power in this region. At Roluos, Jayavarman and his successors built temples such as Preah Ko and Bakong, monuments that signal the transition from Chenla brick towers to the sandstone architecture that would characterize Angkor. These structures also enshrine the principle of the temple-mountain: the king’s temple as a cosmic Meru, a microcosm of the universe, and a symbol of his divine sovereignty.

The term devarāja requires more caution than the familiar English label “god-king” suggests. K.235 associates Jayavarman II's court with ritual procedures called devarāja, but the inscription does not simply state that the king himself became Shiva or that a royal linga literally contained his spirit. Scholars have long disagreed over whether devarāja means a royal god, the king of the gods, a cult image, or a body of protective rites. Recent reassessment has pushed interpretation away from the simple equation king = god and toward the ritual and protective functions described by the inscription. Khmer kingship certainly used divine associations, ancestral cults and state temples, but devarāja should not be treated as a single, fully understood constitutional doctrine. The political implications of the devarāja were profound. By establishing himself as god-king, Jayavarman II claimed supremacy over rival chiefs and regional rulers, integrating them into a centralized hierarchy. The cult also provided continuity: since the linga represented both god and king, successive monarchs could claim legitimacy by linking themselves to this sacred symbol. The devarāja thus created a framework for dynastic succession and imperial ideology that endured for centuries. Every great Angkorian king, from Indravarman I to Jayavarman VII, operated within this system, commissioning temple-mountains and dedicating themselves as protectors of cosmic order.

Religiously, the devarāja cult reflected a shift from the earlier Chenla emphasis on regional shrines and ancestor cults to a centralized, dynastic religion anchored in the person of the king. While local deities and spirits continued to be venerated, they were subsumed under the overarching sovereignty of the god-king. This centralization mirrored the political consolidation of the realm, turning a patchwork of local polities into an empire with Angkor as its axis. The cult also sacralized the landscape: Mount Kulen became a holy mountain, reservoirs mirrored cosmic seas, and temples were aligned with celestial patterns. Through these symbolic acts, Jayavarman II inscribed divinity onto the geography of Cambodia. Archaeological evidence for Jayavarman’s reign is fragmentary but significant. The remains at Roluos—particularly Bakong, often considered the first true temple-mountain—embody the architectural vision he initiated. Bakong’s stepped pyramid form, surrounded by moats and subsidiary shrines, represents Mount Meru encircled by the cosmic ocean, a theme that would be elaborated on a grander scale at Angkor Wat centuries later. The temple’s dedication to Shiva reflects the prominence of Shaivism during his reign, though Vaishnavism and local cults were not excluded. In this synthesis of architecture, cosmology, and kingship, we see the embryonic form of the Angkorian world.

While Jayavarman II’s historical actions may remain partly hidden by myth, his symbolic role is beyond doubt. He is remembered as the founder because he provided the Khmer world with a unifying ideology, a sacred kingship that bound together politics, religion, and cosmology. The ceremony on Mount Kulen, whether literal or constructed by later memory, represents the moment when kingship became inseparable from the divine, when empire became more than the sum of its territories. Jayavarman II occupies the same place in Khmer history that Romulus does in Rome or Menes in Egypt—not necessarily as a fully recoverable historical figure, but as a mythic founder whose authority is woven into the very fabric of identity. The legacy of Jayavarman II would resonate across centuries. His successors built upon the foundations he laid, expanding Angkor’s territory, perfecting its architecture, and elaborating its religious cosmology. Yet even in their grandeur, they always looked back to the precedent of the god-king who first declared independence and sacralized sovereignty. Without Jayavarman II and the devarāja cult, Angkor would not have been Angkor: it would have remained a cluster of competing polities rather than a unified empire. His reign thus marks the decisive threshold, the point at which the Khmer entered into their classical age.

Jayavarman II supplied later Khmer rulers with a founding precedent, but the institutions associated with Angkor took clearer material form under Indravarman I (r. 877–889) and Yasovarman I (r. 889–910). Their reigns saw large reservoirs, state temples, new urban centres, and inscriptions that tied kingship to land, ancestors, cult and labour. The change can be followed in monuments rather than inferred only from later royal memory: Hariharalaya, Preah Ko, Bakong, Phnom Bakheng and the East Baray show a court increasingly able to organize resources on a scale not visible in the earlier record. Indravarman I came to power in 877 after the short reign of Jayavarman III. At Hariharalaya he sponsored works on a new scale, including the Indratataka reservoir, about 3.8 by 0.8 kilometres, and the temples of Preah Ko and Bakong. Older scholarship often treated the baray primarily as an irrigation reservoir and a terrestrial counterpart of the cosmic ocean. Later archaeological work has made its hydraulic role harder to reduce to a single function. What is certain is that its construction required organized labour, control of land and water, and a court capable of maintaining a large engineered feature beside the capital.

Indravarman’s temple programme is equally visible in Bakong, a five-tiered pyramid of sandstone and laterite surrounded by moats and subsidiary shrines. It is commonly described as the first fully developed Angkorian temple-mountain. Its form draws on Mount Meru imagery, while its inscriptions and dedication place it within the king’s Shaivite cult and dynastic programme. The extensive use of sandstone also marks a technical change from the predominantly brick sanctuaries of earlier centuries, although brick, laterite and timber continued to be used throughout the Angkorian period. Another important temple of Indravarman’s reign is Preah Ko, dedicated in 879 to his ancestors. Its six brick towers, richly decorated with stucco, were built to honor his parents, grandparents, and Jayavarman II, blending personal devotion with dynastic legitimacy. The inscriptions at Preah Ko, composed in Sanskrit and Old Khmer, provide valuable genealogical information, tracing Indravarman’s lineage and linking him to his predecessors. In this way, temple building became an act of both piety and propaganda, binding together family, state, and cosmos. Indravarman also commissioned numerous smaller shrines and established networks of endowments, creating a model of temple economy where sanctuaries were supported by land grants, rice fields, and laborers.

Preah Ko is unusually valuable because its inscriptions allow the dynastic claims to be checked against a contemporary monument. The Sanskrit and Old Khmer texts name royal ancestors, record dedications and associate deceased members of the ruling house with divine forms. The evidence therefore supports the statement that ancestor commemoration was built directly into Indravarman I’s temple programme. It does not require the broader assumption that every inhabitant understood the monument in precisely the same theological terms. The inscriptional evidence is strongest for court ritual, endowment and genealogy (Finot, 1925; Coedès, 1948). Indravarman’s reign, though brief, established key patterns: the fusion of hydraulic engineering and monumental construction, the use of temple-mountains as symbols of divine kingship, and the integration of dynastic ancestor worship into state ideology. His death in 889 paved the way for his son, Yasovarman I, who would consolidate and expand his father’s innovations on an even greater scale. Yasovarman I (r. 889–910) is remembered above all as the founder of Angkor proper. Dissatisfied with Hariharalaya as the seat of power, he established a new capital, Yasodharapura, at the site of Phnom Bakheng, a hill rising from the plains north of the Tonle Sap. This decision was momentous, for it anchored the Khmer capital in the area that would remain the heart of Angkor for the next five centuries. By situating his city around Phnom Bakheng, Yasovarman inscribed sacred geography directly onto urban space. The hill itself, crowned by a temple-mountain dedicated to Shiva, became the axis mundi of the new capital, embodying both political and cosmological centrality.

The temple of Phnom Bakheng, begun under Yasovarman I, was laid out as a stepped temple-mountain whose numerical ordering has attracted repeated astronomical interpretations. Counts of its subsidiary towers have been related to numbers such as 108 and to calendrical schemes, but these readings are interpretations rather than securely documented design instructions. The monument can be described with confidence as a highly ordered sacred and royal centre on a natural hill; claims that a particular tower count encodes the lunar calendar should be presented as scholarly proposals, not established fact. Yasovarman was also an innovator in water management. He expanded upon his father’s hydraulic vision by constructing the East Baray, an enormous reservoir measuring roughly 7.5 by 1.8 kilometers. The East Baray dwarfed Indravarman’s Indratataka and marked the beginning of Angkor’s transformation into a hydraulic city of unparalleled scale. Like all Khmer barays, it had both practical and symbolic functions. It provided water for agriculture, supporting the dense population of the capital, and it represented the cosmic ocean, reinforcing the mandala structure of the city. The East Baray would remain one of Angkor’s most important reservoirs for centuries, a testament to Yasovarman’s foresight and ambition.

Beyond Phnom Bakheng and the East Baray, Yasovarman commissioned numerous hermitages and shrines, particularly dedicated to ascetics and religious specialists. Inscriptions speak of his patronage of Brahmans and Buddhist monks, reflecting a more pluralistic religious landscape than sometimes assumed. Though Shaivism remained dominant, Yasovarman’s reign illustrates the permeability of Khmer religion, where Hindu, Buddhist, and indigenous practices intermingled. His support for hermitages suggests an interest in spiritual charisma as a complement to royal authority, extending the reach of kingship into the moral and ascetic spheres. Yasovarman’s inscriptions record royal foundations over a wide area and show a court extending patronage beyond the immediate capital. The exact limits of his political control cannot be mapped with modern borders, and claims of conquest in royal texts require caution. By the end of his reign, however, Yasodharapura had become the main royal centre on the Angkor plain, supported by Phnom Bakheng, the East Baray and a network of religious establishments. Suryavarman II, who ruled in the first half of the twelfth century, is inseparable from Angkor Wat, one of the world's largest religious monuments. His reign combined warfare, diplomacy, temple patronage and an unusually prominent devotion to Vishnu. The surviving evidence does not permit every feature of Angkor Wat to be read as a direct statement of the king's personal intentions, but the monument's scale and royal imagery make its connection with Suryavarman's kingship unmistakable.

Suryavarman II’s rise to power was dramatic. Inscriptions describe him as a usurper who seized the throne after a period of dynastic turmoil, defeating rival claimants and consolidating control through force of arms. His military prowess was legendary; reliefs at Angkor Wat depict him enthroned amid courtiers and warriors, a figure of commanding authority. Chinese envoys who visited Angkor in the 12th century reported a ruler who combined martial discipline with strict administration, imposing order across a vast and diverse empire. From the outset, Suryavarman II’s kingship was framed not merely as political authority but as a cosmic mandate, legitimized through conquest and sanctified through monumental construction. Central to Suryavarman’s reign was his program of expansion. He campaigned vigorously against the Cham of central Vietnam, waging wars that sought to extend Khmer influence along the coast and secure maritime routes. In the west, he pushed into the Menam Chao Phraya basin, establishing Khmer dominance over regions of present-day Thailand. His armies are thought to have clashed with the Dai Viet in the north, reflecting his ambition to create a sphere of influence that spanned much of mainland Southeast Asia. These campaigns, while not always permanently successful, demonstrate the outward thrust of Angkor under his rule and the
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